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      Foreword


      Thank you for all of your support. I’m Mai Mochizuki.


      Holmes of Kyoto Volume 0: The Journey’s Beginning is a guidebook and short story collection. Thank you so much for picking it up.


      I’ve put together a guidebook before as well (volume 6.5), but this time, I wanted to make it more straightforward. It does feature a thorough guide to Kyoto and a newly written short story, but it also includes various short stories that were written for other occasions. I played around with having the characters introduce the stories as well.


      Additionally, this book is designed so that even people who have only read up to volume 3 will be able to understand the content. I hope that those who have read the entire series will enjoy it with nostalgia, while those who have only read the beginning will enjoy it with a fresh perspective.


      The book is packed with Kyoto’s highlights, so I’d love it if you treated it as a travel companion.


      Mai Mochizuki

    

  

  
    
      Episode 0


      “Kiyo, are you really going to be okay?” I asked.


      I was stopping by Kura right before leaving for France. The store was the family business of my childhood friend and older brother figure Kiyo—Kiyotaka Yagashira—and I had also worked part-time here for a long time.


      Kiyo was smiling behind the counter as usual. “Thank you for going to the trouble of visiting before your departure, Rikyu.”


      “I can’t help being worried. Without me, it’s just you and the manager, right? But you have university, and the manager’s always eager to go outside.”


      “There’s no need to worry so much. If it comes down to it, I’ll have the owner help too.”


      I groaned. “Would the owner really watch the store?”


      “Perhaps, perhaps not.” Kiyo shrugged.


      “Anyway, I’m more worried about you hiring some weird part-timer while I’m gone.”


      “Such as?”


      “Like a trashy guy who’ll pretend to be a DJ with the antique platters.”


      “We don’t employ people like that, so don’t worry.”


      “I don’t want any sexy university girls here either.”


      Kiyo laughed.


      “Hey, don’t laugh. At least deny it. What, do you like sexy university girls?”


      “No, that’s not it. I would be afraid of the trashy guy damaging the antiques, but if it’s just a sexy person, I don’t think there would be an issue.”


      “They’d definitely come on to you. What if a tea bowl or vase gets broken when that happens?”


      “I certainly wouldn’t want that. In that case, I’ll take care not to hire any trashy guys or sexy flirtatious women.”


      “Honestly, I don’t want you to hire anyone.” I lowered my eyes gloomily.


      Kiyo stepped out from the counter with a sigh. “You’re going to France to study, so please focus on that instead of worrying about the store.” He put his hands on my shoulders.


      “Yeah, I’ll learn as much as I can.”


      “I’m looking forward to seeing how much you’ve powered up when you return.”


      “Okay, I’ll come back strong enough to send you flying.” I clenched my fist.


      Kiyo chuckled and patted my head. “Well, you’ll only be gone for a year. I’m sure we’ll get by on our own without any hired help.”


      “I think so too. This place is kind of special. It feels like only people with some kind of connection to it come here.” I looked around the store, which hadn’t changed since I was a kid. It was as if time here had stopped.


      It’s only a year. I’m sure nothing will have changed by the time I come back.


      So I thought, but not long after I left, a strange high school girl stumbled her way into this store and became a part-timer...but that’s a story for later.




      Kiyotaka: And so, volume 0 suddenly begins with an episode from Rikyu, who’s like a younger brother to me. Thank you for reading; I’m Kiyotaka Yagashira.


      Aoi: I’m Aoi Mashiro. Thank you for reading. This story took place a little before I started working at Kura, right?


      Kiyotaka: Yes. Rikyu was helping out at the store before you came. Your first visit was after his departure, just when I was thinking that it might be difficult without him.


      Aoi: I see. So if Rikyu hadn’t studied abroad, I wouldn’t have been hired, right?


      Kiyotaka: That is indeed a possibility, but everything is up to fate. Perhaps I would’ve offered the part-time job regardless.


      Aoi: I hope so.


      Kiyotaka: Now then, I’d like to discuss the next topic, Chapter 1. You see, Holmes of Kyoto has an anime adaptation...


      Aoi: That’s right. I was really excited to see Kaito Ishikawa voicing your role and Miyu Tomita voicing mine.


      Kiyotaka: The beginning of the novel series plays out slightly differently in the anime.


      Aoi: Yes, I was surprised when I watched it. Was that the author’s request?


      Kiyotaka: Yes. I hear that she suggested combining the prologues of volumes 1 and 2. She thought that our personalities would be conveyed better that way.


      Aoi: In other words, episode 1 of the anime was a completely original story written by the author. But it was never published in any of the books, was it?


      Kiyotaka: You see, Aoi, it’s being published here, in volume 0.


      Aoi: What?! Really?! Jeez, Holmes, even if you write “Act extremely surprised” on the cue card, I can’t stop it from sounding forced. (Covers face with hands.)


      Kiyotaka: Ha ha ha, my apologies. Well then, here’s the story of when it all began, told slightly differently from the original novel.


      Aoi: It really is “the journey’s beginning,” huh? I hope everyone will look back on it with nostalgia. Please enjoy.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Holmes and the Zen Priest Hakuin (Anime-Original Version)


      It was spring, when Kyoto’s cherry blossoms were in full bloom. Unlike the excited crowds of people who had come to see the flowers, my heart was as heavy as it could be...until I met a certain individual at the antique store Kura, that is.


      Walking down the shopping street near the Teramachi-Sanjo intersection, one could find a small antique store nestled within the rows of buildings. The sign outside displayed a single word: Kura, meaning “storehouse.” It was a very minimalistic name.


      Inside, it seemed more like an old-fashioned cafe than an antique store. The architecture was a blend of Japanese and Western concepts, reminiscent of the Meiji and Taisho eras. There was a sign out front that said, “Do you have any antiques hidden away at home? We buy and appraise.”


      As a high school student, I—Aoi Mashiro—found it difficult to enter such a classy store. I had come here countless times only to hesitate and leave.


      No, today will be the day!


      I tightly gripped my paper bag and worked up the courage to put my hand on the door. As soon as it opened, a chime rang.


      I stepped inside, and a gasp of admiration escaped my mouth. Rows of shelves were neatly lined with Eastern-style vases and tea bowls. There were also Western-style items such as cups and saucers, candle stands, and antique dolls. I nervously continued forward, overwhelmed by the atmosphere.


      “Welcome,” someone suddenly called out to me.


      I flinched and turned in the direction of the voice. A man was smiling at me from the counter. He was young and looked like a student at first glance. This gorgeous man had pale skin, a straight nose, and glossy jet-black hair, and I stood in front of him in awe.


      That was our first encounter.




      “Aoi.”


      The voice brought me back to the present. I had been spacing out while doing the cleaning at Kura, thinking back to when I first visited the store. Holmes was smiling at me from the counter, just as he had that day.


      “Is something the matter, Aoi?”


      “Oh, no. I was just remembering the first time I came here...” I blushed, embarrassed.


      He chuckled. “It’s already been two weeks since then, hasn’t it? Time certainly flies.”


      “Yes.” I nodded and looked at him. “Um, I’ve finished cleaning. Is there any other work for me to do?”


      “Let me think...” He closed the accounting book in front of him. “Nothing in particular. Shall we start ‘Learning Time,’ then?” He held up an index finger with a fond smile.


      I nodded and smiled back. “Yes, Holmes.”


      He put on a pair of white nonslip appraisal gloves as usual.


      “You always wear those gloves, huh?” I remarked.


      “Gloves traditionally aren’t worn when appraising things like pottery because you’d want to check the texture as well. However, it’s my style to wear them.”


      He opened a small box in front of me and took out a tea bowl.


      “What is this?” I asked.


      “It’s an old Karatsu tea bowl. Please take a close look first.”


      I stared at it. It looked simple yet refined. But to be blunt, the flowers painted on it were crude to the point where I couldn’t tell what they were.


      “The pattern isn’t particularly artistic,” I said.


      “That’s part of the aesthetic. It’s said that old Karatsu is the final destination for pottery fans.” Holmes picked up the tea bowl and showed me the foot—the bottom part. “The characteristic traits of this piece are that it’s made from hard clay and has wrinkles at the unglazed foot. These are called ‘fine wrinkles.’”


      “Fine wrinkles...” I quickly took my notebook and jotted down what he said.


      He chuckled. “You’re always such an eager student.”


      “N-No, that’s not true.” I shrugged, embarrassed.


      This person’s name was Kiyotaka Yagashira, but a lot of people called him Holmes. It had been two weeks since I began working at Kura, and sometimes, he would hold learning sessions about antique art for me.


      The store was owned by Seiji Yagashira, a renowned, nationally certified appraiser. Holmes was his grandson and successor, and he was currently in training. The owner was apparently traveling around the world, so I hadn’t met him yet.


      I quietly turned around and looked at the sofa, where a middle-aged man was writing on manuscript paper. His name was Takeshi Yagashira, and he was Holmes’s father. His primary occupation was being an author, and he mainly wrote historical novels. Although we called him “the manager,” it was actually Holmes who did most of the administrative work at the store.


      “Come to think of it, what kind of training do you do to become an appraiser?” I asked on a whim.


      “Well...” Holmes put away the tea bowl. “I suppose it boils down to gaining experience. There’s nothing you can do but interact with as many genuine articles as you can. My grandfather always says that you have to train the mind’s eye by observing authentic antiques.”


      “Observing and interacting with authentic antiques... I see,” I said, taking notes again.


      The manager slowly stood up and walked over to me. “Aoi, have you gotten used to working here yet?”


      “Oh, yes. Thank you, sir.”


      “That’s good to hear.” He smiled and turned to Holmes. “I have a meeting with my editor. I’ll be back later. Please take care of things here.”


      “See you,” Holmes said with a nod.


      The door chime rang as the manager left. I’d heard that he’d had another meeting with his editor just the other day.


      “He sure is in demand, huh?” I remarked.


      “Because of that, I always have to watch the store.” Holmes shrugged.


      Suddenly, the door chime rang again, accompanied by the sound of the door being flung open.


      “Oh, welcome!” I said hastily. Since the store didn’t get many customers, I couldn’t help but feel nervous when greeting the few who came. Holmes seemed accustomed to it, though.


      “I want to request an appraisal,” the customer—a plump middle-aged man—said in a Kansai accent. He wore an expensive-looking suit and a gold wristwatch. “Is that all right?” He walked up to the counter, holding something wrapped in cloth.


      “Yes, of course. Please have a seat.”


      “Thanks.” The man introduced himself as Takada and sat down. “Could you take a look at this?” He untied the cloth, took out the box inside, and slid it toward Holmes.


      “It would be my pleasure.” Holmes opened the box, still wearing his white gloves. “Well, I’ll be.” He grinned in amusement.


      Takada’s item was a brownish-yellow tea bowl with dark green flowers painted on it.


      “My ancestors have been doing business in Osaka for generations,” the man said. “Is that a Kizeto tea bowl?”


      “Kizeto, you say...”


      “It’s supposed to be real nice, but I’m not interested in this stuff, so...”


      I couldn’t help but peek in their direction out of curiosity as I resumed my cleaning a few steps away.


      Holmes glanced at me. His eyes were asking, What do you think?


      I gave a silent nod of acknowledgment and looked closely at the tea bowl. Holmes had shown me a Kizeto tea bowl during one of our previous learning sessions, so he wanted to get my opinion. Perhaps it was a form of review.


      At a glance, the tea bowl did seem like Kizeto ware. But it’s clearly... I shook my head.


      Holmes nodded as if to say I was correct and turned to Takada. “Unfortunately, this is a counterfeit.”


      “Wh-What?!”


      “Real Kizeto ware has what is colloquially known as ‘oily skin’—a lustrous texture as if oil had been poured over the clay—as well as a clean feeling. This piece has none of that.” Holmes picked up the tea bowl. “Real pieces also feel lighter than they appear. They wouldn’t be this heavy. Furthermore, the chalcanthite coloring is supposed to be vivid, but the color here is quite darkened.” He put it back on the counter, an icy look in his eyes. “I can say with certainty that this is a counterfeit piece of Kizeto ware created in bad faith.”


      A counterfeit. I was right. I gulped.


      Takada seemed taken aback by Holmes’s appraisal. Then a crooked smile rose to his lips. “Wh-What would a youngster like you know?”


      “I do know. I also suspect that you brought this here knowing that it was fake.”


      “What?!”


      “You say you live in Osaka. Why would you bring this tea bowl all the way to an antique store in Kyoto?”


      “I-It was a coincidence. I just happened to be going to Kyoto, so I stopped by here.”


      “You just happened to come to Kyoto and you just happened to be carrying a Kizeto tea bowl? That’s far too unnatural.” Holmes looked down at the item again. “Additionally, it looks like this tea bowl was taken to a blemisher after it was created.”


      “A blemisher?” I asked, confused by the unfamiliar term.


      “There are people who will add ‘blemishes’ to new tea bowls to give them an aged feel. Given a month, they can age them by around three hundred years.” Holmes smirked. “Someone associated with such a professional would be experienced with the counterfeit trade.”


      Takada bent his back slightly, overwhelmed.


      “Unfortunately, that suit is the wrong size for you, and your shoes are worn out.” Holmes pointed at the man’s clothes. “You targeted this store, waiting for my father to step out. You knew there was a young, inexperienced appraiser in Teramachi-Sanjo, so you decided to trick me. Am I wrong?” he asked with a smile.


      Takada shrank back, his eyes darting every which way. “No, um...well.”


      “Such a shame. I may be young, but I am not inexperienced enough to be fooled by such crass work.” Holmes glared fiercely at Takada with cold eyes.


      The man’s face went pale with terror. I found myself taking a step back too, overpowered by Holmes’s intensity.


      The next moment, Takada hurriedly grabbed the tea bowl and cloth wrapping. “I-I’ll let you off easy this time!” he spouted nonsensically, fleeing the store.


      “It’s me who’s letting you off easy,” Holmes spat. He whirled around to face me. “Ugh, the nerve. Aoi, sprinkle some salt, please.”


      “Right away. Salt, you said?” Sprinkling salt was a purifying ritual practiced in the Shinto religion.


      “Yes, salt.”


      “Umm, we only have flavored salt for boiled eggs. Don’t you think it’d be a waste to use this?” I tilted my head as I held the flavored salt I’d found in the kitchenette.


      Holmes froze for a second before chuckling. “You’re right. It would be a waste.”


      “That’s what I thought.”


      “In that case, shall we boil some eggs?”


      “Okay.”


      And so, we cheerfully began preparations for our break. On the counter were two boiled eggs and two cups, one containing coffee and the other café au lait.


      Holmes smiled in amusement as he peeled the shell off of his egg. “I feel more relaxed when I’m with you, Aoi.”


      “Huh? How come?”


      “Usually, coming into contact with a malicious forgery puts me in a bad mood for the rest of the day. But this time, when I saw you holding the flavored salt, I felt like a pot of boiling water that had its lid taken off so all the steam escaped.”


