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      Summary of the Previous Volume


      I, Shiro Amata, had been happily enjoying my new life as a peddler in the world of Ruffaltio, when one fateful evening, the grandmother I’d thought was dead appeared in front of me, looking about sixty years younger than in her memorial photo.


      “Hey there, Shiro. It’s been a while.”


      After this reunion that was more confusing than emotional, grandma came back with me to her house in Japan for the first time in seven years, and subsequently spent day after day visiting sights around Tokyo.


      I, on the other hand, spent several weeks over in Ruffaltio, traveling with Karen and Aina to Mazela, the feudal capital of the region Ninoritch was in. On learning about the city’s all-important bathing culture, I decided to pursue a new business opportunity that had opened up to me—namely, selling soap and shampoo while I was in the capital to hopefully earn some big bucks. So once we got to Mazela, I joined the Eternal Promise merchant guild, became good friends with its guildmaster, Zidan, and just as I’d anticipated, went on to make a killing selling soap and shampoo sets. After a few extremely productive days, Karen, Aina, and I headed back to Ninoritch, and I was finally able to return home for the first time in several weeks. Then, one afternoon, while grandma and I were eating lunch, the doorbell rang.


      “Hey! Come out, come out, big bro!”


      “Open the door, bro-bro!”


      Well, would you look at that? My high school-aged twin sisters, Shiori and Saori, had come to pay me a visit, and what’s more, they’d decided—without even thinking to ask for my permission—to stay at my place for a few days while they went to open house events at universities around Tokyo. I started panicking (I mean, what if they learned the pretty girl staying with me was actually our grandma?!), but grandma seemed happy about the prospect of spending time with her granddaughters. As I didn’t really have a whole lot of choice in the matter, I said they could stay with us for a little while, and just crossed my fingers and hoped for the best. Unfortunately, my prayers went unanswered. One day, grandma and I came home to find the twins sitting in front of the closet that led to Ruffaltio with the door wide open. I pointed the scene out to grandma, who simply smiled.


      “Oh, it looks like they’ve found out about the portal!” she said in a cheerful tone.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: The Twins Learn About the Other World


      “Um, grandma?” I said, calling her into the room, then pointing at the twins who were sitting on the floor with blank looks on their faces in front of the open closet door. Grandma came into the room, took one look at the scene, and grinned.


      “Oh, it looks like they’ve found out about the portal!” she said in a cheerful tone.


      I was so taken aback by her reaction, I started flailing my arms around. “Why do you look so pleased about it?!” I exploded.


      “Why shouldn’t I?” she said innocently.


      “You...” I uttered, before grabbing her by the hand and dragging her into the hallway. “Come with me!” Even though the twins were seemingly frozen in shock, this conversation probably wasn’t one we should be having in front of them.


      Once out of the room, I brought my mouth up to grandma’s ear and whispered, “Grandma, Shiori and Saori know about the closet now. They know it leads to another world. Do you understand what that means?”


      “Yup,” she said simply. “What’s the big deal?”


      “What kind of reaction is that?!” I whisper-shouted in response. “What’s the big deal? Well, what if they say they wanna go over there? What will you do then?!”


      “I’ll tell them to go,” grandma said with a smile. “They’re my darling granddaughters, after all. Just like you’re my darling grandson. If they wish to visit Ruffaltio, I’ll give them my blessing.”


      “But they’re still in high school!” I protested.


      “There are many countries in Ruffaltio where the age of majority is fifteen, you know,” grandma told me. “And here in Japan, back in the olden days, even young children could take part in a coming-of-age ceremony and be treated as adults if their family deemed they were ready for that responsibility, right?”


      “That’s true,” I conceded, “but I’d like to point out that we’re living in the 21st century, not the 12th!”


      “Ah, but when you get to my age, what’s a mere thousand years?” she said with a shrug.


      “Well, to us mere mortals, a thousand years is rather a long time!”


      While grandma and I were in the middle of our heated discussion, the twins suddenly came out of the room and into the hallway. Aw, crap, I thought. I’d just realized that I’d been unconsciously raising my voice this entire time. Had they overheard our conversation?


