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Mairu: Ah, Kuru-nee, look, look!
There's someone flying!

Y ou're talking nonsense again.

Kururi: Fool...

Mairu: For real! See that?
Shizuo-san! Flying like
pyuun!

Y ou mean someoneisflying......

Kururi: ......Admire......

‘ cause Shizuo-san threw them into the air?

Mairu: Nooo, | mean Shizuo-san is
flying! Like PYUUN!

That can't be actually happening
Kururi: ......Doubt. ......1?
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Vorona's Monologue

Thetires of cars, black for areason. Use carbon particles named carbon
black, for making the body stronger.

...... Black Motorbike's body. Invincible as if strengthened from head to foot
with carbon black.

...... | thank this. The colors of the city Ikebukuro. The splendor of night.

Carbon Black Motorbike, stands out too much in this town.

Thistown is- just the right ground for hunting the Black Motorbike. |
approve.
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INTERLUDE, OR PROLOGUE D

KIDA MASAOMI

May 3rd, in a Shinkansen train
“Shinkansen is really something,” the girl murmured as she watched the view from the
window through irises the color of the night sea.

The view itself was moving at the speed of wind, occasionally interrupted by reflections
of the interior of the train on the glass window.

The boy looked into the girl’ s eyes via the reflection in the window and asked with a
tender smile, “What about it?”

Usually he would have asked, knowing the answer: “Y ou mean how fast it is?’ or “You
mean how such a huge steel box can move?’ But the boy knew very well that the girl next to him
was no longer at such innocent age to be able to marvel at such things.

The girl turned her head dowly to face the boy and answered with a soft smile, “It goes
so straight forward.”

The boy could only smile bitterly at the bizarre answer and muttered the girl’ s name.

“Saki, you're as strange as ever.”

“Maybe. But | think I’'m not nearly as strange as you, Masaomi.”

The girl called Saki smiled a Japanese doll’ s smile and tilted her head.

“What’ s so strange about me?’

“Yeah. For example, you hate |zaya-san’ s guts, yet you have no problem doing
everything | zaya-san tells you to do. It sjust so circuitous, like the underground map within
Tokyo. But that’swhat | like about you.”

Saki broke into agrin like alittle boy who had just caught a beetle. There was uneasiness

on the boy’ sface as he turned to look at the girl and said, “ Saki hasn’t changed a bit. Y ou just
say things others wouldn'’t be able to say.”
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The boy—Kida Masaomi—was in the Shinkansen train to Tokyo with his girlfriend,
Mikajima Saki.

He had dropped out of school for certain reasons and begun to live with his girlfriend
Saki. His parents never interfered in hislife much and did not seem to be against what their son
was doing.

But to support themselves the two former high school students had to be prepared to do a
lot of things—and the path Masaomi had chosen was to work for the exact man who had pushed
him into this desperate situation.

Masaomi knew only too well.

The man had pushed him in the back once, and that had made him lose alot of things.

But he understood, too, that the one who actually made the step forward was no other
than himself.

A medium-sized conflict had broken out between Dollars and the Y ellow Turbans, two
gangsin thiscity called Ikebukuro.

Fortunately, it was resolved before it could escalate into an all-out war. But an obvious
divide had aready appeared between Masaomi and his most important friends.

And the reason lay within himself.

His friends could step over that divide any time as long as they wished.

But Masaomi could not.

He was afraid to see his past self in the darkness of that bottomless crevice.

Masaomi ended up unable to step over the divide. Neither was he able to bring himself to
leave it. So he smply found escape in remaining where he was.

He escaped far, far into his own heart, where his own empty shell would not be able to
catch him -

Taking the girl sitting by his sde—who was already half-collapsed—with him.
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Right now he was in a Shinkansen train to Tokyo.

Before that, he had been sent to a Northeastern city on Orihara lzaya' s orders—though he
had never expected that the trip would take as long as a week.

What was more, the very last days of the week were spent in aremote village in the
mountains where even his cell phone got only intermittent signal. He had been forced into a state
of isolation from the world of information. Saki, who was not addicted to the Internet or cell
phones, had not felt anything; but Masaomi had felt so lonely that he could not even find words
for it.

Things were happening on the Internet every second he was kept away from it.

Y et he was left out of the loop; it made him feel unspeakably anxious.

“You're way too endaved by the Internet, Masaomi. Are you a masochist?’

Saki laughed after she said this.

“What do you mean by ‘masochist’ ? Everyone knows how convenient the Internet is.”

“But there are people whom you can meet in person but only ever meet on the Internet
nowadays.”

“...It'snot that | ‘wouldn’'t’ go meet them. | ‘can’t’ go meet them.”

“That’swhy | say you're amasochist. Go meet them and you' Il instantly become happy.”
Saki was right on the spot.

Masaomi laughed and denied it, but kept reflecting on himself.

He had thought that he was by no means addicted to the Internet, but this intense anxiety
made him doubt it.

Am | actually feeling homesick because I’'m missing out on all that silly banter with those
people?

...And now | can only talk to Mikado on the Internet.

He was reminded of his best friend’ s face on the other side of the divide and had to shake
his head to rid himself of the melancholy.

He kept doing that, and after a while he was able to forget about his anxiety.
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That was why he did not notice.
That in hisanxiety over not being able to connect to the Internet—

—There was actually an element of pure “bad premonition” that had been there since
|zaya had sent him on this unplanned trip.

And that premonition proved right—except that he still did not know.