      “What?” I giggled. “It was surprising, though. I didn’t know there were people who really would bring in forgeries.”


      “Counterfeits are clumps of ill will, created to trick people and steal their money. I cannot accept such bad faith. It’s blasphemy toward everyone who loves art.” He scowled as he drank his coffee.


      “You’re a sincere person, huh?”


      “Sincere? Who, me?” He sounded surprised.


      “Yes.” I nodded firmly.


      “No, I may despise counterfeits, but I have a twisted personality. At my core, I’m blackhearted.”


      “Blackhearted?”


      He did show a darker side just now, but I know that can’t be true. I lowered my eyes, remembering my first visit to this store.




      Yes, it was that day two weeks ago—my first time at Kura.


      Even though the handsome young man greeted me with a “Welcome,” I averted my gaze and scurried away to the shelves of antiques. A late-middle-aged woman was sitting on the sofa, enjoying a cup of coffee.


      The young man silently looked away from me, focusing his attention back on the accounting book in front of him.


      What do I do? It’s really hard to strike up a conversation. I should’ve gone to the counter right after he welcomed me.


      Suddenly, the door chime rang and a middle-aged man in a suit came in with a cloth-wrapped package.


      “Welcome,” the young man said with a smile.


      “Holmes, could you take a look at this for me?” the customer said immediately, placing the package on the counter.


      “Ueda, could you please stop calling me ‘Holmes’ already?”


      Holmes? Is that his name? I glanced sideways in their direction. The man named Ueda was addressing the older woman at the sofa with an “Oh, hey, Mieko.” They seemed to be regulars here.


      Meanwhile, “Holmes” put on a pair of white gloves and unwrapped the cloth, revealing a wooden box. Inside the box was a hanging scroll. “Oh my...”


      The scroll was a painting of Mount Fuji. It was so beautiful that I couldn’t help but whisper, “Wow.”


      “Taikan Yokoyama’s Fuji and Sakura. A lovely work of art.”


      “Uh-huh,” said Ueda. “It’s in good condition too, so it’s gotta be up there, right?”


      The woman sitting on the sofa—Mieko—leaned over, intrigued. “My, if it’s Taikan Yokoyama, it must be expensive.”


      “That’s right, Mieko. A real Taikan piece can go for five million, easy! Maybe this one could even be ten?”


      “Ten million?! Congratulations, Ueda!”


      Holmes frowned, looking somewhat apologetic toward the excited pair. “Indeed, it’s a beautiful piece, and it’s in great condition. But unfortunately, this is a reproduction.”


      “Really?” Ueda asked. “It ain’t real?”


      “No, without a doubt.”


      Apparently the hanging scroll was a fake. I felt disappointed too.


      “Oh well. I was just thinking I maybe struck gold.” Ueda scratched his head and slumped his shoulders.


      Huh, he accepted that pretty easily. He’d take the word of such a young shopkeeper? I was surprised, but continuing to watch them for too long would’ve been awkward, so I hurried farther into the store.


      All sorts of tea sets and miscellaneous items were lined on the shelves. There was also a somewhat creepy antique doll that I quickly averted my eyes from. Suddenly, something caught my eye, and I let out a gasp. It was a tea bowl in a glass case.


      “This is...” I murmured, staring at it.


      “Do you like it?”


      I turned in surprise at the sudden voice and saw the young shopkeeper called Holmes standing behind me, smiling.


      “Ah, um, I don’t know. I just thought it was, um, nice.” My voice squeaked with anxiety. Was it his attractiveness that made me feel so pressured?


      “I see. Feel free to take your time looking around.”


      He began walking away, and I called out to him on the spur of the moment. “E-Excuse me!”


      “Yes?” He turned around.


      “Umm...why are you called Holmes?” I was so nervous that I ended up asking something completely random. “Is it because you figure out things like Sherlock Holmes?”


      “Let’s see...” He examined me. “You’re a student at Oki High, but you were originally from Kanto, not Kansai. You moved to Kyoto around half a year ago. You came to this shop to have something appraised, but it doesn’t belong to you.”


      I gaped at his thorough deduction. “Huh? W-Wow!”


      “You’re wearing the Oki school uniform, and you have a Kanto accent.”


      True. This is Oki High’s uniform. “Wait, but how did you know I moved half a year ago?!”


      “That was just my intuition. You don’t seem like you just moved here, but you don’t seem too accustomed to being here either. So, I guessed that you moved here during summer vacation.”


      “Then, how did you know that I want to appraise something that doesn’t belong to me?”


      “A high school student wouldn’t own the kind of thing that you’d get appraised here. On top of that, you seem hesitant to get it appraised—because it’s not yours. Am I mistaken?”


      “W-Well...”


      “However, you’re in need of money. That’s why you brought that here without permission, no?”


      My hand holding the paper bag trembled for a moment. I was too stunned to say anything.


      Ueda came over and gave Holmes a chiding look. “Hey, Kiyotaka, you’re scaring the poor thing. I keep telling you to stop that. This is why you’ll always be ‘Holmes.’”


      “Oh, sorry.”


      So he really is Sherlock Holmes because he can figure out anything...


      “No, that’s not it. ‘Holmes’ is just a nickname.”


      D-Did he just read my mind?


      “My surname is Yagashira, written with the characters for ‘home’ and ‘head.’ So it’s more like they’re calling me ‘Homes.’ My real name is Kiyotaka Yagashira.”


      “Oh, I get it. So, um, Holmes...”


      Mieko leaned over and proclaimed, “Dear Kiyotaka’s so smart, he’ll be attending graduate school at Kyoto University this spring.”


      “Kyoto University?!”


      “I didn’t pass the entrance exams because I was always playing with my grandfather,” Holmes said. “Instead, I’m transferring from Kyoto Prefectural University.”


      Did he just say he was playing with his grandfather? I tilted my head.


      He ignored my confusion and continued. “It’s fairly easy to get into Kyoto University as a grad student. Now, my final academic record will say that I’m a prestigious Kyoto University graduate.”


      Th-That’s kind of underhanded.


      “Just now, were you thinking I was underhanded?”


      “N-No!” What the heck?! This guy really is Holmes...


      “Anyway, what’s your name?”


      “Oh...Aoi Mashiro.”


      “That’s a lovely name.” He smiled, making my heart skip a beat. “Do you live in Sakyo-ku?”


      “I’m from Saitama, but I live in Sakyo-ku now, yes.”


      “Close to Shimogamo Shrine?”


      “Y-Yes. How do you know that?”


      “How indeed?” quipped Ueda.


      “Yes, about that...” continued Mieko.


      “When you hear ‘Aoi’...”


      Everyone nodded knowingly. I could only tilt my head, not knowing what they were talking about.


      Holmes cleared his throat and looked at me again. “Aoi, this store doesn’t purchase from minors.”


      “O-Oh, I see...”


      “However, appraisals are allowed. Would you show me what you brought? It might be something valuable if it’s coming from you.” He smiled gently at me. “I’ll make coffee. Would you like some?”


      “Ah, only if you have milk and sugar.”


      “Let’s make it café au lait, then.” He entered the kitchenette.


      Around five minutes later, the grandfather clock gonged twice, signaling that it was 2 p.m. The freshly brewed café au lait sat on the counter, giving off steam. I took a sip and murmured, “It’s delicious.”


      Ueda and Mieko had gone back to work, leaving just me and Holmes in the store.


      Come to think of it, Holmes was speaking in standard Japanese. Where is he from?


      “Oh, I’ve always lived in Kyoto,” he said. “I’m sure it’s hard to tell since I speak formally.”


      I almost spit out my coffee in surprise at his response to my inner thoughts. He read my mind again.


      “My apologies,” he said, holding up his hand.


      “Um, are you always like this?”


      “No, I usually take care to keep my thoughts to myself. I wonder why today is different.”


      He took the two hanging scrolls out of my paper bag and gently unrolled the first one. “Oh my.” It was a striking depiction of Bodhidharma with intense eyes. “It’s a Zen painting by Ekaku Hakuin. Now this is a surprise—it’s genuine.”


      “Ekaku Hakuin?”


      “He was a Zen priest in the mid-Edo period. He is regarded as the reviver of the Rinzai school. This Bodhidharma is in good condition, and it’s a stunning one, at that. If we were to buy it, I’d say we’d offer two and a half million yen.”


      “T-Two and a half million?!”


      “Let’s take a look at the other one.” He picked up the second scroll.


      “Oh, I think that one is by the same person. It’s not Bodhidharma, though.”


      “I’m looking forward to it.” He unraveled the scroll and came to a sudden stop.


      “Is something wrong?”


      The painting depicted a baby sleeping contentedly.


      “This is a surprise,” he said. “I...have seen a Hakuin painting of an infant before, but this one is new to me.”


      “Is it really that great?”


      “Yes. I...don’t think I can put a price on it.”


      What does he mean by that? I stared at him blankly.


      He looked me firmly in the eye. “Aoi, who does this hanging scroll belong to?”


      “It’s...my late grandfather’s. He was an avid collector of antiques.”


      “I see.” He stared at me with a serious expression. “You don’t seem like the kind of girl who would sell her family’s possessions without permission, yet here you are. That means you’re truly desperate.”


      I looked down, unable to say anything.


      “This is completely unrelated to business at this point, but are you so in need of money that you’d sell your grandfather’s belongings?” he asked gently.


      I averted my gaze. After a few moments of silence, I said, “It’s for the Shinkansen fare. I really need to go back to Saitama.”


      “Did something happen?”


      “Um...” I clenched my fists. Tears ran down my face. “Last month, my boyfriend said he wanted to break up. At first, I accepted it. With him in Saitama, we couldn’t see each other much, so I figured it was only natural that his feelings would fade away...even though it was unbearable for me. But it looks like he started going out with another girl right away. And I found out that...the girl is my best friend.”


      “I see, so that’s why.”


      “I want to see for myself...and I’ve got a lot of things to say to them. I want to tell them how awful they are and that I’ll never forgive them! Because it really is horrible. It’s too cruel!” I slumped onto the table and cried loudly. All this time, I’d been holding back, unable to talk to anyone about it. Instead, I’d repeatedly been asking myself why this was happening and what it all meant.


      Holmes gently stroked my head. “Aoi, please look at this painting you brought—the one of the baby.”


      “The...painting?” I raised my head and looked at the hanging scroll, my eyes blurry with tears. The baby had a gentle face that looked like it was both asleep and smiling.


      “Hakuin was so renowned that it was even said, ‘Suruga Province has two things too great for it: Mount Fuji and Hakuin of Hara.’ However, there was a time when he’d lost all his honor.”


      I looked at Holmes in silence.


      “There was an incident where a daughter of one of the temple’s supporters became pregnant. The father interrogated the daughter, and in a panic, she lied that the child was Hakuin’s. Her father was enraged and shoved the baby at Hakuin, declaring, ‘You’re a horribly corrupt priest.’ Hakuin took the baby without giving any excuses. Despite the scorn he was receiving from the people, he desperately searched for a wet nurse for the child. When the girl found out, she confessed the truth and apologized profusely to Hakuin. In response to this, Hakuin merely said, ‘Ah, so this child does have a father,’ and returned the baby without a single word of criticism toward the father or his daughter.” Holmes looked straight at me. “Now, how do you think Hakuin really felt about this situation?”


      “He was betrayed and scorned, and yet he tried his best to raise the baby...but then he had to give it back. I don’t know what that would feel like... Maybe he really was angry at their selfish accusations?”


      “Who knows? Perhaps the answer can be found in this painting?” Holmes gently regarded the painting of the baby.


      “The painting...”


      The baby seemed happy as it slept. I could almost imagine Hakuin gazing lovingly at it.


      “Can you see it too, Aoi? Hakuin’s affection for this child...and his unconditional tolerance and love.”


      “Yes.” I nodded in tears. “I’m ashamed of all those nasty things I said... Ashamed of myself for trying to sell such a wonderful treasure and going on an awful rant.” I couldn’t stop crying. How could I have been so shallow and foolish?


      “Aoi, would you like to work here?” Holmes asked.


      “Huh?” I looked up at him.


      “You have a good eye for these things. Why don’t you work to earn your travel fare on your own?”


      “B-But...”


      “If, when you’ve saved up enough money, you find yourself still wanting to go to Saitama, then I think it’d be good to go and take the weight off your shoulders.” He grinned.


      I stared at him for a while before wiping my tears. “O-Okay...please let me work for you.” I bowed my head.


      “Great. I was actually in need of an assistant.”


      I blinked in confusion.


      “This works out perfectly,” Holmes said with a mischievous laugh.




      And that was how I got my part-time job here.


      I smiled as I placed my empty cup on the table. “Since I know how you were that day, I can’t imagine you being blackhearted.”


      “I wouldn’t be so sure. For all you know, I saw you as a convenient prospective part-timer and manipulated the situation accordingly,” Holmes said, picking up the cups and going to the back room.


      “Th-That can’t be true!” As I stood up, a display case suddenly caught my eye. “Oh, speaking of which, why did you say that I had ‘a good eye for these things’?”


      “Ah, that’s because...” He came out from behind the counter and headed to the tea bowl in the back of the store. I followed him, and we stopped in front of the glass case. “The tea bowl you stopped to look at is called a Shino tea bowl.”


      “What’s that?”


      “It’s one of my grandfather’s prized possessions, a national treasure from the Momoyama period. It’s said to be a masterpiece that can never be replicated. It would be valued at around sixty million yen.”


      “S-Sixty million?! Is it okay to put something so valuable right here?”


      “This is a secret between us.” Holmes held an index finger to his mouth.


      Just then, the door chime rang.


      “What’s this, Kiyotaka? Enjoying yourself with your girlfriend over there?” An elderly gentleman in a hat and traditional Japanese clothes barged into the store.


      Before I could wonder who he was, Holmes murmured in bewilderment, “Owner.”


      If this person is the owner, that means he’s Holmes’s grandfather, the nationally certified appraiser Seiji Yagashira.


      “This is Aoi Mashiro, who’s helping us with the shop,” Holmes said. “I explained over the phone already.”


      “Oh yeah, you did say that. Aoi, my grandson is a real oddball, but please bear with him.”


      The owner extended his hand to me, and I hesitantly shook it, saying, “Yes, I hope you’ll bear with me as well.”


      “What a cutie. Would you like to get coffee at that cafe over there?”


      “Please don’t hit on the part-timer,” said Holmes. “More importantly, you must be here for a reason, no?”


      “Oh, right.” The owner let go of my hand with an awkward smile, and he looked at his grandson with sharp eyes. “There seem to be some well-made forgeries circulating around antique stores recently. You’d better watch out for them.”


      “Ah, as it turns out, I chased one off just now,” Holmes said nonchalantly.


      “I see.” The owner chuckled.


      “The thought of that being a well-made forgery is laughable,” Holmes said, returning to the counter with a cold smile on his face.