      “H-Hey, you two...” I greeted them, but they simply walked past me like I wasn’t even there. I watched on in shock as they padded downstairs without even glancing at the two of us once. “Maybe they’re thirsty?” I suggested.


      Grandma shrugged. “Maybe.”


      “Or maybe...” I began, but paused as I was suddenly hit by a realization. “Ah, I know what’s up. They think they’re dreaming right now, just like I did when I first discovered the closet.”


      “What do you mean?” grandma asked.


      It was my turn to shrug. “What I said. When I opened that closet for the first time and saw a forest on the other side of the door, I figured I must be hallucinating due to stress and exhaustion. To be honest with you, I even started wondering if there was something wrong with me.”


      After all, it wouldn’t have been too much of a surprise if I had started developing mental health issues at the time. I’d felt completely run-down and stressed beyond belief due to the toll my previous job had taken on me, as well as all the other issues I’d found myself having to deal with, so when I opened that closet door and saw a forest beyond it, I couldn’t help thinking it must be some sort of hallucination. Even months later, I could still taste the coffee I’d sipped in an effort to snap myself out of it. Though, of course, in the end, it turned out not to be a hallucination at all.


      “I bet the twins are thinking the same thing,” I continued. “They probably went downstairs to brew themselves some tea to calm down or something.”


      “I’m not so sure about that,” grandma said skeptically. “To me, it looked more like they were about to head out somewhere.”


      “Head out?”


      “Yup. Head out.”


      Sure enough, the pair trotted back upstairs with their sneakers in their hands not long after.


      “W-W-Wait a second, grandma! They’re actually going over there! Look at them! They don’t even seem the least bit hesitant about doing so!” I blurted out, starting to panic.


      “That’s my granddaughters for you!” grandma declared proudly.


      “What are you looking all happy for?!” I berated her.


      “What do you mean? Aren’t I allowed to be proud of my courageous little girls?”


      “That’s not the issue! There are monsters in Ruffaltio, remember? What if—” I started to explain, but grandma interrupted me by raising a hand.


      “Hold on a second.”


      “What is it? We don’t exactly have time to waste right now, grandma!”


      “Oh, shush. We can have this conversation later. Besides...” she trailed off.


      “Besides?” I prompted.


      She extended a finger toward the room with her memorial altar in it. “I’m pretty sure the twins are about to step into Ruffaltio.”


      “What?!” I cried.


      I automatically turned and peered into the room, and sure enough, Shiori and Saori were standing right in front of the open closet with their sneakers now on their feet and resolute looks on their faces. They exchanged a look, then wordlessly clasped hands and stepped toward the closet.


      “Hold it!” I called out in an attempt to stop them, but I knew that wouldn’t do it, so I rushed into the room and grabbed them by the shoulders. They jumped out of their skins and spun around to face me.


      “Oh, it’s you, bro,” Saori said, with her usual sullen look on her face. “When did you get home?”


      “Quite a while ago, actually!”


      “Oh, really?” Shiori said. “Then welcome home, bro-bro! I didn’t even realize you were back!”


      “Yeah, I noticed,” I said with a sigh.


      The twins had been so mesmerized by what they’d seen on the other side of the closet door, they hadn’t heard grandma and I come in, and even when they’d walked straight past us, they hadn’t noticed our presence.


      “Anyway, why have you two got your shoes on in the house?” I asked.


      “Take a look at this, bro! There’s a forest on the other side of the closet! Look, look!” Saori said, urging me to go check out what they had discovered by gesturing energetically toward the open closet door.


      So I did as I was told, and I was greeted by familiar scenery beyond the open door to the closet. In fact, it seemed to be the exact spot in the forest I had glimpsed when I’d first slid back that door. Yup, you heard right. It led to the forest.


      “Wait, the forest?” I mumbled to myself without thinking.


      “Yeah, it’s a forest!” Saori said excitedly, seemingly not noticing that I’d used the definite article. “Did you know about this?”