I

Morning of May 4th, somewherein Tokyo
Masaomi and Saki returned to Tokyo on the night of the 3rd. After reporting to 1zaya and
taking care of everything that needed to be taken care of, the time was already past daybreak.
Masaomi turned on his computer as soon as he got home.

It had probably been in dleeping mode for the past week; the moment he turned it on it
simply jumped to the desktop.

“What’ s up, Masaomi? Internet before slegp?’

“Yeah. It' sbeen aweek since I’ ve been to that chatroom. | want to check what
happened.”

It was a certain chatroom Mikado went to. | zaya had been the one to tell him about that
chatroom.

It was a useful place. Not only was he able to talk to his friend there—it had also proved
to be avery good source of information on things taking place in Ikebukuro.

Masaomi opened the website and was about to check out the log for any change that had
taken place in the city over the week, but the archive was completely blank. The page |ooked
exactly the same as it had when he just opened it.

“...Nothing in the past archive? Did someone hack the system?’

Sometimes that happens, thought Masaomi, so he did not think further and typed his
greetings into the dialogue box.
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“Maybe everyone just disappeared.”
“Don’'t scare me.”
The boy chuckled as he replied to Saki’ s joke.

Seconds later, Masaomi felt adlight chill run down his spine as he ruminated over Saki’s
words—and quickly told himself that it was just him.

He had been kept away from the Internet, so there was no way he could know.
Bakyura—the handle name he used in that certain chatroom—

—Had been used by someone to impersonate him and deceive his best friend.

His best friend, meanwhile, was headed for the center of a giant vortex of disaster—

That’ s right—that’ s right. Eventually, he till failed to notice.
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LOVEY-DOVEY PRATTLES OF AN
UNDERGROUND DOCTOR, 1V

Excerpt from Kishitani Shinra’s diary

April 30th

Celty isas cute as ever today. But that goes without saying.

We're dready one month into the spring of the new year, and Celty’ s cuteness hasn't
changed a bit.

| know Celty will be just as cute until the very end of the world, when | will have already
died and become ashes. That’s what you call the unchanging fact, | suppose.

I’ ve been keeping this diary for about half ayear. Now that I’ ve reread it, | realized that
thisis already my twentienth entry on the same theme.

But that’ s just how cute Celty is.
Awesome.

That alone will be reason enough for me to write. “It’s been a good day.”

Speaking of which, when did | fall in love with Celty?

It was sometime during middle or high school that | came to understand that what | felt
was love.

If youth is the name of the time when oneisin love, then my youth will always be
“now” —this very moment.

Right, I wonder how the kids nowadays spend the time of their youth.

| miss my days at Raira Academy*. Alas, those were definitely not the most peaceful
daysever. Theones| used to hang out with fought each other al the time.

* Raira Academy: when Shinra attended the school it should have been called Raijin High School; it'sunclear whether thisisa
typo on Narita's part or intentional.
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| wasn't good at fighting so | never participated. Not that my participation was in any
way necessary, though.

Celty knows some Rairakids.

They’ ve been to our home afew times. I’ ve been talking with them, and for better or
worse they were not like the average kind of children nowadays. More suited for the future in
some aspects, 1'd say.

But then they’ re not ordinary kids to begin with if they’re still willing to be Celty’s
friends even when they know what sheredly is.

Of course, | can stay by Celty’ s side forever because | know best out of everyone just
how cute sheis.

The world should be more willing to look at her adorable side.
That way it will fall in love with her.

Dullahans are not monsters. They’refairies.

And Celty isan especiadly cute fairy, too. How awesome is that?

Even though, while | would personally be dying to tell everyonein the world just how
attractive Celty is, | know I’ d better not tell them everything.

If everyone sees Celty’ s feminine charm, I'll have to deal with tens of thousands of love
rivals.
Speaking of which, | wonder how things are between Mikado-kun and Anri-chan, who

have both been to our home.

| thought they were boyfriend and girlfriend, but they were kind of lukewarm towards
each other—or at |least far from lovey-dovey.

| feel like they’re something more than friends, but not yet lovers.

There' stoo much formality between them for them to have been childhood friends. But it
doesn’'t look like they’re just friends either.

| think oneis about to confess to the other.

Aslong as they do what they like, it'sfine.
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Their lifestyle isway healthier than ours when we were in high school.

But they seem to have their own problems aswell. Not that it's a bad thing.

There’ s no law that says lovers cannot fight.

Self-restraint and patience are necessary, but too much aloofness just isn’t normal.

All that trouble with Dollars and Y ellow Turbans—but that’s probably just what youth is
about.

But there are things that one had better not confuse with others.

They say being young is a mistake in itself, but that doesn’t mean young people don’t
have to take on responsibility.

Some salary men like to tell people in bars how “I was a gangster when | was young!”
and brag about all the bad things they did. But how very wrong they are.

If they think the bad things they did in their youth are boasting material, then they are not
just former thugs. They “still are” mere thugs.

They say aleopard never changes its spots. These people haven't changed or paid back
for their sins.

Maybe some of them have been to juvenile correctiona institutions and paid back for part
of their sins. But if they grow up and start bragging about it, that means they haven't really paid
back for anything at all.

Kids do stupid things. | do admit that.

But | aso admit that they will have to pay for the things they’ ve done.

And that includes myself. Every single bad thing I’ ve done will come back to me some
day.

But when they do, | hope they’re at least not going to make Celty sad.

It’ s the only compensation | can make to Celty for not telling her where her head was.
Or am | being too unilateral in this?

Why am | writing about such unreadable things?