      *


      A man who looked like a monk scowled at the tea bowl in his hand and hurled it at the wall. Next to him, Takada squealed and backed away.


      The man clicked his tongue and looked down at the broken pottery. It was the counterfeit Kizeto that had been brought to Kura that afternoon.


      “So it won’t work if I cut corners, eh? Kiyotaka Yagashira... I’ll remember that name.” The man sneered and left the scene.


      Takada stood there in silence, overwhelmed by the man’s intensity.


      *


      “Thank you for today,” I said, bowing and taking off my apron. It was now evening.


      “It’s getting dark, so take care on your way to Shimogamo,” said Holmes.


      “Speaking of which, how did you know I lived in Shimogamo?” I asked, thinking back to the day we met. I had only given him my name and yet he had guessed the general vicinity of my house.


      “Ah, well...” He grinned. “I think you’ll find out soon.”


      I humphed and puffed out my cheeks. He could be kind of mean at times. “This is what they call ‘wicked Kyoto guys,’ huh?” I mumbled.


      “Oh, were you not aware, Aoi? Kyoto men are all wicked,” he said in a Kyoto accent, smiling and holding his index finger in front of his mouth.


      I felt my heart skip a beat. I thought I was going to stop breathing. Boys with Kyoto accents were bad for my heart.


      “I’ll be going now,” I said, bowing again before leaving the store.


      As I walked down the evening shopping street, I murmured, “A blackhearted, wicked Kyoto guy, huh?” I stopped and turned around. The antique store Kura was illuminated by the surrounding lights. Yeah. I nodded and resumed walking.




      At an antique store called Kura in Kyoto’s Teramachi-Sanjo district, there’s a mysterious Kyoto guy who people call Holmes. These are the modest case files of Kiyotaka “Holmes” Yagashira and me, Aoi Mashiro, set in Kyoto—and the story has only just begun.




      Kiyotaka: This brings back memories.


      Aoi: When I think back to those days, I want to cringe and cover my eyes at how foolish and shallow I was.


      Kiyotaka: Everyone makes mistakes. What’s important is how we live our lives afterward. I think that’s what the author wished to convey.


      Aoi: Holmes...


      Kiyotaka: By the way, the author gave us what she called “a behind-the-scenes story that probably hasn’t been published anywhere.”


      Aoi: Oh? What’s it about?


      Kiyotaka: (Opens notebook.) Let me see... According to the author, “In the very beginning, right before I started writing Holmes of Kyoto, I was actually thinking of writing a story about two boys: a handsome young man called Holmes and a mischievous, puppylike high school boy. They were going to be like a real Holmes and Watson, having fun solving everyday mysteries. But then I changed my mind and decided that I wanted an element of romance, so I turned the boy into a girl.”


      Aoi: I could’ve been a boy.


      Kiyotaka: Yes, that was close. I’m truly glad the author reconsidered.


      Aoi: I am interested in seeing you with a puppylike boy as your partner, though.


      Kiyotaka: I’ll pass. I already have quite a few boys hanging around me.


      Aoi: Akihito and Rikyu, and as of late, Haruhiko too. There really are quite a few, ha ha.


      Kiyotaka: Yes, so personally, I’m happy that you came, Aoi.


      Aoi: (Blushes.)


      Kiyotaka: Now then, the next story is also quite interesting. It’s an episode from when you had just started working for us.


      Aoi: It’s about me and the manager, right? To be honest, I was still a bit scared of you at the time, since I didn’t quite understand your personality. (Laughs.)


      Kiyotaka: What do you mean by that?


      Aoi: You’ll find out when you read it.


      Kiyotaka: I’ll look forward to it. But before that, let’s have a look at Kyoto’s spring highlights.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Kura and the Path of Cherry Blossoms


      “How are you enjoying Kyoto in spring?”


      Holmes’s sudden question snapped me out of my daze. The weather was warm and sunny—what anyone would consider a fine spring day. I, Aoi Mashiro, had taken out a broom and was sweeping the floor to try and shake off an unexpected wave of drowsiness. Holmes had an exceptional eye for observation—he must’ve struck up a conversation because he’d noticed I was battling the urge to fall asleep.


      “Um, why specifically spring?” I squeaked, turning around.


      He was behind the counter, doing the accounting as usual. His father, Takeshi Yagashira—who we called the manager—was sitting across from him, looking down at his manuscript with his hand on his forehead. He was an author by profession.


      This was the typical state of the antique store Kura.


      “This is your first spring since moving to Kyoto, isn’t it?” Holmes smiled, narrowing his elegantly shaped eyes.


      I fell silent. He really was handsome. I’d been working here for a week and had already seen him many times, but I still wasn’t used to him. I couldn’t help but avert my gaze. Not just because he was so dazzling and gorgeous, but because I was scared that if I made eye contact, he’d see into my soul.


      “Aoi?” He tilted his head.


      Since he was so sharp, he probably noticed that I couldn’t look directly at him. He probably also knew why. So I didn’t know if his confusion was genuine or an act.


      On my first day of work, I’d been touched by his kindness. But sometimes, his expression would be ice cold, startling me even if it wasn’t directed at me. He was always smiling, but I could never tell what he was thinking, which scared me. Still, he was just a coworker. He treated me well, so there was no need to concern myself with his true nature.


      “Yes,” I said, regaining my composure. “It’s my first spring here.” I had moved from Saitama to Kyoto last year, during summer break.


      “If I recall correctly, you transferred into your current high school at the start of the second semester.”


      “Yes. I stood out a lot and it was embarrassing.” I slumped my shoulders, the discomfort of that first day of school coming back to me.


      “I imagine it’s rare for people to transfer in the middle of high school.”


      “Exactly. Everyone lost interest quickly, though.”


      “Well, that’s how people are. By the way, did you enjoy your autumn and winter in Kyoto?”


      “No.” I shook my head with a listless frown. “Adjusting to my new surroundings took everything I had. I didn’t have time to enjoy the seasons at all.”


      Even after starting my new life in Kyoto, all I could think about was my old school. I didn’t try to adjust to the new environment in the beginning, because as far as I was concerned, I was only going to be in Kyoto for the rest of high school. I constantly assumed I’d be going to a university in Tokyo after graduating. But that all changed when my long-distance boyfriend broke up with me. He and my best friend are...


      I felt myself falling into a negative feedback loop again.


      “Spring is good,” Holmes murmured gently, as if speaking to himself.


      My thoughts interrupted, I looked up and saw him gazing out the window, squinting at the sunlight.


      “It’s the season overflowing with the breath of life. Even if you have a lot going on, simply taking a walk under the cherry blossoms can give you strength.”


      “Right,” I said shyly.


      The manager suddenly spoke up. “It’s true.”


      “Huh?” Holmes and I looked at him.


      “I really should go for a walk.”


      The manager’s chair rattled as he stood up, stuffing his blank manuscript into his bag. He looked like he was trying to escape the store. He probably had writer’s block.


      As he was leaving, Holmes called out to him, “If you’re going, please bring Aoi with you.”


      “Me?”


      “Aoi?”


      The manager and I turned to Holmes at the same time.


      “Why?” I asked, confused.


      “We sometimes have tourists wander into the store,” Holmes said. “They often ask us if there’s anything nice in the area. For example, at this time of year, they might ask, ‘Is there a nearby place where we can see cherry blossoms?’”


      “Right.” I gave a vague nod.


      “I’d like you to see the cherry blossoms within walking distance from here so that you can answer those customers when the time comes.”


      I stared at him blankly. It was as if he were trying to say, “This is an important part of your job.”


      The manager nodded. “You have a point. In that case, Aoi, shall we go see the cherry blossoms?” He opened the door for me.


      The gentlemanly action reminded me of Holmes. They really are father and son. I turned to Holmes and saw him waving goodbye to us from behind the counter.


      “Um, okay,” I said hesitantly. “I’ll be back soon.” I went outside.


      “The closest cherry blossoms would have to be the ones along the Kamo River,” the manager mumbled to himself as he headed straight east down the Sanjo Famous Stores street.


      Upon reaching Kawaramachi Street, we found that it was bustling as usual. While we were waiting at a traffic light, I saw students entering a nearby karaoke place. It was currently spring break, after all. When the light turned green, the manager and I joined the flow of people crossing the street.


      “Do you do karaoke, Aoi?” Apparently, the manager had been looking at the students too.


      I shrugged and shook my head. “I go when my friends invite me, but I’m not good at singing.”


      “It’s the same for me. I do go to karaoke often, though.”


      I blinked. He doesn’t strike me as that kind of person.


      The manager smiled, as if he had guessed what I was thinking. “I don’t go to sing, but to rent a room for writing. Sometimes the moderate amount of noise at a karaoke place actually helps with focusing. Cafes and casual restaurants work well too, but I can’t stay too long without being a bother.”


      “A moderate amount of noise can be a good thing, huh?”


      “Yes, if you’re ever struggling with your studies, you should try a change of scenery.”


      “I’ll give it a shot.” I nodded. “Does Holmes study in different places too?”


      “No. He’s the type of person who will stay in one place, focus, and finish his work. When he gets his hands on an art reference book he’s interested in, he won’t come out of his room. Then the owner grumbles, ‘He’s being a snake in a cellar again.’”


      “A snake in a cellar?” I flinched because I didn’t like snakes.


      The manager laughed in amusement. “Kiyotaka is knowledgeable and astute, but he’ll never attack anyone unless they attack him first. However, once he’s been attacked, he’ll finish off his opponent without fail. That’s why the owner calls him a snake.”


      If he’s trying to defend his son, he isn’t doing a good job of it. Still, a snake, huh? My face stiffened. Knowledgeable and astute, but won’t attack unless he’s attacked first... When you put it that way, that does sound like it could be Holmes. Maybe he really is a cold person, then? Well, I obviously don’t plan on attacking him, so he shouldn’t attack me either.


      As we walked, I noticed the small river along Kiyamachi Street. It was lined with cherry blossom, the clear water carrying the fallen petals downstream.


      “Wow, it’s so pretty!”


      “This is a famous place too,” said the manager. “It’s called the Takase River. Let’s walk along here for a bit.” He headed north on Kiyamachi Street. “This river was once used for transporting goods.”


      The stream was only a few steps wide. Cherry blossoms lined the footpaths on either side, making for a very “Kyoto” sight.


      If a customer asks me if there are any well-known cherry blossom spots nearby where they can see Kyoto-esque scenery, I’ll tell them about this.


      Kiyamachi Street itself was lined with various restaurants and stores. Just looking at them was so fun that it felt like we reached Oike Street in no time at all. We began to cross the Kamo River via the south side of the large Oike Bridge, stopping in the middle to look out over the Kamo River. In front of us was Sanjo Bridge, and beyond it, Shijo Bridge. The cherry blossom trees surrounding the river, combined with the blue sky, made for a beautiful sight. Looking north, you could see the rows of cherry blossoms continue upstream.


      “It’s a panoramic view, huh?” I remarked.


      “Isn’t it nice?” The manager smiled.


      I had been captivated by the elegant scenery along the Takase River, thinking I had already found the best place to recommend. But now that we had come to the Kamo River, I found myself blown away by the view from the bridge. After crossing, we arrived at Kawabata Street.


      “Wow,” I murmured as I looked up at the rows of cherry blossom trees. It felt like we were passing through a tunnel of flowers as we headed south. While the early bloomers were already losing their petals, seventy percent were still in full bloom.


      There’s no need to rush, I thought as I looked at them. I giggled, realizing that my gloomy mood had disappeared.


      “Holmes was right. Even if you’re going through a lot, a walk under the cherry blossoms makes you forget all of the bad things.”


      “Yes, when you’re feeling glum, the best thing you can do is take a walk and look at beautiful things,” the manager agreed.


      “Right. I thought I understood this, because I was often told that it’s better to move around than stay still.”


      “Who told you that?”


      “It was during club activities,” I began. I was in the tennis club during middle school. Whenever I was depressed because I couldn’t play as well as I wanted to, the advisor and senior members would tell me, “If you have time to mope, move around instead.” Staying still made it easy to fall into a negative feedback loop.


      The manager smiled in amusement at my story. “‘If you have time to mope, move around instead’... Those are strong words, but they might be true. Apparently, people are more likely to let their worries drag on when they have too much free time.”


      “Huh? Free time?”


      “That’s right.” He grinned. “Worry and envy tend to come when one has time on their hands. In other words, the less you’re doing, the more likely that you’ll feel gloomy.”


      “That might be true.” I gave a strained smile. My boyfriend breaking up with me and the later discovery that he was going out with my best friend—these thoughts kept swirling around in my head, putting me in that negative loop.


      “Not much happens at our store, so once my mood worsens, I get stuck in a loop,” he murmured to himself.


      “Huh?” I furrowed my brow. I never got depressed at the store. Thinking about it, whenever my negative thoughts were about to get the better of me, Holmes would always call out to me. It had happened today too. Could it be that...


      “Holmes is a nice person, right?”


      “Do you think he isn’t nice?” The manager seemed confused by my questioning tone.


      “Oh, no, that’s not the issue. He’s always very nice to me, but I was wondering what he’s really like,” I said hesitantly.


      The manager chuckled. “Kiyotaka is a gentle boy. Well, he has a strict side and many scary aspects...but it’s because he’s already worldly-wise at his young age.”


      “I think I know what you mean.” Being worldly-wise meant being shrewd and crafty, knowing the ins and outs of society, and having gained all sorts of experience over many years. It did seem to describe Holmes.


      “Oh, right,” the manager said as he gazed at the mountains surrounding eastern Kyoto. “Do you know the idiom ‘sea millennium, mountain millennium’?”


      “No.” I shook my head.


      “It means being experienced in the ways of the world, and it comes from a legend that says, ‘A snake that dwells in the sea and the mountains for a thousand years each will become a dragon.’”


      “There’s an idiom like that, huh?”


      “Yes. That’s part of the reason the owner keeps calling Kiyotaka a snake. He hopes that even if Kiyotaka is a snake right now, he’ll become a dragon one day.”


      “Wow...” So he’ll probably stop calling him that when he recognizes his growth. “Do you think Holmes will become a dragon soon?”


      “Who knows? Right now, that boy only thinks about himself. Or rather, he puts himself first. I’d say he still has a ways to go.”


      He puts himself first? I tilted my head. “Doesn’t everyone have that side to them?” Anyone would prioritize themselves first and foremost.


      “Yes, but he does it to the extreme. He practices self-supremacism.”


      I laughed because it really did sound like Holmes.


      “I’m not saying he has to prioritize someone else over himself, but if he can care about another person just as much, he might change.”


      “And then he can become a dragon, right?”


      “Perhaps.” The manager laughed.


      What kind of woman would the self-supremacist Holmes choose? I had no idea, but considering his high beauty standards, she would have to be gorgeous and perfect in every way. The two of them walking under these cherry blossoms would make for a good movie poster. I smiled as I imagined the sight.