      I made a noise that indicated I was deep in thought. This made zero sense. The last time I’d “logged out” of Ruffaltio, I’d been in the break room on the second floor of my shop, so logically, the door should’ve led back there, shouldn’t it?


      “A-ha! Judging from your expression, you had no idea about this!” Saori declared triumphantly, thinking she could read me like a book, when in reality, she couldn’t have been further from the truth. I knew I probably should have corrected her in that moment, and told her that I did, in fact, know about the closet, but I decided I’d put that on the back burner for the time being. In truth, at that particular moment in time, I was more concerned about the operation of the portal itself.


      “So instead of leading to my shop, it opened out onto the forest?” I mumbled to myself, deep in thought. “Strange...”


      After a few seconds of pondering, I raised my hand and pointed to grandma’s memorial altar.


      “Shiori, Saori, look at that,” I said to the twins.


      “Look at what?” Saori asked.


      “That.”


      “The memorial altar?” Shiori said, tilting her head to one side in confusion before she and her sister went over and inspected it to see what had caught my attention.


      Great. I’d successfully managed to divert their focus away from the closet for long enough to try something. I quickly closed the closet door, then slid it open again, and this time, the break room in my shop was on the other side, like it should have been the first time.


      “Ah, okay. I get it now,” I muttered to no one in particular before sliding the door shut again.


      “Bro, what is it you wanted us to look at?” Saori asked, growing impatient as she scanned the memorial altar for anything out of place.


      “Oh, I thought maybe you wanted to see grandma throwing double peace signs in her picture,” I lied.


      “Why would we? She did that in all her pictures. I’m tired of seeing those peace signs,” Shiori pouted.


      “Oh, yeah, you’re right. My bad.”


      “Anyway, bro-bro, this is more important,” she said, sliding the closet door open again.


      This time, it led to the forest. It seemed that where the closet door led depended on the person opening it, almost like a save point or an Adventure Log in an RPG. It also meant the portal considered Ruffaltio’s “starting point” to be this specific forest, almost as if to say: “Look at this grand adventure that’s awaiting you!”


      “Anyway, if bro didn’t know about it...” Saori started.


      “That means this portal thingy probably only appeared today!” Shiori declared. The two of them broke out into triumphant smiles.


      Oh, boy. The two of them were jumping from one misunderstanding to the next in record time. It was bad enough trying to deal with just one of the twins, but when they got together, you basically had no chance of dissuading them from doing anything they got into their heads. As their brother—and more importantly, as the Amata family’s firstborn—I knew I had to explain the situation to them, but I didn’t really know where to start. Though I barely had time to worry about it before Saori piped up again.


      “Ready, Shiorin?”


      “Yup! Ready, Saorin?”


      Saori nodded in response, then in unison, they said, “Time to journey to another world! Let’s go!”


      “Why did it have to come to this?” I lamented, but my words didn’t reach them, because they’d already stepped through the portal. I stood there for a couple of seconds, scratching my head in frustration. “Ah, screw this! Grandma, I’m going after them!” I declared in desperation.


      “Okay, dearie. Have fun!” she said, casually waving me off.


      “Fun? Fun?! I’m not going there to have fun! These two are gonna drive me up the wall, I swear,” I grumbled.


      Grandma actually had the audacity to chuckle at that. “Well, in that case, I’ll have fun in your stead.”


      “Ah, for the love of criminy, these brats...” I fumed. “Anyway, we’ll probably be home pretty late, so go on and have dinner without us.”


      “Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’ll cast a time-freezing spell on the dumplings so they’ll still be nice and hot when the three of you get back,” grandma assured me.


      “Thanks. I’m heading out now!”


      I took out the special Ruffaltio shoes I kept hidden on a shelf in grandma’s memorial altar and hurriedly put them on.


      “Be careful out there,” grandma said.


      “Wait, you’re telling me to be careful? Talk about the pot calling the kettle black,” I scoffed. “Anyway, see ya!”