For the next part, I’ m going to write about what | write about every day: “Clothes | want
Celty to wear”.
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| won't be able to sleep until I’ ve written it down.

Picturing Celty in the clothes | mentioned in these diaries makes me insomniac in another
sense, but that’s OK.

# Celty the lady gundlinger. She'll be as wild and fatally erotic as Sharon Stonein The Quick and
the Dead. Celty won't die even if sheis shot, so she’s more or less an unbeatable gundinger. But
one day she fell in love with me, awanted crimina. Wait, maybe a better ideaisfor me to be the
gundinger and Celty the wanted criminal. Celty doesn’t have a head anyway, so we can just find
her a head, fake a hanging, and set her free. Y eah, that sounds perfect.

# Celty the schoolgirl in aswimming suit. Could be very cute if the name tag on her chest says
“Seruti” in hiragana. | don’t have athing for young girls or older women, but if it's Celty, |
believe I’'ll fall in love with her no matter what age she looks.

# Celty the stripper. Her job isto expose her body, but in front of me she's embarrassed to show
her charm. In fact, | pay to watch Celty’ s show every night. < (X because that makes me sound
like afreak. Celty would probably hate mefor it.)

# Celty in asailor’ suniform. I’ ve aready written about this a couple of times, but let’stry a
black one for achange. The sceneisthe library after schooal. I, the librarian, go back to the
library late at night to get something | forgot. And what | see thereis Celty, abookworm girl

who is too absorbed in the book to hear the school bell. Her headless body is trembling dightly
inthedark:----- < (O | may be on to something good here. I’m going to ask Celty to try this.)

| always end up almost getting a nosebleed when writing this.

They say that even if adoctor knows about every disease in the world, he would still be
unable to cure the disease called love. But my illness is even more serious than that.

The only one who can cure meis Celty.

Right behind me Celty is watching “Discovering World' s Wonders’, which she recorded
from last week’sTV.

She'll never guess that right now I’'m immersed in the bliss of picturing her in different
costumes. Celty issimply too perfect when she'sinnocent and clueless like that.

Geez, Cdlty istrying to look at this entry.
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| was fighting to hide it away from her while scribbling on it—what will she do if she
finds out about al the fantasies I’ ve written in thisdiary ahhhh thisisthe end of methere's
shadow on my foot -~-

(The paper was stained by several drops of blood.)

(In-between the red spots, a message was written in a different handwriting.)

Don't keep thisall to yourself. Tell me. And sorry for getting your diary all dirty.
Although it was from your nosebleed.

Also that sailor’ s uniform fantasy looks nothing like a romantic story. More like a school
ghost tale.

Don't write about things like that, you fool. Y ou’ re making me blush when | read it.

But aslong asit’s nothing too abnormal, | might consider putting those clothes on for
you.

When I’'m in the mood, that is.
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CHAPTER 4

THE ESCAPEES, THEIR FATES ARE INTERTWINED

Noon of May 4™, somewherein Ikebukuro
A dull sound was heard in Ikebukuro’' s suburbs.

It was the sound of a man in tokko-fuku swinging hisfist at a gangster’ s cheek bone.
“Argh...”

The latter fell to the ground groaning and stared at the man in tokko-fuku with eyes full
of anger.

“What the fucking hell!? Y ou bastards have any idea who we are? Ahh?’

The delinquent struggled to get back on his feet but was kicked squarely in the face by
the man in tokko-fuku.

“Surewe do. You're Dollars, right?’

The man in tokko-fuku stood in front of the delinquents and blocked their way out as he
spoke with icy eyes.

“It’ s beyond me how anyone could be as weak as you are. Looks like they weren't
making things up when they said Dollars were either cream or dregs of the crop. Not that we
Toramaru are the ones to talk, of course.”

“Dammit, what are you after! ?’

“What the fuck do you think you're doing! ?’

The three gangsters, who were until now too dumbstruck to speak, finally seemed to
realize what was happening.

Out of the blue the man in tokko-fuku had asked them, “Are you Dollars?’ Finding it
funny that anyone would walk around in a tokko-fuku in broad daylight, they had shot back
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mockingly, “So what if we are? Trying to apply to be one of us, Captain Tokko-fuku?’ As soon
as he heard it, the man in tokko-fuku sent the delinquent who replied to him flying into the air.

“Are you screwing with us? Which gang are you from?’ The delinquents yelled, but not
without atrace of nervousnessin their voices.

If the bousouzoku in front of them turned out to be in *Jan Jan Jan” backed by Awakusu-
kai, it would be very unwise on their part to try anything.

But if they were to run away, their own reputation would be beyond repair—not to
mention Dollars'.

They began to closely examine their opponent, trying to figure out where he had come
from. On the deeves of histokko-fuku was embroidered the word “Toramaru”.

“...Ahh?

One of the gangsters who noticed that detail immediately looked relieved and began to
mock him.

“What the hell, you' re just scum from Toramaru.”
“...Sowhat?’
“You got beaten up pretty badly in this place recently, didn’t you?”’

“Or didn’t you even hear that they wiped the floor with your friendsin their own
territory?’

“Isit because Saitamais out of cell phone signal range?’

They began to sneer at their opponent in order to recover from the psychological pressure
that had been on them since they got attacked.

True, they could have spared the effort and opted for a fight instead. But in addition to
not being veterans at street fighting, they were scared from the sight of their companion falling to
the ground after only two blows.

“You don't honestly believe that you can lick all three of us, do you?’ the delinquent
yelled threateningly.