      We continued down Kawabata Street and turned back west at Sanjo Street. The manager stopped in front of the karaoke place.


      “I think I’m going to work on my manuscript here, Aoi.”


      “Oh, okay. I’ll go back to the store. Good luck with your writing.” I grinned and saluted.


      “To be honest...” he began in a hushed voice.


      “Yes?”


      “I don’t actually dislike singing. Whenever I have writer’s block or am feeling down, I’ll sing a few songs.”


      “You didn’t strike me as the kind of person who’d like to sing.”


      “It’s not that. I think it’s good for people like me, who are poor at speaking, to sing. It’s a way to vent one’s emotions.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “You should try it sometimes too, Aoi. It might make you feel better.”


      The manager disappeared into the karaoke place. As I watched him go in, I realized that our leisurely chat had quelled my fear of Holmes. I must’ve been scared of him because I could sense that he was hiding his keen insight, perceptiveness, and the potential to be aggressive. But all that meant was that he was highly talented. In reality, he was a very kind person.


      “All right, time to go back to the store.” And say thank you to Holmes.


      I headed back to Kura with a spring in my step.




      Kiyotaka: I didn’t know you had that conversation with my father...


      Aoi: I think his words back then made me less wary of you.


      Kiyotaka: I’ll have to thank him for that. If it wasn’t for his help, you might not have opened up to me.


      Aoi: No, I’m sure it would’ve been fine. Oh, right, I was meaning to ask—do you go to karaoke and sing, Holmes?


      Kiyotaka: I’ll go if I’m invited, but I won’t suggest it myself. I choose songs based on the ages of the people I’m with.


      Aoi: So if you go with older people, you’ll sing old songs, and if you go with your university friends, you’ll sing what’s currently popular?


      Kiyotaka: Yes. It’s more fun that way.


      Aoi: That does sound like you. I bet you’re good at singing too.


      Kiyotaka: No, I’d say I’m average. Shall we go sometime?


      Aoi: Oh, sure. Let’s.


      Kiyotaka: I’ll look forward to it. Now then, coming up next are our recommendations for Kyoto in summer.


      Aoi: Please use them as a reference.


      Akihito: All right, it’s finally my turn!


      Kiyotaka: It’s good to see you as energetic as always.


      Akihito: Oh, is this what people call “Kyoto sarcasm”?


      Kiyotaka: I’m glad you understand. Your loud voice hurts my ears. Could you please calm down?


      Akihito: And now you’re suddenly being honest. I guess you can’t hide your true feelings from your best friend, huh?


      Kiyotaka: When did we become best friends?


      Akihito: Anyway, believe it or not, the next story only features me and Holmes!


      Kiyotaka: Well, yes.


      Akihito: When did it happen again?


      Kiyotaka: It was some time after the Gion Festival, wasn’t it?


      Akihito: Man, this takes me back. You haven’t changed at all since then, Holmes.


      Kiyotaka: Are you sure? I’ve changed a lot on the inside.


      Akihito: Hm? Did you say something?


      Kiyotaka: No, it’s nothing. Now then, please enjoy this story from that summer.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: After That Summer Night...


      Kiyotaka Yagashira was at the Teramachi-Sanjo antique store Kura as usual, doing the accounting work—or at least, pretending to while studying for his university courses—when the front door was flung open, making the chime ring wildly.


      “Yo!” The visitor, a man with brightly dyed hair whose good looks were the only thing he had going for him, was making a peace sign over his forehead as he grinned, showing off his pearly whites.


      “Akihito...could you please open the door more quietly?”


      His name was Akihito Kajiwara, and he was an up-and-coming actor.


      “My bad,” he said, not feeling any actual guilt as he sat on a chair in front of the counter. “I was in the area, so I dropped by. Got a craving for your coffee.”


      “This isn’t a coffee shop.” Kiyotaka shrugged. Still, making coffee was a hobby of his, and he was happy when people thought it was delicious. So despite seeming annoyed, he said, “It’ll be ready in a bit” and went to the kitchenette to get started on the brew.




      “Here you are,” Kiyotaka said, placing the cup and saucer in front of Akihito.


      “Thanks,” the young man said happily. He immediately picked up the cup and took a sip. “It’s just as good as I remembered. A hot cup of coffee in the middle of summer isn’t so bad, huh?”


      “I can agree with you on that.” Kiyotaka smiled, taking a sip of his coffee as well.


      “Oh, right, I wanted to ask you something. One of my seniors at work asked for river terrace recommendations, but I’ve never been to one. Do you know any good places?”


      “Well...” Kiyotaka folded his arms. “If they’re looking for a river terrace, it means they’re going to Kibune, right?”


      “No, no.” Akihito shook his head. “I mean ones on the Kamo River.”


      Kiyotaka sighed and slumped his shoulders.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “It’d be a different story if this were coming from an outsider, but it’s appalling to hear a Kyoto local refer to Kamo River’s terraces as ‘river terraces.’”


      “Huh? They aren’t river terraces?”


      “The ones on Kamo River are called ‘relaxation terraces.’ Locals often shorten it to just ‘terraces.’”


      “So ‘river terraces’ are the ones in Kibune?”


      “Correct.” Kiyotaka nodded. “Kibune and Takao, to be precise.”


      “Oh, Takao. That’s where Jingo-ji Temple is, right?” Takao was a neighborhood in northwest Kyoto.


      “Yes. Kibune’s river terraces are built over the Kibune River, and they’re cool and refreshing even in the middle of summer. Meanwhile, Takao’s river terraces allow you to enjoy a meal while listening to the rippling of the Kiyotaki River.”


      Akihito hummed.


      “Returning to the topic of the Kamo River’s terraces, I think it would be better for the person in question to reference a guidebook, because there are various different types of restaurants, ranging from Japanese to Western to Chinese.”


      “I guess so, yeah. What’s your recommendation, by the way?”


      “There are quite a few, but I definitely suggest the mizutaki hot pot place that Ryoma Sakamoto loved.”


      Akihito hummed again, taking notes.


      “By the way,” Kiyotaka held up his index finger, “the relaxation terraces sometimes only offer lunch in May and September, so please be careful of that.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      “Because it’d be too hot.”


      “Ohhh.” Akihito glanced out the window. “No one wants to have lunch under the blazing sun, yeah. But man, it’s been hot every day this week.”


      “It’s almost August, after all.”


      “The universities are on summer break, right?”


      “Yes, more or less. But most graduate students spend their days on campus regardless.”


      “I bet you’ll be at this store the whole time anyway.”


      “No, I’ll be in Europe for all of August.”


      “Huh?” Akihito blinked. “Europe?”


      “I go abroad for summer break every year.”


      “What the hell? You’re that rich?”


      “No, it’s part of my job. We go around foreign museums and buy art.”


      “With a woman on your arm, right? You damn chick magnet.”


      “Unfortunately, I’m accompanying my grandfather.”


      “Oh, the owner. That doesn’t sound easy.”


      “Indeed. He always uses me as an errand boy, and I have to keep an eye on him or else he’ll try to enter any building that catches his eye.”


      “I can imagine that. He sure is healthy for his age, huh?”


      “He might be more energetic than the apathetic youths of today.”


      “Yeah.” Akihito laughed. “It was fun the other night, when everyone was hanging out here.” He was referring to the night of yoi-yoi-yama, two days before the Gion Festival’s main procession. “Aoi looked cute in her yukata too.”


      Kiyotaka nodded in silence.




      This year’s Gion Festival had been quite eventful.


      Kiyotaka’s ex-girlfriend, Izumi, had suddenly shown up at Kura and hinted at wanting to get back together with him. By some strange twist of fate, Aoi had run into her ex-boyfriend as well.


      Aoi had moved to Kyoto from Saitama. Her relationship with her boyfriend from her previous school had become long-distance after the move. However, it hadn’t lasted long before he dumped her. Aoi had accepted that it was inevitable, only to be alarmed when she found out that he had begun dating her best friend.


      It was common for a rift to form between people when they were separated by a great distance. It was also common for such relationships to fall apart when one of their hearts was stolen by someone nearby. If this “someone” hadn’t been Aoi’s best friend, then things surely would have turned out differently. Instead, she had probably thought, “My best friend grew close to my boyfriend after I left. What if she always had feelings for him and was happy that I was gone? Was everything she said to me a lie?”


      In the end, Aoi had lost both her boyfriend and her best friend. On the other hand, her boyfriend and best friend had felt guilty. So while visiting Kyoto on a school trip, they had asked Aoi’s other friends to call her over so that they could apologize in front of everyone.




      “Cowards,” Kiyotaka muttered without thinking.


      “Huh?” Akihito looked up in shock. “Who, me?”


      “Oh, no. I was remembering something that happened to someone I know. The people who betrayed her used her friends to summon her so that they could apologize to her in front of a large audience.”


      “What brought that on?” Akihito laughed. “But yeah.” He rested his chin on his hand. “Doing stuff in front of a crowd is kind of unfair, whether it’s apologies, confessions of love, or proposals. If the person’s a hundred percent okay with it, then it becomes a great memory; otherwise, it’s hellish for them.”


      “Indeed.”


      Apologizing while surrounded by friends was especially cowardly. She would have had no choice but to forgive them for the sake of keeping up appearances, regardless of how she truly felt. If they had genuinely wanted to apologize, they should have done so sincerely and in private.


      Back then, Kiyotaka had cut his conversation with Izumi short, telling her that he had something to do. He had left the store with a bad feeling about Aoi’s meeting with her friends at the hotel where they were staying. Upon stepping into the lobby, his fear had come true: Aoi was on a bed of nails.


      Kiyotaka felt rage well up within him as he remembered how powerless she had looked from behind and her eyes that had been on the verge of tears. Was there really no other way those people could have gone about it? In situations like this, he really was nasty. As they say, “fight fire with fire.” He had used every weapon in his arsenal to overpower those people and rescue Aoi from that place.


      After that, Aoi had looked so endearing as she tried to put on a brave front that Kiyotaka had—rather bluntly—said, “You don’t have to force yourself to smile.” He had hugged her and patted her head as the dam holding back her tears burst.


      Thinking back to that night put him in a mood he couldn’t describe. Even stranger was how he had felt so much anger on behalf of someone other than himself. Was it because their hearts had been broken in similar ways? Or...was it because he was angry with Izumi, who had come to him as if she had done nothing wrong?


      No. Kiyotaka lowered his eyes slightly. The feeling he had harbored toward Izumi at the time was not anger. She had left him for a man she had met on a group date, whom she had immediately become intimate with. Kiyotaka had known that she was unsatisfied with the fact that they had never progressed past kissing, but he hadn’t expected her to switch to someone else so easily. After all, people had always told him that he had excellent powers of observation. They even called him “Holmes,” and yet he had lost his girlfriend to some crude man. It ranked as one of the top five shocks of his life.


      However, a few years later, when he’d heard that she was getting married to that man, he’d felt relieved, thinking, Oh, so their connection was that deep. Although Kiyotaka had begun dating Izumi after she had confessed her feelings to him, he had never once thought about marriage. Not because of Izumi herself, but because he had no interest in getting married in the first place. He couldn’t imagine staying with someone for the rest of his life. That was just how he was, which meant it was no wonder he’d been dumped.


      Izumi had found her Mr. Right early on and gone with him. Kiyotaka had even wished her the best, and yet she had waltzed right up to him, asking to get back together. He had naturally felt a sense of superiority from this, but it had been outweighed by disappointment. There hadn’t been any anger involved.




      “Hey, on the night of yoi-yoi-yama, did Aoi say anything to you before we got here?” Akihito asked.


      “Huh?” Kiyotaka tilted his head.


      “It was just the two of you in here, right? Did she go, ‘Holmes, I love you’?” Akihito grinned, resting his chin on his hand.


      “Perish the thought.” Kiyotaka shrugged. “Aoi doesn’t see me in a romantic light at all.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Really.” Kiyotaka smiled. Aoi’s heart was still with her ex-boyfriend, even though she claimed to have gotten over him after that incident.


      “Well, she is still in high school. I guess she’d be more likely to have a crush on someone her age.”


      “I’m sure she would.” She’ll meet someone she can fall in love with again at school.


      “It’s her second year of high school, huh? I hope she gets the most out of this summer vacation. Karaoke parties, going to the beach, fireworks...sure sounds like fun.”


      Kiyotaka found his eyebrows furrowing on their own. He wouldn’t be in Japan during this time. Would Aoi enjoy her summer like Akihito said, with a man he didn’t know? For some reason, the thought made him uneasy.


      “Maybe she’ll become an adult by the end of summ—”


      Before Kiyotaka knew it, he was reaching out to grab Akihito’s face. He put force into his fingers.


      “Ow, ow, ow! What’s with the sudden iron claw?!”


      “Aoi is our valued part-time staff. Would you please refrain from sullying her with your vulgar fantasies?”


      “I’ve been wondering this for a while, but do you think you’re her guardian or something?”


      Kiyotaka let go of him. “Her guardian...”


      “Sheesh, that hurt.” Akihito rubbed his temples. “Since you’re an only child, I bet you’re happy ’cause it’s like you have a younger sister now.”


      “Oh, I see.” Kiyotaka clapped his hands together. He hadn’t been able to explain the sudden tightness in his chest, the anger he had felt on her behalf, and the feelings of unease, but perhaps he had brazenly been putting himself in the position of her older brother. Feeling a little relieved, he placed his hand on his chest and said, “Yes, it may be similar to that. But rather than being her older brother...”


      “Yeah?”


      “I’ve been teaching Aoi about antiques recently. She’s very enthusiastic and hardworking. Seeing her makes me feel like a real teacher.”


      “Oh, I get it. She’s like a cute little apprentice.”


      “Yes. Well, it’s impudent of me to call myself a teacher.”


      “What’re you gonna do if your cute little apprentice gets a trashy boyfriend?”


      “I’ll indirectly warn her by telling her, ‘Men like Akihito will give you a hard time.’”


      “Rude!” Akihito laughed. “Would you accept a guy who’s perfect in every way, then?”


      Kiyotaka hesitated. “It’s...not my place to accept anyone. I’m not actually related to Aoi, so my interference would only upset her.”


      “Yeah.” Akihito nodded. “But she’s such an honest girl. I’m worried some bad guy’s gonna trick her or do stuff to her...”


      “If that happens, I’ll do my best to make her come to her senses, even if it means I’m meddling.”


      Kiyotaka thought back to the day Aoi had first come to Kura. Her determination had led her to make a mistake. Some might have frowned at that, but Kiyotaka believed that no one was perfect. Everyone made mistakes. Thus, when gauging someone’s true intentions, he often observed what they did after making the mistake. Aoi had reflected on herself and was always giving her all. That was probably why Kiyotaka wanted to support her—she had shown him both her shame and her sincerity. So next time...


      “I hope she has a wonderful romance.”


      Kiyotaka imagined Aoi clinging to someone else and narrowed his eyes slightly as unease washed over him again.


      It would still be a little longer before he realized that he was in love.