      I passed through the portal into the forest and set off as fast as I could after my little sisters.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: Running After the Twins


      I ended up finding them a little farther down the track.


      “Wow! So this is what this other world looks like!” Saori exclaimed.


      “It’s so cool,” Shiori said, looking awestruck.


      The two of them had ventured into Ruffaltio with just the clothes on their backs and without making any other preparations whatsoever. They were strolling through the forest at a leisurely pace and looking around like tourists on a day trip. When I finally caught up to them, I let out a long, deep sigh.


      “You two really need to do something about those devil-may-care attitudes you have or you might end up running headlong into trouble one of these days,” I scolded them. They’d probably known I would run after them, as they didn’t seem the least bit fazed when I suddenly came up behind them and started talking. They turned around and started laughing.


      “You’re such a scaredy-cat, bro!” Saori teased.


      “I am not!” I protested. “I’m just cautious, that’s all.”


      “Oh, really?” Shiori asked, a mocking smile spreading across her face.


      “Y-Yes, really, Shiori-chan.”


      The twins simply stared at me knowingly without uttering a word.


      “Don’t look at me like that. At least say something,” I pouted. “Anyway, I’m telling the truth! I’m not scared. I’m just the cautious type.”


      “Whatever you say,” Shiori chirped in a singsong voice. It was clear she didn’t believe me in the slightest.


      “Anyway, bro-bro, where’s Alice-san?”


      “Gra—I mean, Alice-san said she’d wait for us at home,” I said.


      “Did she? Hm, that’s probably a good thing, actually. I would’ve felt kinda bad if she’d felt forced to join us on our little family outing,” Saori said.


      “Besides, someone needed to stay home to call the police in case you don’t make it back, bro-bro,” Shiori added. “And Alice-san’s an adult, so we can trust her with that!”


      “Shiori-chan...” I said slowly. “Why would I be the only one not making it home in that scenario?”


      “Tee hee!” she tittered, putting her fist against her head and sticking out her tongue like a child who’d just gotten caught pulling a prank.


      “What do you mean, ‘tee hee’?” I said, frowning. “Anyway, now that we’re here, I guess we might as well take a look around. You two had better stick by my side. No running off at any point, you hear? We don’t know what might jump out at us in this forest.”


      “’Kay!” the twins said in unison.


      And so, the Amata siblings ambled off deeper into the forest with me taking the lead so that the twins could hide behind me if anything happened.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      A short while later, Saori stopped walking and peered at something on the horizon.


      “Hey, is that...” she started, then all of a sudden, she shook her sister by the shoulder and exclaimed, “Oh! Shiorin, look!”


      Shiori mumbled a confused “Hm?” as she tried to figure out what she was meant to be looking at.


      “Over there! Look! There’s a town!”


      “Oh, hey, you’re right!” Shiori said, finally spotting what her sister had seen.


      My little sister was, of course, pointing to Ninoritch. The setting sun was bathing the little town in a soft orange glow, and from where we were standing, it really looked like something straight out of a fantasy movie. The first time I’d come to Ruffaltio, I’d also spotted Ninoritch and decided to head in that direction, hadn’t I?


      “Should we go there?” Saori asked excitedly.


      “Yeah!” Shiori replied, nodding.


      “Hm, in that case, we’ll need...” Saori trailed off.


      Shiori tilted her head to one side in confusion. “What do we need?”


      Saori clenched her fist in a sign of determination. “Money, of course!” she exclaimed.


      I was so taken aback by this statement, I almost tripped over my own feet. Her mind was already on money even though we hadn’t made it to the town yet. It was enough to take even me—an actual businessman—by surprise. Though I guess maybe I shouldn’t have been too shocked by it. She was my little sister, after all. Like brother, like sister, and all that.


      “Hey, bro!” Saori said, pointing at me. “We need to find something we can sell in that town, so help us look for stuff!”


      “Something we can sell?” I repeated, dumbfounded.