The man in tokko-fuku sighed as hereplied, “Aren’t you gonnaask why | hit him to
begin with?’

“Shut up! Asif that’s got anything to do with it!”
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“Don’t try to act asif you're the judge here!”

To the delinquents who looked like they would pounce upon him any moment now, the
man in tokko-fuku said in acalm voice, “I’m pretty sure | can deal with al of you, the dregs that
you are...”

In the next second, the delinquentsfelt their spines freeze.

“But | don’'t want to tire myself taking down dregslike you. Today is going to bealong
day.”

As the man muttered these words, close to a dozen other men in tokko-fuku appeared
around the corner of anearby alleyway.

The delinquents turned around hastily, but only to find that several other “Toramaru”
members were walking out of the back street behind them.

“W-Why areyou...What are you after...?’
The man in tokko-fuku flexed his neck audibly as he said to the amost crying

delinquents, “Why are you still asking when you' ve just answered that question perfectly
yourselves?’

“...You Dallars bastards have been wiping the floor with Toramaru...haven't ya?’

I

Several minutes later

In aparking lot not too far away from the alleyway, the delinquents with swollen faces
were forced to kneel down with legs folded underneath them. They were still pleading in amost
inaudible voices.

“No, it'samistake, it's a mistake—we re not Dollars, realy! I-1 mean, we're not
Dollars*, we're sorry. All we did was register on this website. We haven't even seen the leader’s
face!”

*From this sentence onwards they switch to honorific speech.
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The young men had transitioned naturally into honorific speech mode. One of the menin
tokko-fuku with awooden katanain his hand said, “Hmm—well. Actually, we don’'t give a
damn.”

“Y ou use the name, you take the risks involved. Though even children would know that
you were only using Dollars name to make yourselves look formidable in this neighborhood.”

“Sowwy, nevaa again—"

They mumbled with difficulty through their mouths, the insides of which were probably
as swollen as the outsides. The Toramaru man took his cell phone out of his breast pocket and
threw it onto one of the kneeling delinquent’ s knees.

“Call them.”

“Wha— Sowwy?’

“Y ou communicate with each other through text messages, don’t you? Call as many of
them here as you can. Anyone you know who has something to do with Dollarsisfine.”

“It’ s not like you have any other choice anyway.”

I

20 minutes later

“Qil, there' s nothing to see here! Go home!”

At the entrance of the parking lot, Toramaru men were trying to dispel several elementary
school boys peeking inside.

The boys yelped and dispersed. All of them were holding cell phones.

“...0i. Don't tell methey’rein Dollars, too?’

“N-No idea. | used the Dollars mailing list, so amost everyone should have gottenit...”
“There were high school girls and salary men peeking inside a moment ago, too.”

“At least some of them should be calling the police now. Let’s go.”
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One of the Toramaru men sighed and muttered to himself as he heard his companion,
“What the hell...so basically everyoneisin Dollars? Isthat it?’

As he contemplated the possibility that even the elementary school kids would try to beat
them up if they weren’t careful, the man’ sface stiffened. He turned to the delinquents and spat,
“Whoever made your gang is a smart, but rotten bastard.”

I

Somewherein Tokyo, the Headquarters of Awakusu-kai

It was the Headquarters of Medel Group Awakusu-kai, one of the organizations that had
their territoriesin Ikebukuro.

At first glance it looked like an upscale office building only bigger corporations had the
ability to rent. However, there was not asingle sign over or next to its entrance. Furthermore,
though every entrance was open, they were, without exception, guarded by roll-up doors. Any
person smart enough would sense something unsavory about this building and stay as far away
from it as they could.

The middle part of this building was home to Awakusu-kai’ s Headquarters.

The office was furnished with luxury desks and picture frames, as well as black leather
sofas—the oh-so-very-typical “yakuza-style’ interior often seen on television. Likewise, almost
exactly asthose TV programs made one believe, pictures of the head of Medei Group and the
head of Awakusu-kai could be found next to a shrine and paper lanterns. Aside from those,
however, the interior looked no different from that of an ordinary office building.

In a conference room situated in a corner, several men were having a meeting.

Half of them were dressed in ways that made it obvious that they were not “in the legit
trades’.

The other half looked like ordinary businessmen at first glance. But the formidable aura
that surrounded them in this room made them nevertheless easy to tell apart from people who
were not in the underworld.

One of them—a young man with sharp eyes—opened his mouth with a sharp look in his
reptilian eyes.

“...S0 where is Heiwajima Shizuo right now?’
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The younger man who had spoken was Kazamoto, one of Awakusu-kai’s executives.
Opposite him a formidable-looking man blew smoke into the air as he answered, “Oi, Kazamoto,
are you trying to give fucking orders here?’

Kazamoto did not even turn his gaze towards him as he heard the other man’s
provocative tone.

“Don’t get too sensitive, Big Brother Aozaki. | wasn't trying to do anything. | was just
asking a question.”

“I"m not that convinced.”

Kazamoto was extremely calm. In contrast, the man he had just called Aozaki fixed him
with an unrelenting gaze.

Aozaki was over 190 centimeters tall with broad shoulders and big bones. Muscles and
fat were combined in perfect proportions on his body, making the suit tailored to his height ook
like it could burst at any minute. Having such aman in the room was like having a predatory
animal—it made the air even tenser.

At that exact moment, another man’ s voice cut in.
“Stop that, Aozaki.”
The voice silenced the entire conference room.

“Young Head*...”