      Akihito: Yep, that’s what Holmes was thinking back then. Unexpected, right?


      Kiyotaka: I...suddenly feel annoyed.


      Aoi: Hello, Akihito. Sorry I’m late.


      Akihito: Hey, Aoi. We were waiting for you. Next up is your special story, right?


      Aoi: Yes. It’s about the day I started working part-time at Kura.


      Akihito: In other words, your first day of work.


      Kiyotaka: Yes. The novels begin with me inviting her to work at Kura, but when you think about it, her first day of work was never covered.


      Akihito: Oh, well that’s exciting.


      Rikyu: I’m not excited at all.


      Akihito: Whoa, when’d you get here, Rikyu?


      Rikyu: C’mon, let’s get this over with.


      Aoi: Um, anyway, this is a story about my first day at work. Please enjoy.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Aoi’s First Day of Work at Kura


      “Aoi, would you like to work here?”


      The young shopkeeper I met at the antique store Kura in Teramachi-Sanjo offered me a job. I accepted, feeling as if I’d received a divine revelation, but starting this part-time role wasn’t as simple as it sounded.


      First, I had to convince my parents and get permission from my school. As a general rule, Oki High didn’t allow students to have part-time jobs. However, it was possible to receive permission if it was for “family needs” or “self-study.”


      Hoping to discover something at this antique store I’d developed a mysterious connection with, I pleaded my case to my parents, saying, “I really want to do this part-time job because I think I’ll learn a lot.” They approved faster than I’d expected, simply saying, “It’s a good way to learn about society, so go ahead,” and signing the school’s application form. I was ready to give up if the school didn’t give me permission, but perhaps because the employer was an antique store, they also approved my request right away.


      And so, I was able to start working at Kura, although my mother warned me not to neglect my studies. The whole process went without a hitch, and my first day of work came that very weekend, four days after Kiyotaka Yagashira had offered me the job.


      *


      “I’m so nervous.”


      It was 9:45 a.m. when I parked my bicycle on Oike Street and walked south through the Teramachi shopping street. In Kyoto, people referred to going south as “going down” and going north as “going up.” I used to think it was confusing how addresses would have “Up” or “Down” in them, but apparently it simply meant “turn south on that street and you’ll see it.” Not that it was simple for me yet.


      Anyway, it was time for my first-ever part-time job.


      What am I going to do if I go in and he looks at me like, Huh? You took it seriously? I imagined the handsome shopkeeper’s icy glare and hugged myself in fear. No, that can’t happen.


      The day before yesterday, when I called the store to let him know that my school had given me permission to work there, he’d said, “In that case, would you be able to come this Saturday?”


      His voice was calm, so it should be fine... In fact, it made me realize that even his voice was beautiful, to the point where I was impressed rather than flustered.


      “I’m here...”


      I stopped in front of the seemingly small antique store Kura. There was a “CLOSED” sign on the door, and the curtains were shut. Apparently, it wasn’t open yet. I gulped as I put my hand on the doorknob. I was afraid it might be locked, but it opened smoothly, ringing the chime.


      The antiques that had overwhelmed me that fateful day were covered in white cloth, while sunlight shone in from the gap in the closed curtains. I looked around anxiously but didn’t see anyone. Then, I heard footsteps coming from the stairs and looked up with a start.


      “Good morning, Aoi. I look forward to working with you.”


      The handsome young shopkeeper was smiling at me, his hand on the stair railing. With his white shirt, black vest, black pants, and armbands, he looked like a butler in a noble’s mansion.


      “G-Good morning, Manager. Thank you for having me here,” I squeaked, bowing deeply.


      He laughed at that, much to my confusion. “Aoi, I’m not the manager.” He smiled in amusement.


      “Huh?” I blinked. “Really?”


      “Yes, I’m still a grad student, after all.”


      Right, he’s a grad student at Kyoto U. Still, I’d thought he was both the shopkeeper and a student.


      “Are you a part-timer, then?” I asked.


      “Not exactly. My grandfather is the proprietor of this store.”


      “So he’s the manager?”


      “Not exactly. My grandfather is an appraiser. His work keeps him too busy to spend time here, so my father and I take turns watching the store. We call my father the manager and my grandfather the owner.”


      So I should refer to his grandfather as “Owner” and his father as “Manager.”


      “Okay. Does your mother help with the store as well?”


      “My mother passed away when I was young. There are only men in the Yagashira family now,” Holmes replied with a smile.


      “Oh...I’m sorry.” I lowered my eyes, guilt welling up within me.


      “No, it’s nothing to apologize for. Oh, right...although we call my father the ‘manager,’ he’s primarily an author. When he’s at the store, he spends the whole time writing his manuscript at the counter.”


      I looked up, relieved that he’d changed the subject.


      “The store doesn’t get many visitors, but that doesn’t mean we can leave it unattended. It’d be very helpful to have someone to watch it for us. I have school too, after all.”


      Holmes was a student, his father was an author, and his grandfather was an appraiser. With each of them having their own professions, it was only natural that they’d be short on staff to run the store.


      “I can also only work after school and on weekends, though...”


      “That’s plenty. My father can watch the store during school hours. However, don’t hesitate to let us know if you have personal matters to attend to.” As Holmes spoke, he walked up to the counter and took an envelope out of the drawer. “This contains the employment contract, including the hourly pay and whatnot. Please read it carefully when you get home, and if there are no issues, sign and stamp it.”


      “Oh, okay.” I accepted the envelope and put it in my bag.


      “Also, when you’re at the store, please wear an apron so that people will know that you’re staff.” He placed a neatly ironed apron on top of the counter. “There are cabinets in the back room that you can use as a locker for your bag.”


      “Okay.” I nodded and took the apron with me to the back room, which had a kitchenette. I looked at the kettle on the gas cooktop and the cups in the cupboard as I hurriedly put the apron on. It had pockets, so I put my pen and notebook inside and then put my bag in the cabinet.


      I thought he was the manager, but apparently not. His grandfather is the owner and his father is the manager. What should I call him, then? “Yagashira” feels natural, but the owner and manager have the same surname. I’ve actually been calling him “Holmes” in my head ever since that day, but obviously that’s not okay.


      When I left the room, he was removing the white sheets of cloth covering the antiques and shelves.


      “Oh, we’re taking these off, right?”


      “Yes, thank you. Please remove them gently, being careful not to knock anything over.”


      “O-Okay.”


      Right, there must be a lot of valuable antiques here. It would be a disaster if I yanked the cloth off and knocked over a vase or tea bowl. I suddenly felt very nervous. I held my breath as I gingerly removed the cloth.


      “I did say to be careful, but there’s no need to be so nervous. If something was expensive enough that it would be ‘disastrous’ if it broke, it wouldn’t be out in the open.” He chuckled.


      I blushed. It’s that tea bowl that I can’t afford to break. I glanced at the glass display case where it was held. It was a Shino tea bowl—a national treasure from the Momoyama period.


      “It would be valued at around sixty million yen.”


      I shivered as I remembered his words. Sixty million really is an incredible sum. You could buy an entire house with that. To think someone would spend that much on a tea bowl...


      “Well, everyone has their own sense of value,” he murmured behind me.


      I flinched. “H-How do you know what I’m thinking?”


      “When I said we didn’t have expensive items out in the open, you looked at the Shino tea bowl that I previously told you was valuable. Then you frowned slightly and tilted your head. I sensed that you were likely questioning, ‘Why is this tea bowl worth so much?’ or ‘How can someone value it at that price?’”


      “You’re right.” I gulped.


      “Aoi, is there anything else in the store that interests you?”


      I suddenly thought of the blonde antique doll, but I didn’t mention it because it had caught my attention for being scary rather than expensive.


      “Umm,” I murmured, looking around the store. I noticed a bowl on a back shelf. It was a striking red with beautifully painted blue birds and flowers. “This is really nice.”


      “What impression does it give you?”


      For a second, I didn’t know what to say. I stared at the bowl. “I’m reading a fantasy novel right now that takes place in a Chinese palace,” I began, embarrassed.


      He looked at me curiously.


      “I thought this bowl would fit in at an ancient Chinese palace.” I could almost hear the sounds of birdsong and a stringed instrument playing among blooming peonies.


      “When does the story take place?”


      I was taken aback by the specificness of the question. “It’s a fantasy, so I don’t know, but I’ve been vaguely assuming it’s the Qing dynasty.”


      He hummed, nodded, and smiled. “I see. You really do have a good eye.”


      I stared blankly at him.


      “This is a red gosu porcelain bowl.”


      “Red gosu?”


      “It’s a type of porcelain that was fired at kilns in Zhangzhou, Fujian, China in the early seventeenth century—the Qing dynasty. As you imagined, it could have been in a palace.”


      “Um, could it be that this is a really good piece?”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “It’s for sale, right? How much are you selling it for?” I craned my neck, wondering where the price tag was.


      “Five hundred thousand yen.”


      I turned around in shock. “Five hundred thousand? But it’s out in the open. Is that okay?”


      “It’s fine,” he said with a nonchalant smile as if there were nothing to worry about.


      True, it’s nothing compared to the sixty-million Shino tea bowl, but still...


      He laughed weakly. “We do consider it an expensive item, of course. However, we can’t have all of our wares locked up in display cases. Also, the Shino tea bowl is only for display. It’s not for sale.”


      My eyes widened as he read my mind again.


      “By the way, what is that Chinese fantasy novel about?”


      “It’s a story about the glamorous world of the women’s quarters in the palace.”


      “Is there a lot of drama?”


      “Not really. The protagonist is a spy boy.”


      His eyes widened in surprise. “Is he a eunuch?”


      “No. He’s a smart, beautiful boy who dresses up as a girl to sneak into the palace because he’s worried about his beloved older sister, who’s become a concubine. The story is about him solving an inexplicable incident that took place there.”


      “That sounds interesting. Wouldn’t that make it a mystery rather than a Chinese palace fantasy, though?”


      “Oh, maybe.”


      He chuckled and pointed at the corner of his eye. “Aoi, your eyes are slightly red. Have you been staying up late at night to read that book?”


      “Oh, yes. I couldn’t sleep because I was nervous about my first day of work, so I ended up reading. Even though I went to bed early, I couldn’t fall asleep.” I shrugged.


      “You really are earnest, Aoi.”


      I felt a pang in my chest. I had taken my late grandfather’s mementos without telling my family and had come here to sell them. I was neither earnest nor a good person. It was the first major crime I’d ever committed, and he knew all about it.


      “Um...” I said softly.


      “Yes?” He looked at me.


      There was something I wanted to make clear from the beginning. “I’m not earnest. I’m a bad person. I brought my family’s treasures here without permission. But I swear I won’t try to take anything from this store, so, um...I know you might be worried about that, but...” I wanted to say, “I hope we can work well together,” but my voice trailed off. My eyes felt hot, and the clenching in my chest prevented me from saying anything.


      “I know you won’t,” Holmes said gently.


      I looked up, confused.


      “You believed at the time that it was inevitable, didn’t you?”


      “Huh?” My voice was hoarse.


      “You said that when your boyfriend broke up with you, you thought it was ‘only natural.’”


      “At first, I accepted it. With him in Saitama, we couldn’t see each other much, so I figured it was only natural that his feelings would fade away...even though it was unbearable for me...”


      Remembering what I’d said, I nodded in silence.


      “I imagine you’ve always endured things that way. Whenever something happens, you tell yourself, ‘There’s nothing that can be done. I just have to put up with it.’ When the decision was made to move to Kyoto, you wouldn’t have wanted to leave your boyfriend and your friends at school. However, you accepted it without a single complaint, telling yourself that you had to go along with it, didn’t you?”


      I gulped.


      “You’re probably the eldest child in your family, aren’t you?”


      I nodded, surprised. I had a younger brother. “How?” I asked, my voice faltering before I could utter the remaining “did you know?”


      He folded his arms. “I think this aspect of you stems from the environment you were raised in. Ever since you were young, you were often told, ‘You’re the older sister, so you have to put up with it.’ Since you’re an earnest person, you obeyed without doubting it. When people like you, who have endured a lot over time, are pushed past their limits, they end up doing surprising things.”


      I fell silent. He was right. I hadn’t wanted to leave my hometown of Saitama. I hadn’t wanted to move to Kyoto. But my grandfather had passed away, and it wasn’t safe for my grandmother to live alone. When my father, who was the eldest son, asked if I minded if he requested a transfer to Kyoto, as well as when he later reported that his request had been approved, I smiled and nodded. My brother had complained that he didn’t want to move, but I had coaxed him into going along with it.


      In reality, I had wanted to complain too. I didn’t want to leave my boyfriend. I didn’t want to leave my friends. I didn’t want to leave the high school I’d worked so hard to get into. But I never protested. I didn’t think I had any choice but to put up with it. No...I wanted to convince myself of that.


      It really is exactly as he said. I clenched my fists.


      “Kyoto is a difficult place for outsiders,” he continued. “Although you moved here, you weren’t able to fit in. Keeping in touch with your boyfriend and best friend in Saitama would’ve been your biggest source of energy and relief, no?”


      He was so on-the-mark that I didn’t know what to say. I had made “friends” in Kyoto, but only on a superficial level. I didn’t have anyone whom I could laugh with about silly things or get fast food with after school. Going home and exchanging messages with my best friend and boyfriend was my daily enjoyment and my salvation. Even after moving to Kyoto, my heart was still in Saitama.


      But he’d broken up with me. “Sorry, I can’t do this anymore.” I gently bit my lip.


      “A broken heart would be painful for anyone, but it would’ve been even harder on you, since you didn’t fit in anywhere. However, once again, you tried to accept it as ‘inevitable.’ Then you heard something unpleasant from a friend—the unbelievable news that your boyfriend started dating your best friend right after he broke up with you. Nothing could have been more shocking, seeing as the two of them had been your salvation. However, you couldn’t talk to anyone about it. Your close friends weren’t around, and you couldn’t cry to your parents because that would be akin to blaming their move for your broken relationships. Most of all, you wanted to confirm the truth for yourself. You wanted to believe what you saw with your own eyes over a rumor you heard from someone else. Desperately thinking, ‘This could be a misunderstanding. I can’t just believe what people say,’ you turned to—”


      “Stop!” Before I knew it, I was covering my ears and shouting.


      The store fell silent.


      “Please, no more...” I clenched my eyes shut. My voice was shaky and hoarse.


      He can read everything in my heart. It’s like I’m facing the devil... I’m scared.


      I slowly opened my eyes and saw him looking genuinely apologetic.


      “I’m sorry. I don’t make a habit of doing this to people. I don’t know what came over me,” he muttered, seeming puzzled by his behavior. “But Aoi...” He looked at me with gentle eyes. “My point is that I understand. I know how desperate you were at the time and how much you’re reflecting on your actions now. That’s why I offered you the job. I’m not the slightest bit suspicious of you.”