      “Well, duh! We wanna go over there, right?” she said, pointing to Ninoritch again. “But if we turn up without any money, we won’t be able to do anything! So we need to find something valuable around here that we can take to that town and exchange for money! Or to put it another way: so we can sell it! For money!” she exclaimed, her eyes sparkling with excitement.


      She crouched down and started pulling up some grass. “Hey, Shiorin, what do you think of this? Doesn’t it look like the kind of medicinal herbs you see in video games?” she asked her sister.


      “Just looks like weeds to me,” Shiori said with a shrug.


      “Hm, you think?” Saori said with a frown before looking around again. “Oh, hey, what about these pink mushrooms?”


      “They’re nice and colorful. I think we might find some people who want to buy them just ’cause they’re cute,” Shiori said, nodding sagely.


      “I know, right?” Saori agreed. “I’m gonna grab a few!”


      “I’ll go gather some berries,” Shiori said, pointing to a tree nearby.


      “Okay!”


      I stared at them, totally appalled, as they arbitrarily gathered things from the forest around them: Saori still crouching in the grass and pulling mushrooms out of the ground, while Shiori shook a tree to get the fruit on its branches to fall. All I could do was stand there with a troubled look on my face. I had been meaning to tell them that I actually knew all about this world because I’d already come over here lots of times, but I had somehow let the opportunity slip through my fingers.


      “What should I do?” I muttered to myself.


      The twins seemed to be having such a good time scavenging stuff in the forest that I didn’t want to put a damper on the whole thing by telling them it really wasn’t necessary. Besides, they were bound to find out the bits I hadn’t told them soon enough, right?


      “Well, I’ll just go along with whatever it is they decide to do for the time being,” I declared to no one in particular.


      Just as I did so, Saori called out to us from a little farther away in the undergrowth. “Bro! Shiorin! Get over here! I’ve just found something great!”


      “What is it?” Shiori called back as she lightly jogged over to her sister. I joined the pair of them a couple of seconds later.


      “We can definitely sell this!” Saori said proudly, showing her find to Shiori.


      “Wow, it’s so cool!” Shiori exclaimed.


      “I know, right?”


      Saori’s smug smile reminded me of grandma’s. When I finally came up alongside the twins, I looked down at Saori’s feet to see what it was she had found.


      “What the hell is that? A giant egg?” I asked in shock.


      Yup, that’s right. A huge egg was just laying there in the middle of the forest floor, and it was so big, you would need to wrap both of your arms around it if you wanted to carry it. Height-wise, it looked to be about fifty to sixty centimeters tall, making it three times as big as an ostrich egg, which are renowned for their size.


      I remained silent for a moment. This was definitely a monster egg, wasn’t it? I looked around, trying to find some sort of clue that might tell me what the hell this thing was, but there didn’t seem to be any sort of nest in the vicinity, and I couldn’t see or hear the mother nearby. Yet, if this egg was still in its incubation phase, I was sure the mother wouldn’t want to leave it all by itself for too long. Yup, this was definitely bad news. I knew I had to intervene and stop the twins from taking the egg, but just as I opened my mouth to tell them to stop, Saori bent down and started lifting it.


      “Heave-ho!” she uttered. “Whoa, this egg’s heavy!”


      The kid’s got some strength. Though she did tell me she was the standout star on her track-and-field team, didn’t she? Your bro’s impressed, Saori. I was so lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t notice her coming toward me.


      “Ugh! Here, bro, take it!” Saori said as she literally threw the egg at me.


      “Whoa! Careful!” I yelped as I caught it. I immediately felt the weight of the egg in my arms and my hips. This thing must have weighed a good twenty kilos!


      Saori let out a relieved sigh. “Whew, that was heavy.”


      “S-Saori!” I hissed between gritted teeth.


      “Hm? What’s wrong, bro?” she said.


      “Wh-Why in the world did you give this massive egg to me?” I asked.


      “What are you saying? You’re my big brother, aren’t you? And I’m your adorable little sister!” she said with a massive grin as she prodded her finger into her cheek. In short, her point was that, as the older brother, I should be the one doing the heavy lifting.