* Young Head: or “ wakagashira” , the informal title usually given to the eldest son of the head in a yakuza
organization (provided that heislikely to succeed his father).

As soon as someone muttered this phrase, every gaze in the room snapped towards
Awakusu Mikiya, the Y oung Head of Awakusu-kai.

He was a son of Awakusu Dougen, the head of Awakusu-kai. Everyone thought of him as
the first successor in line to the position.

It was becoming less common that an organization like theirs would let the sons succeed
their fathers positions. However, Mikiya placed himself in the position of the Y oung Head since
he was keen on following his father’ s footsteps.

He was Awakusu Dougen’ s second son. The eldest son was pursuing a career outside of
the underworld. From that it was also obvious that it was Mikiya' s own wish to become the
future head of Awakusu-kai.

The ones who hated him within Awakusu-kai thought that he was only a candidate
because of hisfather. On top of that, he had no convincing achievements on his record and rival
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organizations saw him as the “weakest link” in Awakusu-kai. In short, Mikiya had no shortage of
enemies both within and out of Awakusu-kai.

Asto whether he could eventually prove himself competent enough a successor like the
sons in other organizations, most of the current Awakusu-kai members chose to abstain on the
matter.

This man narrowed his eyes and threw a question as he would a pebble into stagnant
waters.

“1 don’t know about this Heiwajimakid...but is he really the type who could kill three of
our men with his own bare hands?’

The air in the room suddenly chilled at hisinnocent question.

About 30 minutes ago, the bodies of three Awakusu-kai members were discovered.

It was asimple, straightforward fact. But upon hearing about the incident, every member
found his mind ominously entangled.

The incident had happened before noon on May 4th, the climax of the Golden Week.

The place was “Mahoutou Co. Ltd.”, one of Awakusu-kai’ s daughter organizations
Mikiyawasin charge of.

The“Co. Ltd.” in the name was, of course, a cover for the real businesses the
organization was running.

On the surface, the company was agallery dealing in paintings, with Shiki asitslegal
representative. The person actually in charge, however, was Mikiya. Part of itsrevenue went to
Awakusu-kai itself while another part went to Medei Group, their parent organization.

The office was one of three that they had in Ikebukuro that belonged to “Mahoutou Co.
Ltd.”.

It was a place where transactions that could not be done in broad daylight were held.
And then the incident happened.
There were four people in that office. Three out of the four, to be exact

The fourth was a younger member. He had left for a couple of hours for another errand,
and as he returned to the office—
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He saw aman in abartender suit standing in the midst of his colleagues dead bodies. By
the time he hurried back with hastily picked-up arms, the man was aready gone.

That was what the young man told his boss, Shiki.

Since the young man had said, “There’ s no mistaking it. It was Helwajima Shizuo,” Shiki
had ordered his men to track Shizuo down.

It looked like he worked as a debt collector for dating hotlines, but overall he was not a
worker in the underworld. Would someone like that really be capable of killing three men in
“thistrade’?

Mikiya raised that question regarding Heiwajima Shizuo with such doubts on his mind.

The one who answered his question was a man in agaudy suit. He was almost astall as
Aozaki was, but more on the dim side. He wore apair of expensive-looking colored sunglasses.
A European-style cane that was obvioudy hiswas resting against his chair despite the fact that
his legs looked fine.

“It’ s a common mistake to think that he fights *with his bare hands . He uses whatever he
can find when hefeelslikeit.”

Even though his fellow Awakusu-kai members had just been killed, the man’s grin was
set firmly in its place. But the eyes underneath the designer sunglasses were unrelentingly sharp.
Judging by the conspicuous scar on his face and the way people around him reacted to his words,
the man was one of the fiercer fighters even among those who gathered in this room.

“Y ou know about him, Akabayashi?’

The man who had just been called “ Akabayashi” shifted dightly in his chair, causing it to
crackle at the joints. Now facing Mikiya, he began to speak.

“WEell. You go abroad alot so it's no surprise that you haven't been in Ikebukuro long
enough to know about him, Mikiya-san. I’ ve seen him fight from a distance... That guy uses
weapons. But he never carries any with him. He uses whatever he can find on the spot.”

“That’ s nothing out of ordinary. If you' re talking about stones or bulletin boards, anyone
who fights alot would know to use them even if they're only kids...”

“Nah, nah. It’ s nothing like that. He uses vending machines and guardrails.”

“? How’ s that anything but ordinary? Y ou mean he smashes peopl e’ s heads onto those
things or something, right?’

Mikiyafrowned as he felt increasingly lost upon hearing Akabayashi’ s explanation—
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“Nah, nah. He throws them.”
Mikiya s frown deepened at Akabayashi’sreply.
“...Huh?’

“He would throw vending machines around or pull guardrails off. | think he uprooted an
entire street lamp on one occasion as well.”

Akabayashi said this while grinning. Mikiyawas about to silence him with aroar of
“Thisisno timefor jokes!”, but after realizing that something felt wrong about the atmosphere,
he silenced himself instead.

That was because half of the men present in the room ssimply averted their gazes and
remained silent.

If Akabayashi had indeed been joking, Kazamoto or someone else would have been the
first to tell him off.

Y et Kazamoto lowered his gaze without aword. Aozaki kept his stony expression and
remained dead silent.

Then Mikiya realized something. Even Akabayashi’ s own eyes were not smiling behind
those colored sunglasses.

That was probably when Mikiya understood that Akabayashi had not been kidding at all.