      I teared up at his kind yet firm words. I thought he was like the devil, but that’s not true. He brings the festering parts of me up to the surface and washes them away. Maybe that’s just the kind of person he is. As proof, I felt the lump in my throat dissipate, making me feel a little more at ease.


      “Thank you, Holmes,” I said, wiping my eyes as I bowed.


      “‘Holmes’?” His eyes widened.


      I looked up with a start and hurriedly shook my head. “Oh, sorry. Since someone else called you that, I’ve actually been calling you that in my head this whole time. But I should be calling you ‘Yagashira,’ right?”


      “That would be normal, yes. Then again, all of us are ‘Yagashira’...”


      “Yes. You all have the same surname, so...” If I call that name, they might all turn around at once.


      He stroked his chin and hummed. “There are many people who call me ‘Holmes,’ including Ueda. So please feel free to call me whatever you like.”


      “Ueda isn’t the only person who calls you ‘Holmes’?”


      “He was the originator, but there are actually quite a few people who call me that because they find it amusing,” he said weakly. He didn’t seem to mind the nickname, though.


      “It’s because you can figure out anything like Sherlock Holmes does, right?”


      “No, it’s because my surname is Yagashira.” He held his index finger up to his mouth and chuckled.


      The sight made my face heat up.


      “Once more, I look forward to working with you, Aoi.”


      “Likewise, Holmes.”


      Saying each other’s names, we looked at each other and laughed.


      “Now then, let me show you around the store. Come with me.”


      “Okay,” I said with a smile, following Holmes as he began to walk.


      That was the very small incident that took place on my first day of work at Kura, the special day when it all began.




      Akihito: Huh, so that’s how it went down.


      Kiyotaka: How nostalgic.


      Aoi: This is so embarrassing...


      Rikyu: Seriously. I always wondered why Kiyo hired such a random person, but I think I get it now. He has a soft spot for open books.


      Aoi: Huh? Open books?


      Rikyu: It’s nothing.


      Akihito: Y’know, I always assumed he offered you the job by pressing you against the wall, slamming his fist on it, and being like, “Come work for me.”


      Kiyotaka: That would never happen.


      Aoi: Oh, but Holmes has done that to me before.


      Rikyu & Akihito: What?!


      Aoi: Well then, next up are our autumn recommendations for Kyoto, followed by the wall story. Please enjoy.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: An Autumn Diversion


      “Well then, I’ll be leaving now, Holmes.”


      It was closing time, and after getting ready to leave, I—Aoi Mashiro—picked up my bag and stood up. I turned and bowed to Kiyotaka “Holmes” Yagashira.


      “Thank you for today, Aoi,” he said from his seat in front of the counter, looking up at me with a smile. He had the account book in front of him.


      “Are you staying behind to work?”


      “Yes, between checking the inventory and accounting, quite a backlog has built up.”


      “It must be tough.”


      “Yes, sometimes I get fed up and slump onto the counter.”


      I giggled.


      “Take care on your way home.”


      “I will, thank you.” I bowed deeply, and a book slipped out of my tote bag.


      “Oh, Aoi, you dropped your book.” Holmes quickly stood up and picked it up for me.


      “Oh no!”


      I probably wouldn’t have panicked so much if the book had been by a literary giant. But this was a shojo romance manga I’d borrowed from a friend—Kaori. It had fallen to the floor, face down and open.


      Holmes picked it up, looked at the page it happened to be open to, and blinked. It was a scene where the “pushy, egotistical, good-looking man”—a type Holmes had mentioned disliking—was forcing the heroine against a wall, slamming his fist against it, and saying, “I won’t let you escape.”


      “Ah, is this the so-called ‘kabedon’ that used to be popular?” Holmes asked calmly.


      My cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Um, sorry.”


      “No worries.” He smiled and handed the book to me.


      I hastily stowed it away in my tote bag.


      “I always found it strange, though.” He folded his arms and stroked his chin, perhaps thinking about the scene in the manga.


      “Strange?” I tilted my head.


      “Yes. The act of ‘kabedon’ is only desirable in 2-D, correct? It’s different in real life?”


      I stared blankly at him.


      “If this were to be done to you in reality, it would fall under ‘coercion.’ I imagine you would feel scared or angry.”


      “Oh, yeah.” I nodded. Slamming his hand against the wall and looking down at you... If a man bigger than me did that to me in real life, romance might not be the first thing on my mind. “Now that you mention it, it is coercive. I might think it’s scary.” I couldn’t help but agree. “But real life isn’t the same as fiction, and being able to separate them in your mind is what makes fiction enjoyable. That’s what entertainment is all about, right?”


      Holmes nodded, then looked at me. “Do you find kabedon scenes romantic too, Aoi?”


      “I think they’re romantic in manga and anime, but now that you’ve got me thinking about it, I don’t know how I would feel about a real-life one.”


      “Would you like to find out?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Here goes.”


      “Huh?”


      The moment I looked up, Holmes slammed his right hand onto the wall right behind me and peered into my face.


      “Aoi.”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “I won’t let you escape,” he said in a Kyoto accent with a confident smirk.


      I gasped. The sight of Holmes like that almost made my legs give out.


      “You’re a valuable employee of ours now,” he added. “I don’t want to let go of you.”


      I instantly felt totally drained of energy. I didn’t know if I was disappointed, relieved, or happy. But there was one thing I could say.


      “I think a kabedon might really be unfair,” I murmured.


      Holmes blinked in surprise. “Unfair? I see...so shojo manga can be a good reference. I feel as though I’ve gained something from this.” He nodded, taking his hand off the wall.


      “Gained something?”


      “However, I assume this only applies to women. If someone were to kabedon me, I would probably be annoyed.”


      “Huh? Annoyed?”


      “I can’t say for sure because it’s never happened, but if a woman were to kabedon me and say, ‘I won’t let you escape,’ I think I would find it unsettling and laugh nervously.”


      “Do you want to try it too, then?”


      “You’ll do it to me? I don’t think I’d be annoyed in that case...but I’m interested, so if you wouldn’t mind, then please do.”


      “Okay then, um, here I go.”


      I slammed my hand against the wall and looked up at him. “H-Holmes, I won’t let you escape.” It was so embarrassing, my cheeks felt hot. Even my ears were probably bright red.


      Holmes fell silent before suddenly averting his gaze.


      “Holmes?”


      “This is bad.”


      “Huh?”


      “Nothing. I think you should avoid doing this to other men.”


      “So it did annoy you? You thought it was unsettling?” I peered into his face, worried.


      “That...wasn’t an issue.” His head was turned away, but his voice was gentle.


      I placed my hand on my chest, relieved. “That’s good.”


      “It’s getting dark, so you really should be careful on your way home,” he said, urging me to leave.


      “Oh, okay.” I picked up my tote bag again. “I’ll be leaving now, then.” I bowed.


      I left Kura, the chime ringing as I opened the door. Outside, I turned around for no real reason and saw Holmes slumped on top of the counter. He was probably fed up with the accounting backlog.


      Hang in there, I cheered him on in my heart as I left the shopping street.




      Akihito: What the heck am I reading? You guys were flirting like crazy!


      Rikyu: Seriously. Can you not do that in the store?


      Kiyotaka: When did you get back, Rikyu?


      Aoi: I wasn’t trying to flirt...


      Akihito: I feel like you guys probably do this a lot, but won’t people outside see you and start weird rumors in the shopping street?


      Rikyu: I was worried about that too. I don’t want Aoi to ruin Kiyo’s upstanding reputation.


      Aoi: I wouldn’t do that...


      Kiyotaka: I make sure to look out the window first.


      Akihito: Besides, Holmes isn’t upstanding. He comes across as more of a closet pervert.


      Kiyotaka: Now that’s not very nice. Heh heh heh.


      Akihito: Eek!


      Rikyu: Kiyo’s so cool... Oh, next up: our recommendations for Kyoto in winter. Enjoy!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: An Early Christmas Carol


      “So this is Chourakukan, huh?”


      I—Aoi Mashiro—looked up at the regal Western-style building before me in awe. Located in Higashiyama, Kyoto, Chourakukan was built in 1909 by the businessman Kichibee Murai, also known as the Tobacco King. Its purpose was to entertain both Japanese and foreign guests.


      Next to me, Holmes placed his hand on his chest as he admired the building. “It really is wonderful. It was designed by American architect James McDonald Gardiner, who studied art history.”


      “So that’s why it’s so artistic.”


      The building had an overall classic design with a Renaissance exterior. It used to be a guest house but could easily pass for an art museum.


      “The stonework seen from the east side reminds me a little of the Yagashira residence,” I said.


      “We sometimes get told that they look similar. I imagine there were many people who admired Chourakukan, and our family’s ancestors were no exception.”


      Makes sense. I looked up at the building. The cold December wind blew through, making me shrink back.


      Holmes chuckled and glanced down at me. “It’s cold, isn’t it? Shall we go inside?”


      “Okay.” I nodded and followed him.


      Chourakukan currently had a package deal that included a building tour and afternoon tea. When I’d learned of this and mentioned that it sounded nice, Holmes had invited me to go with him.


      Upon entering the building, the first things I saw were a deep red carpet and a staircase with a majestic railing. The staff led us upstairs for our tour. The detailed decorations, the stately atmosphere, the beautiful chandeliers—everything was classical yet dazzling. I was in awe of what the former Tobacco King had achieved.


      “This is amazing,” I murmured to myself. “The carpet is so luxurious, I’m afraid I’ll trip on it.”


      Holmes chuckled.


      “It’d be great to have a Christmas party in a place like this,” I said.


      “Now that you mention it, it’s already December.”


      “Yes, it’s almost the end of the year.”


      In spring, I had started working at Kura. In summer, there had been the Gion Festival, and in autumn, I’d visited many temples and shrines. Winter had begun with the Kaomise. Maybe because it had been a jam-packed year, time had passed more quickly than usual. It was as if the year had gone by in the blink of an eye.


      “By the way, Aoi, do you have plans for Christmas?” Holmes asked, snapping me out of my recollection.


      “Of course I do.”


      I had work at Kura on both Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. As a seventeen-year-old high school girl, it was kind of sad that the only plans I had were work, but it was probably better than having nothing to distract myself with.


      “I...see,” Holmes murmured, looking glum.


      Maybe he remembered that I have work on Christmas and now he feels bad. I was the one who signed up for the shifts, though, so he shouldn’t have to worry about it, I thought as we went around the building.


      “It’s truly wonderful,” Holmes said cheerfully. “I’m grateful for the miracle that it’s still intact for us to see today.”


      I glanced at him and smiled.


      “Is something on your mind, Aoi?”


      “I was thinking about how you’re always impressed when you see something nice.”


      “Was I overreacting?”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. I think the Yagashira residence is just as incredible as this building. Are you impressed by your own house too?”


      Holmes chuckled. “No, I’m not this impressed by my own home. I’m honored that you’re comparing them, but although they are similar in some ways, it would be an exaggeration to say that the Yagashira residence is ‘just as incredible’ as Chourakukan.”


      “It’s not an exaggeration. The Yagashira residence is perfect for holding parties too. I feel like it would be a good place for a Christmas party.”


      “Come to think of it, we’ve never held a Christmas party at home because my grandfather isn’t fond of them. Where are you going on Christmas, Aoi?” he asked with a smile.


      “Huh?” I tilted my head.


      “You said earlier that you had plans...”


      I giggled. “I’m going to Kura.”


      “Kura?”


      “Yes,” I said shyly. “My only plans for Christmas and Christmas Eve are my shifts at Kura. It’s pathetic for a high school girl, right?”


      Holmes put his hand over his mouth as if he found my response funny.


      “Hey, are you laughing at me?”


      “No, no. I don’t have plans for Christmas either, so we’re in the same boat,” he said with a broad smile.


      “Why do you seem like you’re enjoying this?”


      “Oh, no, I just feel as though I’ve found a compatriot,” he said hurriedly.


      “A compatriot? I’m pretty sure there are tons of people you could spend Christmas with if you wanted to.” I looked around the building’s interior. “You seem like you could be the son of a noble family. You wouldn’t look out of place here with a noble lady at all.”


      What kind of woman would be able to get Holmes to take her hand? She’d have to be beautiful, smart, and perfect in every way.


      My heart stung at the scene I’d imagined.


      Holmes looked away, his expression clouding over. “You’re exaggerating. I’m nothing but a humble tradesman. Besides, rather than any noble lady, I’d...” He fell silent and looked me in the eye.


      His gaze made my heart pound furiously. “Holmes?”


      “Never mind. It’s almost time for tea. Chourakukan is known for having delicious afternoon tea. Shall we go?”


      When we reached the stairs, Holmes turned around and offered me his hand. It wasn’t necessary because the carpeted stairs weren’t slippery, but he was probably concerned about my earlier joke regarding being afraid of tripping over the carpet. Even though I knew he was only doing this because he was a gentleman, it felt like a scene from a movie, and my heart skipped a beat.


      This is a special place, so please let me dream a little. Let this be an early Christmas dream—a Christmas carol.


      “Thank you,” I said, taking his hand. “You really are a gentleman.”


      “I’m not a gentleman,” he muttered softly in a Kyoto accent. “I’m the opposite.”


      “Huh?” Unable to hear him clearly, I tilted my head.


      This was the story of a dream that only lasted a moment.




      Kiyotaka: This is a nostalgic episode too.


      Akihito: What’d you end up doing that Christmas, anyway?


      Kiyotaka: I helped at Ueda’s cafe.


      Akihito: Oh, the one staffed by hot guys?


      Aoi: It was in Kitayama, right? It feels like it was so long ago.


      Rikyu: In the anime, I was also working there.


      Akihito: I wish I could’ve worked there for a day too. Then I could’ve competed with Holmes to see who was more popular.


      Rikyu: But it’s obvious that Kiyo would’ve won.


      Akihito: Hey, you don’t know that.


      Kiyotaka: Akihito’s cheerful nature would probably be well-received. I think he would be more popular than a closet pervert like me.


      Akihito: Uh...are you still mad that I called you that? (Trembles.)


      Kiyotaka: No, not at all.


      Akihito: You’re giving off that scary aura behind your smile again! Don’t be like that, best friend!


      Kiyotaka: Please don’t be so quick to wrap your arm around my shoulder.


      Rikyu: Anyway, is the next story also about Aoi’s first day of work?


      Aoi: Yes, but it’s from Holmes’s point of view, not mine.


      Akihito: Huh, so it’s Holmes’s perspective on the things that happened.


      Kiyotaka: That would be correct.


      Aoi: I’m a little nervous to find out how he saw me that day.


      Rikyu: Don’t worry, this is Kiyo we’re talking about. I don’t think he has good or bad impressions. He processes his observations exactly as he sees them, as information in his head.


      Kiyotaka: You talk as if I’m a robot...


      Aoi: That does sound like you, though.


      Kiyotaka: Huh?


      Akihito: Hey, Holmes, what was your first impression of Aoi?