      “But S-Saori...” I stammered as I struggled not to drop the egg. “Y-Your bro’s arms are reaching their limit...”


      But she completely ignored me and turned to her sister instead. “Shiorin, isn’t this egg super cool?”


      “Like, actually!” her sister agreed. “We should take a selfie with it!”


      “Oh em gee, we totally should!”


      “Here, let me take it!” Shiori said, attaching her smartphone to a selfie stick she just happened to have with her.


      The twins huddled up on either side of me and threw peace signs. It had been quite a while since the three of us had taken a photo together.
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      “Shiori-chan, my arms aren’t gonna hold out much longer...” I pleaded with my other sister.


      “Hang in there, bro!” Saori encouraged me.


      “Do your best, bro-bro!” Shiori added.


      “Aw, damn it all!” I yelled, my words echoing around the quiet forest.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Bro, we’re gonna leave you behind if you don’t pick up the pace!” Saori said, showing no sympathy for my plight.


      We had set off in the direction of Ninoritch with me still carrying the egg. I had put on a little bit of muscle after going on a few adventures in Ruffaltio, but at the end of the day, I was still just your regular gangly Japanese man, you know? There was no way I could manage a brisk walk while carrying a twenty-kilo egg! I sneakily opened my inventory and tried to place the egg in there, but it wouldn’t let me. I discovered that the reason for this was because, aside from plants, I wasn’t allowed to store living beings in my inventory. This meant my inventory categorized this egg as “alive,” which was good news in a way, because it meant at least we knew whatever was inside the egg wasn’t dead.


      I sighed deeply. My arms felt like they might drop off at any moment. If it had been me calling the shots, I would’ve just put the egg down and rolled it all the way to Ninoritch. Unfortunately, I didn’t know how solid this thing was, and doing that could end up breaking it in half, which would have really upset my little sisters, especially Saori. It might even have made her cry.


      “Your bro will do his best to keep the two of you happy,” I muttered under my breath.


      “Ew, bro, are you talking to yourself?” Saori said, shooting me a disgusted look.


      “That’s super gross, bro-bro,” Shiori told me.


      I have no words.


      “Anyway, hurry it up, bro! I wanna get to that town!” Saori said, urging me once more to quicken the pace.


      “My heart’s beating super fast,” Shiori admitted.


      “Me too! It’s been a while since I was this excited!”


      “Same here!”


      The twins’ eyes were sparkling with joy and excitement at the idea of setting foot in a town in another world for the very first time. I hadn’t seen them this happy since the time I took them to a theme park in Chiba. How many years ago was that now? I breathed a quiet “Heave-ho!” as I adjusted my grip on the egg. We were almost there. I probably wouldn’t be able to hide the fact that I knew about this world once we actually got to Ninoritch, but until then, I wasn’t going to say anything to the twins about my previous trips here because I figured it would just spoil the mood.


      “Hurry up, bro!” Saori repeated for the umpteenth time.


      “I can’t go any faster!” I protested.


      “Oh, but if you don’t, you’ll have to go without dinner tonight!” Shiori said with a teasing edge to her voice.


      Despite the egg’s unwieldy girth and weight, I did my best to keep up with the pair as they fearlessly marched toward Ninoritch.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      After what could only be described as a painful trek through the forest, the twins and I finally arrived at the entrance to the town. I put the egg on the ground and immediately sank down beside it to catch my breath.


      “I’m a bit nervous,” Shiori confessed. “I hope the people here are nice.”


      “Don’t worry, Shiorin. If we come across any shady characters, we can always use bro as a decoy and run away,” Saori assured her.


      “Hey, yeah! Good idea!”


      “Don’t go along with her stupid ideas, Shiori-chan. And Saori, what do you mean you’d use me—your loving big bro—as a decoy?” I moaned.