Though not entirely convinced, Mikiya had at least realized that half of the menin the
room felt pressured at the mention of Heiwajima Shizuo’s name.

“...Anyway. We're just about to close this deal with Asuki Group, so it would be foolish
to let them notice that anything’s gone wrong and think they can mess with us when we' re weak.
I’m hoping that we move as discreetly as possible on this matter, but...”

“—Before any outsider finds out about this, just lure this Helwajima guy out somehow.”

I

Somewherein Tokyo, the 3" Floor of a building

One of Awakusu-kai’s offices had been attacked by someone.
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But no longer than 30 minutes after this incident, the greetings now being exchanged in
the office were already deceivingly routine and ordinary.

“Sorry that we had to bother you again.”

“What are you talking about? We' re more than used to this by now.”

“The Big Head of Awakusu-kai has been taking care of us since we were young.”
“That wasn't easy.”

“Even little Mikiya s abig man now.”

“Yeah.”

The ones who were exchanging smiles and greetings with Shiki, an Awakusu-kai
executive, were agroup of elderly women with hunched backs.

At first glance they looked like ordinary custodians. However, their attire was
considerably more sealed-up than ordinary overalls. In addition, they wore helmets that made
them look like some sort of anti-germ special force, or professionalsin dealing with wasps.

Several of those elderly women were already at their jobs even as they greeted Shiki,
cleaning the room with mops and sprays.

Shiki watched them work from acorner of the room in silence.

“Anyway, it'svery nice that thereisn’t alot of blood. If they find spots with that L uminol
thing, just tell them they’re from a nosebleed. Those you can’t hide even if you change the
wallpapers.”

“Unfortunately the police don’t trust us enough to buy that kind of stuff. There won’t be
anyone coming to examine this place to begin with. Or at least that was what | worked to
ensure.”

“Well, guess you'reright.”

“Haha...”

Putting on aforced smile at the elderly women cackling and continuing with their work,
Shiki quickly turned to ask the man right next to him questions. It was the young man with

bandages over his face—the same one who had yelped at the sight of Celty’ s nonexistent face the
day before and received Shiki’ s punishment.
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“S0? Where is Helwajima Shizuo?’
“W-We haven't...found him yet...”

“WEell. | know that kid’'s not someone you can hold down that easily. Even if wetry, he'll
grab anything he can find to throw at us... So? How many of us has he licked so far?’

“Um, actually...”
Shiki turned his eyes dightly and inquired in an icy voice at his stuttering subordinate.

“What happened?’

“He was ssimply running away from us... He never laid afinger on any of our men.”

I

Near the Toshima District Government Office, | kebukuro

“You're Hetwajima Shizuo, right?’

Someone spoke to Shizuo on aroad somewhat removed from Ikebukuro’s busy
commercia streets.

The “suspect” in the conspicuous bartender suit turned wordlessy around upon being
addressed.

He saw severa men walking towards him in aformation meant to block the road.
Each one of them was well-built and emanated auras that belonged to the underworld.

As he turned back again, several more were staring at him and blocking hisway in the
same fashion.

At the same time, a black van came to astop in itslane. Shizuo was by now completely
cornered.

“...What do you want?’ Shizuo asked with asigh.
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One of the men replied in alow voice, “Don’t play innocent. Y ou know very well what
you did.”

“Whoever did that wasn't me. But | don’t expect that you' d believe me.”

Rather than saying he did not remember anything or denying the accusation altogether,
Shizuo simply stated his own opinion in aflat tone.

The men did not change their expressions as they stepped forward.
“It’ s not up to usto decide whether to believe you or not. Just get in the car.”

“1 refuse. I’'m on my way to beat up that bastard 1zaya who framed me. Please don’'t get
inmy way.”

Shizuo’ s tone remained cam.

The fact that he even remembered to use honorific speech towards his el ders would make
one think that he was in a better mood than usual.

But that was not the thought of the men who faced him.

Only Shizuo’ s voice was still directed towards them as he made thisreply. His eyes were
already focused on something other than them.

The burning anger in his pupils was for something that was not even in his sight right
now.
The men were, of course, all Awakusu-kai members. Some of them were the same age as

Shizuo was.

Anyone who went to high school in Ikebukuro at the same time as Shizuo would have at
least heard of the “Fighting Doll”; indeed, many of them had witnessed the terror with their own

eyes.

The shock at the sight of people flying in the air remained in their memories longer than
they had expected.

Even those among the younger men in Awakusu-kai had seen such sights, too.
Helwgima Shizuo.

Behind the idyllic sound of his name was the cold sweat trickling down the backs of
people who knew him every time they heard this name.
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Even among these professional practitioners of violence, several younger ones felt the
immense pressure just standing in front of this young man.

And, just as the men swore to themselves to try to overpower Helwagjima Shizuo’'s
“monster strength” with their own violence—

Something completely unexpected happened.

The young man in the bartender suit who looked like he could explode any second turned
his back on them without even a backward glance and fled in the direction with no Awakusu-kai
men.

It was in the direction of neither the end of the sidewalk nor the car lane.

The building right next to him had no entrance to stores or offices on the wall facing him.
All it had was a vending machine standing next to the wall.

Y et Shizuo fled in the direction with no men in sight.
Namely—skywards.

Many of the men believed that Shizuo would lift the vending machine up when he turned
towardsit.

But Shizuo did not even touch it. Instead, he kicked the ground.

Shizuo could easily kick amotorbike around if he wanted to.

With the help of such strong kicks, his body sprang into the air effortlesdy. Taking
advantage of that, Shizuo landed on the top of the vending machine and grabbed the window on

the second story.