      Kiyotaka: You can look forward to finding that out in the next story.


      Aoi: I really am nervous.


      Kiyotaka: Now then, here’s the story of Aoi’s first day of work, told from my perspective.


      Aoi: Please enjoy.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Aoi’s First Day of Work at Kura — Kiyotaka’s Perspective


      It was a month after Rikyu had left to study in France. Just as I was beginning to consider hiring a part-timer to take his place, Aoi visited Kura. My first impression was, a suspicious high school girl came into the shop. She was about one hundred and fifty-eight centimeters tall and fifty kilograms in weight, and she wore Oki High’s school uniform. From the wrinkles in her skirt, I could tell she’d come here by bicycle. Therefore, she probably lived within biking distance of Teramachi-Sanjo.


      She looked nervous and was holding a paper bag close to her chest.


      Ah, that bag must contain something she wants to have appraised.


      I could sense hesitation and confusion from her tightly clenched hands. The item was either something important to her that she didn’t want to part with or something she felt guilty about. Based on her suspicious behavior, likely the latter.


      For now, let’s do something about that guardedness.


      “Welcome,” I said gently with a smile.


      She flinched and looked at me with nervous eyes.


      *


      Four days passed.


      I had offered her a job on a whim. Part of it was because I happened to be looking for a helper, but it was mostly on the spur of the moment.


      “It’s not like me to act on a whim,” I murmured, my musings disappearing into the empty store. Kura had always been quiet, but before opening time, when there were hardly any people outside, it was as silent as if time had stopped.


      Now then, I’ll have to prepare for her arrival. I think there was an apron upstairs.


      I went up to the second floor, which had been turned into a storeroom. There, I opened a drawer and found the apron in question. It was the one Rikyu had used, which had been sent to the cleaners. It had been stowed away here ever since it had been returned. It was a simple black apron.


      Would this be too plain for a high school girl?


      As I was thinking, I heard the door chime. From the quiet ringing, I could imagine her hesitance. I glanced down, and indeed, she was looking around the store, confused. She seemed like nervousness personified, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      I’ll have to eliminate that anxiety for her right away.


      “Good morning, Aoi. I look forward to working with you,” I called out to her as I descended the stairs.


      She looked up with a start and froze for a moment. She must not have expected me to come from the second floor. When I reached the first floor, she regained her composure, straightened her back, and bowed deeply.


      “G-Good morning, Manager. Thank you for having me here.”


      Fixing her posture and making eye contact before speaking in a clear voice and bowing deeply... It doesn’t sound special, but it’s a more proper greeting than what I’d expect from a student in this day and age. Perhaps she was in a sports club before.


      I couldn’t hold back my smile when I realized what she had called me.


      I see. She thought I was the manager this whole time.


      I chuckled, and she gave me a confused look, not knowing why I was laughing. “Aoi, I’m not the manager.”


      “Huh?” She blinked. “Really?”


      “Yes, I’m still a grad student, after all.”


      She nodded in acknowledgment. “Are you a part-timer, then?”


      “Not exactly. My grandfather is the proprietor of this store.”


      “So he’s the manager?”


      “Not exactly. My grandfather is an appraiser. His work keeps him too busy to spend time here, so my father and I take turns watching the store. We call my father the manager and my grandfather the owner.” As I explained, a strained smile came to my face.


      “Owner” this, “manager” that. What a needlessly complicated family.


      Aoi didn’t question it. She simply nodded again and said, “Okay. Does your mother help with the store as well?”


      For a second, I wasn’t sure how to respond. “My mother passed away when I was young. There are only men in the Yagashira family now.”


      I hadn’t had a mother for as long as I could remember, so the fact hardly bothered me at that point. However, most people felt sorry when I told them my mother had passed away. Thus, I answered her question with a smile, trying to put as little of a burden on her as possible.


      “Oh...I’m sorry.” As expected, she lowered her eyes. The guilt on her face made me feel guilty.


      “No, it’s nothing to apologize for. Oh, right...although we call my father the ‘manager,’ he’s primarily an author. When he’s at the store, he spends the whole time writing his manuscript at the counter.” It’d be best to change the subject as soon as possible. “The store doesn’t get many visitors, but that doesn’t mean we can leave it unattended. It’d be very helpful to have someone to watch it for us. I have school too, after all.”


      I sighed. Up until now, Rikyu had been helping us, and most of all, my grandfather had been present at the store. Thanks to them, we had somehow managed to get by. However, my grandfather was not pleased by my decision to go to graduate school.


      “Why learn at grad school when you can learn in the real world? I was gonna do appraisal jobs all over the country—no, the world—after you graduated! How about quitting grad school?”


      He had been so against my decision that he’d even said he wouldn’t work at the store anymore, to which I had stubbornly replied, “You can do as you please, and in return, I’ll also do what I please. We can handle the store ourselves.”


      “I can also only work after school and on weekends, though...” the girl said, fidgeting.


      “That’s plenty. My father can watch the store during school hours. However, don’t hesitate to let us know if you have personal matters to attend to.” As I spoke, I walked up to the counter and took an envelope out of the drawer. “This contains the employment contract, including the hourly pay and whatnot. Please read it carefully when you get home, and if there are no issues, sign and stamp it.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      “Also, when you’re at the store, please wear an apron so that people will know that you’re staff.” I placed the apron I’d retrieved from the second floor on top of the counter. “There are cabinets in the back room that you can use as a locker for your bag.”


      “Okay.” She nodded and took the apron with her to the room behind the counter. Her eyes were slightly bloodshot, likely due to lack of sleep. Perhaps she was nervous about her first day of work.


      The way she makes eye contact when she speaks and pays full attention to what I say shows me that she has a serious, hardworking personality. If she were to start studying something in earnest, she would probably become quite proficient at it, I thought as I got ready to open the store.


      As I was removing the white sheets draped over the antiques and shelves, she came out of the kitchenette and hurriedly grabbed one as well.


      “Oh, we’re taking these off, right?” she asked.


      “Yes, thank you. Please remove them gently, being careful not to knock anything over,” I said quickly, recognizing the possibility that she might pull on the cloth with force.


      “O-Okay.” She nodded fearfully. She gulped and gingerly removed the cloth, her body tense.


      She really is a serious girl. I smiled as I watched her stiff movements. “I did say to be careful, but there’s no need to be so nervous. If something was expensive enough that it would be disastrous if it broke, it wouldn’t be out in the open.”


      She blushed and nodded again. I noticed her look around the store and freeze upon seeing the Shino tea bowl. Even without seeing her face, I could tell that she had remembered our chat and was wondering why the tea bowl was as expensive as it was.


      “Well, everyone has their own sense of value,” I said.


      She flinched. “H-How do you know what I’m thinking?”


      “When I said we didn’t have expensive items out in the open, you looked at the Shino tea bowl that I previously told you was valuable. Then you frowned slightly and tilted your head. I sensed that you were likely questioning, ‘Why is this tea bowl worth so much?’ or ‘How can someone value it at that price?’”


      “You’re right.” She gulped.


      Sensing fear in her eyes, I quickly closed my mouth. I had learned a long time ago that speaking my thoughts freely could instill fear in others, so I was used to being careful with how much I said. Yet for some reason, I found myself telling her what was on my mind without giving it much thought. Why? I found it strange but decided to change the topic.


      “Aoi, is there anything else in the store that interests you?”


      “Umm...” She looked around, glanced at the antique doll, and shook her head. Apparently, it had caught her attention, but not in a good way. Her gaze lingered on the red gosu bowl on a shelf in the back. “This is really nice.”


      Indeed, the red gosu porcelain was beautiful with its vivid colors. However, I found it surprising that a high school girl would choose that piece.


      “What impression does it give you?” I asked.


      She fell silent and stared at the bowl. “I’m reading a fantasy novel right now that takes place in a Chinese palace,” she began, seeming embarrassed.


      I certainly hadn’t expected those words, but I was curious about what she was going to say.


      “I thought this bowl would fit in at an ancient Chinese palace.”


      Now that’s a surprise.


      “When does the story take place?” I asked without thinking.


      “It’s a fantasy, so I don’t know, but I’ve been vaguely assuming it’s the Qing dynasty.”


      “I see.” I nodded. I could feel my mouth naturally curving into a smile. “You really do have a good eye.”


      She stared blankly at me.


      “This is a red gosu porcelain bowl.”


      “Red gosu?”


      “It’s a type of porcelain that was fired at kilns in Zhangzhou, Fujian, China in the early seventeenth century—the Qing dynasty. As you imagined, it could have been in a palace.” That’s right—it was exactly what she thought it was.


      “Um, could it be that this is a really good piece?”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “It’s for sale, right? How much are you selling it for?” She craned her neck, probably trying to find the price tag.


      “Five hundred thousand yen.”


      She turned around in shock. “Five hundred thousand? But it’s out in the open. Is that okay?”


      “It’s fine.”


      She looked unconvinced.


      “We do consider it an expensive item, of course. However, we can’t have all of our wares locked up in display cases. Also, the Shino tea bowl is only for display. It’s not for sale.”


      She gaped at me as if I had read her mind.


      It’s no use. I did it again. Even though I’m usually so careful, I find myself telling her my thoughts without restraint.


      “By the way, what is that Chinese fantasy novel about?” I asked, changing the subject yet again.


      Her expression brightened. People who immediately perked up at the mention of books tended to be avid readers. From the look of it, she was one too.


      “It’s a story about the glamorous world of the women’s quarters in the palace.”


      “Is there a lot of drama?”


      “Not really. The protagonist is a spy boy.”


      A male aside from the emperor in the women’s quarters would have to be... “Is he a eunuch?” If so, that would be quite the unique protagonist. I hate to say it, but no matter how admirable or impressive he is, I wouldn’t want to become him.


      “No. He’s a smart, beautiful boy who dresses up as a girl to sneak into the palace because he’s worried about his beloved older sister, who’s become a concubine. The story is about him solving an inexplicable incident that took place there.”


      I see. Hearing that description made me think of Rikyu. “That sounds interesting. Wouldn’t that make it a mystery rather than a Chinese palace fantasy, though?”


      “Oh, maybe.”


      I pointed at the corner of my eye. “Aoi, your eyes are slightly red. Have you been staying up late at night to read that book?”


      “Oh, yes. I couldn’t sleep because I was nervous about my first day of work, so I ended up reading. Even though I went to bed early, I couldn’t fall asleep.”


      So she was nervous. “You really are earnest, Aoi.” I said it because I was touched, but she lowered her eyes weakly and fell silent.


      After a while, she finally said, “Um...”


      “Yes?”


      She raised her head, seeming to have made up her mind, and looked me in the eye. “I’m not earnest. I’m a bad person. I brought my family’s treasures here without permission. But I swear I won’t try to take anything from this store, so, um...I know you might be worried about that, but...” As she spoke, her eyes and the tip of her nose quickly began to turn red.


      I was speechless. She was trying her best to plead her case even though she was on the verge of tears. It seemed that she had been deeply regretting her past actions.


      “I know you won’t,” I said gently.


      There was confusion in her eyes.


      “You believed at the time that it was inevitable, didn’t you?”


      “Huh?” Her voice was hoarse as it escaped her mouth.


      “You said that when your boyfriend broke up with you, you thought it was ‘only natural.’”


      “At first, I accepted it. With him in Saitama, we couldn’t see each other much, so I figured it was only natural that his feelings would fade away...even though it was unbearable for me...”


      She nodded in silence as if thinking back on her words.


      “I imagine you’ve always endured things that way. Whenever something happens, you tell yourself, ‘There’s nothing that can be done. I just have to put up with it.’ When the decision was made to move to Kyoto, you wouldn’t have wanted to leave your boyfriend and your friends at school. However, you accepted it without a single complaint, telling yourself that you had to go along with it, didn’t you?”


      She gulped.


      “You’re probably the eldest child in your family, aren’t you?”


      She looked surprised by this sudden question. Apparently, I was right.


      “How?” she asked, seeming to trail off before adding, “did you know?”


      “I think this aspect of you stems from the environment you were raised in. Ever since you were young, you were often told, ‘You’re the older sister, so you have to put up with it.’ Since you’re an earnest person, you obeyed without doubting it. When people like you, who have endured a lot over time, are pushed past their limits, they end up doing surprising things.”


      She said nothing.


      “Kyoto is a difficult place for outsiders. Although you moved here, you weren’t able to fit in. Keeping in touch with your boyfriend and best friend in Saitama would’ve been your biggest source of energy and relief, no?”


      It must have been a buildup of many things; the heartbreak had only been one of the factors. She had continued to endure until the day she’d reached her limit. Even the most serious person would make mistakes at some point in the long course of their life.


      “A broken heart would be painful for anyone, but it would’ve been even harder on you, since you didn’t fit in anywhere. However, once again, you tried to accept it as ‘inevitable.’ Then you heard something unpleasant from a friend—the unbelievable news that your boyfriend started dating your best friend right after he broke up with you. Nothing could have been more shocking, seeing as the two of them had been your salvation. However, you couldn’t talk to anyone about it. Your close friends weren’t around, and you couldn’t cry to your parents because that would be akin to blaming their move for your broken relationships. Most of all, you wanted to confirm the truth for yourself. You wanted to believe what you saw with your own eyes over a rumor you heard from someone else. Desperately thinking, ‘This could be a misunderstanding. I can’t just believe what people say,’ you turned to—”


      “Stop!”


      Her agonized voice snapped me out of my monologue. She was covering her ears, her eyes tightly shut. It was the most obvious refusal possible.


      I did it again.


      “Please, no more...” Her shaky voice echoed through the store, breaking the silence.


      “I’m sorry. I don’t make a habit of doing this to people. I don’t know what came over me.” I sighed and looked at her. “But Aoi...”


      Although I felt sorry, my expression nearly relaxed at the sight of her teary eyes looking up at me. She was endearingly cute, like a puppy that had been abandoned at the roadside. I imagined a puppy whining in a cardboard box and had to hold back my smile.


      “My point is that I understand. I know how desperate you were at the time and how much you’re reflecting on your actions now. That’s why I offered you the job. I’m not the slightest bit suspicious of you.”


      Her eyes teared up yet again. I instinctively wanted to pat her on the head, but I had to tell myself, No, that’s the kind of thing that gets you accused of sexual harassment. Instead, I smiled as if nothing had happened.


      She wiped her eyes and bowed. “Thank you, Holmes.”


      “‘Holmes’?” I was surprised to hear her use the name. How does she know about that nickname? Oh, right, because of Ueda.


      “Oh, sorry. Since someone else called you that, I’ve actually been calling you that in my head this whole time. But I should be calling you ‘Yagashira,’ right?”


      I imagined her calling me Yagashira. Without a doubt, my grandfather, my father, and I would all turn around at the same time. “That would be normal, yes. Then again, all of us are ‘Yagashira’...”


      “Yes. You all have the same surname, so...”


      “There are many people who call me ‘Holmes,’ including Ueda. So please feel free to call me whatever you like.”