      But the two of them ignored me completely as their full attention was on the little town in front of us. I decided to enter into the spirit of things and do likewise, turning my head this way and that to take in the sights and sounds of Ninoritch. Out in the fields that encircled the town, a couple were tilling the soil using an ox-drawn plow. A little farther beyond, a man was loading up a cart with crops. I shifted my gaze to the town itself and saw dwarven and human children running around playing, while a lizardman was attempting to get passersby to take a look at his wares. I even spotted a handful of adventurers heading out into the forest on a quest. It all looked straight out of a fantasy movie.


      “I really like the vibe in this town. It looks ever so peaceful!” Saori said.


      “Agreed!” Shiori said with a nod.


      I said almost the exact same thing the first time I wandered into this town, didn’t I? Beside me, I heard Saori swallow her saliva loudly, most likely because she was nervous.


      “They won’t get angry at us if we just waltz on in there, will they?” she asked.


      “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Shiori said, as laid-back as ever.


      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Saori agreed with a slight nod, then paused. “So, uh, you can go first if you want.”


      “Hm...” Shiori mused. “Thanks, but I know you’re really excited to visit this town, so I think you should be the one to go first.”


      Oh, great. It looked like the two of them were going to have a little debate over who should enter the town first. While all that was going on, I caught sight of a familiar-looking silhouette heading our way.


      “Shiorin!” Saori exclaimed. “Look at that girl over there!”


      Ah. It seemed Saori had spotted her too.


      “Huh? What girl?” Shiori asked, peering around.


      “That girl there!” Saori said, pointing to the young woman who was only a few meters away by this point.


      “Whoa!” Shiori exclaimed, finally noticing her. “She has cat ears!”


      “Yeah! She actually has cat ears! That means she’s a catgirl!”


      Seeing the cat-sìth walking toward us, the twins could barely hide their excitement. Well, would you look at that? Seems I’m not the only fan of cat ears in the family.


      “Sh-Should we try talking to her?” Saori suggested.


      “Do you think she’ll understand us?” Shiori asked.


      Saori’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, shoot! You’re right. She probably won’t. Ah, but we can try using hand signals! You know, like, gesturing with our hands and stuff.”


      Just like grandma, Saori was notoriously bad at English, which ruled out trying to use it as some sort of universal language. Instead, she figured she would try to get her point across by waving her hands around randomly.


      “I’m sure that’ll work. And then, soon enough, we’ll be able to communicate with the people here without any issues,” Shiori said, ever the laid-back type.


      While they were chatting away, the cat-sìth—who was none other than Kilpha—had caught sight of us.
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      “Oh, hey, is that Shiro I see, meow?” she called over and waved at me.


      I was wearing a ring that allowed me to understand the language of this world, but the twins had nothing of the sort, so they had no idea what Kilpha had just said.


      “Looks like we really don’t understand what she’s saying, huh?” Shiori muttered, looking a bit dejected.


      Though Saori being Saori, she had thought Kilpha had waved at her and was just in the process of waving back with a forced smile on her face when the cat-sìth called out again.


      “Heya, Shiro!”


      “Hi, Kilpha.”


      Saori’s hand froze in midair, and she turned to me with an expression of total shock on her face. “Bro, you can speak their language?!”


      “You’re incredible, bro-bro!” Shiori chirruped in excitement. Both twins gawked at me as Kilpha and I chatted away.


      “What are you doing here, Shiro? And who are these girls?” Kilpha asked me.


      I let out a strained laugh. “It’s a long story. I’ll introduce you to them another time, if you don’t mind. Anyway, why are you here? Is it your day off or something?”


      She made a sound like a buzzer on a game show. “Nope! I’m actually working right now.”


      “By yourself?” I said, somewhat surprised by this.


      “Yup. Per the guild’s orders, any adventurers who aren’t engaged in a quest have to take turns patrolling the town,” she explained.


      “Really? I wonder why that is. Well, at any rate, keep up the good work!” I said, smiling at her.


      “Thanks, meow. I still have a few other places to visit on my patrol, so I’ll be on my way, meow.”


      “Okay. Good luck with that.”


      “Thanks, meow! See you, Shiro!”


      “See you!” I said, giving her a little wave as she headed off.


      I turned around to find my little sisters standing very close to me and grinning from ear to ear.