In front of the dumbstruck men, Shizuo continued to use only the power of hisarm to lift
his own body and put one foot on the window frame.

Just as everyone thought he was going to break in, Shizuo sprang further skywards from
the window frame and landed on the steel framework that supported the gigantic advertisement
boards on the neighboring building. At a speed no lower than his running speed, he kept

climbing up—up—

“S-Stand still you bastard!”

By the time one of the men came to his senses and yelled Shizuo had already disappeared
onto the top of the building.
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A discipline called “Le Parkour” exists.

It is called adiscipline because people have yet to decide whether to classify it as a sport,
an art, or smply away of moving.

In the city or in the wild, they run undeterred, beautifully, and without asingle
unnecessary move.

It does not sound like a great deal, but it involves much more than just running on soil or
asphalt.

People who have acquired these skills would treat various obstacles in the city landscape
astheir “cours’ and fly over them towards their destinations.

If thereis a gap between buildings, fly over it. If thereisatall wall, fly over it. Run on
the handrail. Use it to hop to higher places.

Sometimes they climb over walls of high-rise buildings. Sometimes they clear the fence
effortlessly. Sometimes they use the two walls of neighboring buildings alternately as
springboards to conquer dazzling heights.

They are dmost the modern ninja. Within the discipline of Le Parkour they are called
“Traceurs’. Among them some even incorporated unnecessary acrobatic moves, creating the
branch called “Freerunning”. It differs from the original parkour in that its primary goal is
freedom, not efficiency.

These skills are widely adopted and featured in recent films and games. More and more
people have become aware of them.

But Heiwaima Shizuo’ s own brain had yet to receive such information.

Nevertheless, he was running around freely in the city called Ikebukuro.

His moves were far from refined, unlike the ones usually seen in parkour or freerunning.

For instance, even amove as simple as jumping off a high place would almost inevitably
result in foot injury in the untrained. Most people who attempt to jump off from several meters
high end up breaking a bone or two.

If it was just experience, then he indeed had some.

All thanks to Orihara | zaya, the young man whose life intersected with Shizuo’sin no
small way.
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|zaya had more or less mastered some parkour skills when he attended high school, with
which he was able to escape Shizuo’ s killer grasp when the latter was after him.

In the process of hunting down | zaya, Shizuo came to master his own brand of the “art of
chasing” and gradually became able to catch up with |zayato deliver the blows Izaya deserved.
However—

Reminiscing about these things that happened more than five years ago, Shizuo changed
his art of chasing into one of fleeing, and soared effortlessdy through the concrete jungle.

Flying over the gap between buildings, he jumped without hesitation even when a height
difference of several meters threatened to deter him.

There was no longer a difference between jumping and falling.
The impact on his feet was not absorbed entirely.

The pain would have numbed anyone, if not broken the bonesin their feet—yet
Helwgima Shizuo’ s body simply forced itself to endureit.

Run Fly over Swing around
Hop Step onto Cling Glideinto
Grab Climb Crawl up Trip over

And run, run—keep running.

His moves were neither efficient like the original parkour moves nor artistic like the ones
in the freerunning discipline. Thiswas no surprise, since Shizuo had never been systematically
trained. But with his extraordinary bodily strength, he was able to reproduce only the effect—
namely, the “running freely” part.

Ordinary humans, however strong they may be, would never be able to achieve
something that can only be achieved through solid training. Part of the reason Heiwajima Shizuo
was able to achieve it was the past experience he had had, but more importantly, it was thanks to
his abnormal strength.

Y et he—with his superhuman muscles and strength, the rumored “ Strongest Man in
Ikebukuro”—

Rather than fighting the Awakusu-ka men, he chose to flee without trying to put up any
resistance.
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I

Somewherein Ikebukuro, the 3 Floor of a building

Heiwajima Shizuo fled.
Shiki, who had just heard the news, contemplated thisfor awhile in silence.

The elderly women had almost finished their custodian work. The room was devoid of
traces of afight—asif the three dead bodies had been mere hallucinations.

Unable to stand the silence any longer, Shiki’ s subordinate asked, “But if he ran away so
quickly, that means Helwajima Shizuo’ s not that much of adeal after al, right?’

In the next second, the back of Shiki’s fist was rammed into his nasal bone.

“Argh...”

“Are you a complete fool ? What part of climbing to the top of abuilding with bare hands
screams that he' s ‘ not that much of adeal’ ? If you think it’ s easy, why don’t we hang you onto

that window frame over there and watch you do it?’

“S-Sorry! B-But if he's so tough why is he still running away? Doesn’t that mean that he
doesn’t want us as his enemies?’

Shiki thought about it for a moment before muttering, asif to himself.
“But if that’s what he' s thinking, why did he kill our employeesin the first place?’
“Er..."

Shiki ignored the subordinate struggling to find his voice and continued to mutter to
himself.

“He didn’t touch the safe. With that kind of strength he could easily have pried it open or
taken it with him.”

And with that, Shiki voiced the ssimplest and most important question of them all.
“...Wasit realy Shizuo who did it?’

“Blond hair, sunglasses, bartender suit. There' s no way one could have mistaken anyone
elsefor him.”
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“No, but that report only proves that he was here at some point. However...”
Shiki broke off mid-sentence and scrutinized the room again.

If Helwajima Shizuo was really the culprit, he would have had no reason to leave any
living witnesses.

It's possible that he let the eyewitness off because he wanted the eyewitness to tell
everyone that he did it. But why on earth was it necessary for himto do so?