      The nickname had stuck when I was in elementary school and fascinated with Sherlock Holmes. It was an embarrassing nickname for a grown man, but at the time, I had actually been happy to have it. And now, I was so used to it that I felt neither happy nor embarrassed.


      “Ueda isn’t the only person who calls you ‘Holmes’?”


      “He was the originator, but there are actually quite a few people who call me that because they find it amusing.”


      “It’s because you can figure out anything like Sherlock Holmes does, right?”


      It would be disrespectful to the man himself if people thought that, because ultimately, I’m only an apprentice appraiser.


      “No, it’s because my surname is Yagashira.” I held my index finger up to my mouth to emphasize the point.


      She blushed and looked down.


      “Once more, I look forward to working with you, Aoi.”


      “Likewise, Holmes.”


      Saying each other’s names, we looked at each other and laughed.


      “Now then, let me show you around the store. Come with me.”


      “Okay.”


      I began to walk, and she followed me with a smile.


      That was Aoi’s first day of work at the antique store Kura. At the time, I hadn’t yet realized that my encounter with her would greatly change my life.




      Akihito: Huh, so that’s how it went down.


      Aoi: Your first impression of me was “a suspicious high school girl”...


      Rikyu: Like I said, he processes things exactly as he sees them.


      Aoi: You were right.


      Kiyotaka: It really is a nostalgic story.


      Aoi: The next one is a side story, right?


      Akihito: It’s all about me. Now we’re talking.


      Kiyotaka: The stories so far took place during the first three volumes, but this one happens a little further ahead.


      Aoi: Right, it takes place after you trained at Daimaru Kyoto in volume 10.


      Rikyu: It’s okay if people haven’t read that far, right?


      Kiyotaka: Yes, it won’t be a problem.


      Aoi: Well then, let the side story begin.


      All: Please enjoy.

    

  

  
    
      Extra: An Afternoon Devoted to the Shinsengumi


      A Story from the Time Kiyotaka Trained at Daimaru Kyoto


      After finishing grad school, Holmes was told by his grandfather—Kura’s owner—to go out and see the outside world before taking over the store. And so, he went to various places for training, such as Shokado Garden Art Museum and Daimaru Kyoto. Even after his training periods ended, he stayed on close terms with them and continued to help them out.


      He was currently involved with a project at Daimaru Kyoto.




      “Hey, get a load of this!”


      Kura’s door chime rang wildly as Akihito Kajiwara burst into the store shouting, his brightly dyed hair waving as he panted.


      “Akihito...” I stopped my cleaning to turn around in surprise.


      “What is all the ruckus about?” Holmes, who had been doing the accounting at the counter, gave our visitor an exasperated look.


      “Just listen, guys!” Akihito sauntered up to the counter, unfazed by Holmes’s cold glare.


      “Fine,” Holmes said, recoiling slightly and holding up his hand. “We’ll listen, so please calm down. What happened?”


      “I’m joining the Shinsengumi!” Akihito clenched his fists, his eyes sparkling.


      “Huh?” Holmes and I blinked.


      *


      Akihito’s declaration was a very abridged version of the truth.


      After calming the actor down, Holmes summarized the story for us. “So essentially, there’s going to be a movie about the Shinsengumi, and you were selected to play one of the members.”


      Akihito laughed cheerfully from his seat in front of the counter. “Whoops, my bad. Did you think the Shinsengumi was coming back in the modern era?”


      “Obviously not. I assumed you were talking about work. Good grief.” Holmes placed his hands on his hips.


      “But it’s amazing that you get to be in a movie about the Shinsengumi!” I exclaimed. I was standing next to Holmes.


      “Pretty much.” Akihito puffed out his chest.


      “Indeed.” Holmes nodded, seeming to agree.


      “By the way,” I said, looking at Akihito, “who are you going to play?”


      The actor froze. “Truth is...”


      “Yes?”


      “I don’t know yet.”


      “You don’t know?”


      He quickly pulled out his phone. “My manager told me just now, ‘You passed the audition. You’re going to be in the Shinsengumi movie.’ I asked to know which role, but I haven’t heard back yet.”


      Holmes and I looked at each other.


      “If that’s all you heard, isn’t it possible that you were selected for the film, but not as a member of the Shinsengumi? For example, you could be Frivolous Townsperson A,” Holmes said casually.


      The thought had crossed my mind, but I hadn’t been able to say it myself.


      “No way.” Akihito waved his hands vigorously. “That’s not gonna happen. I auditioned to be a member of the Shinsengumi.”


      “Oh, then it should be fine.” I smiled.


      “Yeah. By the way, Aoi, which role do you think I’ll be chosen for?”


      It was an innocent quiz question, but I didn’t know how to answer. “To be honest, I don’t know much about the Shinsengumi. I can only think of Isami Kondo, Toshizo Hijikata, and Soji Okita.”


      “That’s a mood,” Akihito murmured. “I was the same way. When I heard about the audition, I rushed to study up on them.”


      “So you know all about them now?” I asked eagerly, hoping to learn from him.


      He scratched his head weakly. “Nah, I can’t call myself knowledgeable in front of Holmes. Hey Holmes, tell us about the Shinsengumi.”


      “Could you please not use me as a voice assistant?” Holmes slumped his shoulders slightly but resigned himself to explaining anyway. “To put it simply, the Shinsengumi was a police force that cracked down on anti-shogunate forces in Kyoto toward the end of the Edo—well, let’s say the Bakumatsu period. They later fought in the Boshin War as part of the former shogunate’s forces.”


      “Boshin War?” Akihito tilted his head.


      “Didn’t you say you studied?”


      “Uh, I only read up on the members.”


      “To—again—put it simply, the Boshin War was a civil war between the former shogunate’s forces, who were dissatisfied with how Yoshinobu Tokugawa was treated after the Meiji Restoration, and the new government’s forces, who wished to usher in a new era. The war ended with the complete collapse of the former shogunate’s forces. They surrendered, making the new government the victors.”


      “And that’s how we got here, huh? Do you think the new government was right?”


      “Revolutions aren’t about one side being right. They’re a clash between two ideas of justice. This may sound jaded, but in the end, whichever side wins becomes ‘right.’”


      “I see,” Akihito said softly.


      “However, the Shinsengumi are still loved by the masses to this day because their dedication was genuine.”


      “Yeah.” Akihito nodded.


      “The first commander of the Shinsengumi was Kamo Serizawa. He had a passionate heart, but he was also short-tempered and violent. His personality caused a lot of trouble, hence his assassination.”


      “Right.” Akihito and I gave strained smiles.


      “The second commander was Isami Kondo, a valiant, admirable man. He was also known for having the unusual ability to fit his entire fist in his mouth.”


      Akihito tried to put his fist in his mouth. “Aaagh.”


      “Wh-What are you doing, Akihito?” I asked, taken aback.


      “If they cast me as Isami Kondo, I’ll have to put my fist in my mouth,” he murmured with a serious expression, looking down at his fist.


      Holmes and I shook as we tried to hold back our laughter.


      “I don’t think you’ll be given that role,” Holmes said. “You’re nothing like Isami Kondo.”


      “I know, but what if they’re going for something different? Like a new interpretation?”


      “Perhaps if it were entertainment aimed at a younger audience, but I doubt they’d do such unconventional casting for a historical film.”


      “Hey now, these days, period pieces are entertainment too.”


      “Well, that may be true. My apologies.” Holmes chuckled.


      Akihito seemed to cheer up. “Eh, I say that, but I know Isami Kondo’s not gonna happen. Personally, I like Toshizo Hijikata the most, but that seems unlikely too.”


      “He was the vice commander, right?” I asked.


      “Yes,” said Holmes. “Toshizo Hijikata was Isami Kondo’s right arm. He enforced strict regulations and was called the ‘demon vice commander.’”


      This I knew. I nodded.


      “It’s also theorized that there was another vice commander named Nishiki Niimi. It’s said that he was from the Mito domain, but few details are known about him.”


      Akihito and I hummed.


      “The captain of the first unit was Soji Okita. He was renowned as the greatest swordsman in the Shinsengumi.”


      “Oh! I was thinking it might be him. Well, partially because I hope so.”


      “Yes...” Holmes stroked his chin. “These days, there are many female fans who want Soji Okita to be handsome. Perhaps you would be able to meet those expectations.”


      “That means you acknowledge my good looks, right?” Akihito ran his hand through his bangs, his eyes sparkling.


      Holmes continued speaking, neither confirming nor denying the statement. “As it turns out, I’m helping Daimaru Kyoto with a Shinsengumi-related project right now.”


      “Huh?” Akihito and I blinked.


      “I had no idea,” I said, surprised.


      “My apologies.” Holmes smiled. “I was planning on telling you today.”


      “Is Daimaru holding a Shinsengumi event?” Akihito asked.


      “No.” Holmes shook his head. “There may be one in the future, but for now... When you think of the Shinsengumi, what type of fashion comes to mind?”


      Akihito and I looked up at the ceiling in thought.


      “The haori coat, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah, that sky-blue haori,” said Akihito. “Oh, and ponytails.”


      “Ponytails?” Holmes gave a strained smile. “Yes, it’s the haori. It certainly is sky blue, but we call that color ‘asagi.’ It’s said that those asagi haori coats were once made by Daimaru Kyoto.”


      “What?!” Akihito and I gaped.


      “Daimaru made the Shinsengumi’s haori?” I asked.


      “Dang, Daimaru really does have a long history.”


      “Well, there are multiple theories, so I can’t say for sure,” said Holmes. “Another rumor is that Daimaru has yet to receive the payment of two hundred ryo for the coats.” He shrugged.


      Akihito and I laughed.


      “The payment’s overdue, huh?” I said.


      “I can’t believe they shirked the bill,” said Akihito. “How much is two hundred ryo in today’s terms?”


      “Converting it to today’s value would be a bit difficult,” said Holmes. “However, at the time, one ryo was enough to sustain a family of four for a month, so I’d say two hundred ryo would be in the tens of millions of yen.”


      “Whoa.” Akihito and I grimaced.


      “The real haori no longer exists, but Daimaru Kyoto is partnering with Mibu-dera Temple and long-running stores in Kyoto to recreate it.”


      “So it’s a reproduction of the haori,” I said.


      “Yes.” Holmes smiled. “The members of the Ancient City Kyoto Project—ACKP for short—are working hard. I’m also providing what meager help I can.”


      “Is everyone doing well?”


      “Yes, very much so. They’re doing their best to make this Shinsengumi project a success.”


      I smiled. Meanwhile, next to me, Akihito clasped his hands behind his head and asked, “But how does a department store profit from recreating that haori?”


      “The goal isn’t short-term profit. It’s to create something of value that can be passed on to the future. As a department store that exists alongside the city of Kyoto, they’re thinking a hundred or two years ahead.”


      “Th-That sure is noble.”


      “Yes, I thought it was a wonderful project too. So in order to reproduce it as faithfully as possible, we asked the Kyoto Shinsengumi Association for their cooperation and did background research with various texts. We came to the conclusion that the Shinsengumi’s haori was likely made with domestically grown hemp and natural plant dye. Each warrior would have had their family crest on the back, but in order to represent many of the members at once, we went with the character for ‘sincerity’ by Mibu-dera Temple’s head priest. As for the production, we went to Chiso for their quality textiles, Somenotsukasa Yoshioka for the dyeing, and Yuki Wasai for the tailoring. Thus, we were able to complete the Shinsengumi’s haori with its characteristic ‘white mountain’ stripes.”


      “Wow,” Akihito and I said, impressed.


      “Was the character for ‘sincerity’ the head priest’s idea?” Akihito asked.


      “No, it’s more that we commissioned him to do the calligraphy for us,” Holmes explained.


      “Whoa, that’s cool. Man, I wanna wear that haori in a historical drama.”


      “Unfortunately, only two are being produced. One of them will be given to Mibu-dera Temple, while the other will be kept at Daimaru Kyoto.”


      “Awww.” Akihito pouted in disappointment. Suddenly, his phone beeped. “Oh, it’s from my agency.” His eyes lit up as he scrolled through his phone.


      “Your role is Keisuke Yamanami! Do your best!”


      “Hm?” The actor furrowed his brow. “Keisuke Yamanami?”


      “Akihito, are you sure you studied?”


      “Uh, to be honest, I was positive it was gonna be Soji Okita, so I only researched him. So I know his childhood name was Sojiro, he joined a dojo when he was nine, and he was a master swordsman but also had a cheerful side,” he said, rapidly reeling off facts.


      “Good grief.” Holmes sighed. “Keisuke Yamanami made it to the position of general commander. He was known for his prowess in both the literary and military arts.”


      “Ooh!” Akihito’s eyes lit up again.


      “However, he was on bad terms with Kondo and Hijikata. Later, he deserted the Shinsengumi and was eventually brought back to commit seppuku.”


      “Oh...” Akihito clutched his head in his hands. “What, so I’m playing a cowardly traitor?”


      “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” Holmes folded his arms. “Deserting the Shinsengumi was a major crime punished by seppuku. Although Yamanami was rising in the ranks, he had doubts about the organization. He could have gone with the flow and remained there, but he chose to leave, knowing he could be killed for it. I don’t think it was a simple decision,” he said firmly.


      Akihito gulped. “Yeah, if he really was a coward, he’d have sucked up to the leader and coasted along. But he didn’t. He was really conflicted about it, and he died a martyr for his own idea of justice.”


      “Yes. That was a different type of battle—another side of the Shinsengumi.”


      “Yeah.” Akihito gave a resolute nod. “I’m gonna aim for a Keisuke Yamanami who no one’ll think is a cowardly traitor. They’ll be sympathizing with him before they know it.” The passion in his eyes was already that of a dignified warrior.


      “I’m looking forward to the movie now,” Holmes and I said at the same time. We looked at each other and smiled.


      And so went our afternoon devoted to the Shinsengumi.




      Kiyotaka: With that, Holmes of Kyoto: Volume 0 comes to an end.


      Aoi: I like how the recommendations were organized by season. It makes them easy to go through.


      Rikyu: Yeah, and it’s nice that it includes museums and art galleries.


      Kiyotaka: The small-format paperback size also makes it easy to carry around. I encourage readers to bring it with them when they tour the locations in the series.


      Akihito: But the stuff in this book wasn’t really “volume 0,” was it?


      Aoi: You have a point.


      Kiyotaka: The short story content would put it at around volume 1.5. However, that wouldn’t seem well-thought-out either, so the more straightforward numbering was chosen.


      Akihito: Oh, that makes sense.


      Kiyotaka: Setting that aside, it’s time for our farewells. Aoi, please take the lead.


      Aoi: Ah, okay. Once again, thank you for reading volume 0.


      Kiyotaka: Thank you, and please continue to read the main series as well.


      Akihito: Pray that I get more time in the spotlight, all right?


      Rikyu: You sure are dedicated, Akihito.


      Thank you.
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