      “Bro-bro...” Shiori said. “You have some explaining to do.”


      “You’re going to tell us exactly what just happened, aren’t you?” Saori added.


      ◇◆◇◆◇


      “Seriously, what the hell, bro?!” Saori exclaimed.


      “How were you able to talk to that girl with the cat ears? You’re going to tell me, aren’t you? Aren’t you?” Shiori pressed.


      “Yeah! We require an explanation!” Saori demanded.


      The two of them had me cornered, and I wasn’t getting away without giving them an adequate explanation. I’d basically used up all of my energy lugging the egg all the way to the town, meaning I didn’t even have the strength to push them off me.


      “All right, all right, I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you everything. But first...” I trailed off and picked the egg up once more before placing it under a nearby tree. I beckoned the twins over, and they duly complied, albeit rather slowly and eyeing me suspiciously. I peered around to make sure no one else was in the vicinity before half-whispering, “Appear, portal.”


      The closet door instantly materialized behind me. I opened it and turned back to the twins.


      “But first,” I repeated, “let’s go home.”


      The two of them stared at me in shock, their jaws practically on the floor. Grandma—who’d been enjoying a nice cup of tea in the room with her memorial altar—caught sight of the closet door opening and waved to us with a beaming smile on her face.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Twins Learn About Grandma


      I picked up the egg again, stepped through the closet door, then walked over to one corner of the room, where I gently put it down. Then I went off into the kitchen to brew some black tea for the twins. When they finally appeared to have calmed down a bit, I handed them grandma’s letter.


      “Shiori, Saori, you should read this,” I told them.


      “What’s that?” Shiori asked, eyeing the letter curiously.


      “A letter from grandma. She addressed it to us.”


      The twins looked up at me in shock. After a hesitant pause, they eventually opened the envelope and squished their faces together so they could both read the letter at the same time. Every now and again, one of them would gasp an astonished “What?!” or an incredulous “No way!” but other than that, they were completely silent. Shiori seemed to stay pretty calm throughout, but Saori rubbed her eyes regularly, as if she was trying to make sure she wasn’t actually dreaming. Occasionally, she’d even stop reading altogether and just stare up at the ceiling for a few seconds. It was pretty entertaining to watch. Imagine if they’d known that the person who’d written that letter was presently sitting beside them, sipping some hojicha.


      After about five minutes—during which time, they had probably read the letter more than once—the twins raised their heads.


      “Is...” Saori started. “Is it true, bro? Is this letter really from grandma?”


      “Yup.”


      “So if I had a ring like the one grandma mentioned in her letter, I’d also be able to talk to those people in that other world?” Shiori asked. “I didn’t notice it at first, but you’re wearing a ring, bro-bro.”


      “Bingo,” I said. “That’s why I was able to talk to Kilpha. Oh, that’s the name of the catgirl you saw earlier.”


      The two of them stared at me in silence. Shiori had a cold, distant smile on her face, while Saori was full-on pouting.


      “Ugh, so unfair!”


      “Huh? What’s wrong, Saori?” I asked, surprised by this sudden outburst.


      “It really is,” Shiori agreed, nodding.


      I turned to my other sister, shocked by how quickly the mood had turned. “Sh-Shiori-chan?”


      “I wanna talk to the people in that other world too! Especially the cute lady with the cat ears,” Shiori said.


      “I’ll take that ring now, bro!” Saori declared, and she extended a hand toward me.


      I slapped her hand away. “Don’t go deciding stuff like that all on your own,” I admonished her. “Besides, if I give you the ring, that means I won’t be able to communicate with those people in the other world.”


      She gasped. “You’re saying no to your adorable little sister? And you have the nerve to pretend to be my big bro?!”


      “Mama always used to tell you that since you’re the oldest, you have to share with us,” Shiori added.


      “It’s been a good ten years since she last said anything like that, Shiori-chan,” I reminded her.


      “Yeah, but it was mama who said it, which means it’s true forever,” she insisted.


      “That doesn’t make any sense,” I sighed.
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