“Anyhow, we must have him under our control. Things will get out of hand if
Akabayashi and Aozaki try to involve themselvesin this.”

Just as he gave such orders to the subordinates around him, another one of his
subordinates ran into the room through the door.

“Shiki-san, | have an urgent report.”
“What isit?

“...1'just got it from the people who are looking for Mikiya-san’s daughter... It seems
that atalent scout on 60-Story Street saw Miss Akane yesterday.”

The name belonged to the girl who was Awakusu Mikiya' s daughter and Awakusu
Dougen’ s granddaughter.

Almost the entire Awakusu-kai had been trying to find her after she ran away from home.
Shiki had only just realized that he had almost forgotten about her because of the more serious
incident he had at hand.

“lsn’t Kazamoto in charge of looking for Miss Akane? Why are you reporting to me?’

The fact that he had come all the way to report to Shiki meant that the mission now had
something to do with Shiki’s.

With an uncanny feeling in his chest, Shiki demanded that the subordinate elaborate.

And he guessed right.

“Y-Y esterday, Heiwajima Shizuo was seen taking a...a girl that looked like
Miss...somewhere with him...”
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I

Somewherein Tokyo, atrain station platform

It was the middle of Golden Week. With vacationing families, students who were no
longer wearing uniforms, and salary men working the holiday shifts, the platform was swarming
with even larger crowds than usual.

Amidst the constantly moving crowd, a young man was leaning against apillar in a
corner, remaining unmoved even as he saw the train stop.

Running around? That’s so not like you, Shizu-chan.

With his gaze fixed on the cell phone screen, the young man, Oriharalzaya, smiled
dightly.

Finally gaining some resemblance of calmness, are you?

Because if you fought back, there would have been no chance for you to convince them
whatsoever.

Actually, by now...the smarter ones among the Awakusu-kai men should be suspecting
that maybe Shizu-chan is not the culprit after all.

| guess that means you’ ve grown somewhat as a human being.
Except that in your case, it’s not growth—more like degeneration.

Pressing the keys on his cell phone, 1zaya smiled again as he pictured his enemy
desperately trying to flee.

Cheerfully, merrily, and mockingly from the bottom of his heart.

What’ s the meaning of growing up as a human being when you' re far from a human
being to begin with?

There' s no way out for you except to use force.

If you ssimply beat that eyewitness to death, you still could have gotten off without being
suspected.
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As he voiced these conflicting ideas in his head, the information broker continued with
some sort of information transaction on his cell phone.

Ashiseyesfell on one of those reports, his smile became less mocking and instead broke
into awider grin.

0. Let the game begin.
Until 30 minutes ago |zaya had stayed in one of his hiding spots near the train station.

But as soon as he got a text message that said “Dollars is being attacked”, he moved out
of the darkness and into the sunlight.

However, that was not because he wanted to throw himself into the eye of the hurricane.
He was standing on the side of the platform where the trains departed from I kebukuro.
Ahh. I’ll just stay out of the mosquito curtain.

The corners of 1zaya s mouth curled dightly upwards as he typed some sort of
information onto his cell phone and pressed SEND.

At the same time, the next train was arriving.

The young man replaced his cell phone back into his pocket and did into the train with
light footsteps.

It's about time | let them hear some annoying wing noises from outside of the mosquito

curtain.
I

Somewherein Tokyo, the rooftop of a building near the abandoned factory

“Oi, Vorona. Do you think thisis how hunters feel when they’re waiting for their prey’s
next move?’ the huge guy asked.

Voronadid not even nod. Instead, she remained still and answered, “Affirmative,
negative, | cannot decide. My animal-hunting experience, nil. If the target is human, then the
current situation is the same in manifestation. Comparisons are not applicable.”

“l see. | don'treally getit, but | see.”
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Nodding, Slon—the man—began looking around through his binoculars.
Through the lenses he saw the backside of the abandoned factory.

Right there, a“being” in apitch-black rider suit and a full-faced helmet was peeking
insde the factory for some reason.

It seemed that the rider was interested in the delinquents gathering inside the factory. For
Voronaand Slon, their next move had to wait until the Black Rider made his.

In fact, the delinquents had been in that factory for almost an hour now.

Asthey waited for their opponent to make a move, Slon popped yet another pointless
guestion that had nothing to do with reality.

“Speaking of hunting, there's something I’ ve been wondering about...”
Slon sounded dead serious; Vorona, however, did not move her gaze for an inch.

“Since the ancient days people have used poisoned arrows in hunting, right? They would
treat the arrowheads they used for their blowpipe darts and bows with poison. What' s the dedl
with that? When they eat the prey that had been poisoned to death, wouldn’t they be poisoned to
death too? I ve been so wound up over that and | can’t do anything about it. The question itself is
eating up my brain like a poison. I’'m probably going to die of that soon.”

Her partner’s serious question did not €licit any bodily or emotional response from the
woman. Like an electronic encyclopedia she recited the answer to the question in aflat voice.

“The poison used in hunting, mostly via circulatory system, affects nervous system and
brain. Animal instantly dies, alternatively is parayzed. Pity, pity. Humans, intake them orally.
Saliva, stomach, duodenum, break down poison asit passes. Neutralized. Happy end, happy end.
Wisdom bred from experience. Grandmother’ s knowledge bag.”

“1 seel The human stomach isjust as awesome as | thought! Of course, if they poisoned
themselves with the poison they used for hunting it would have been ridiculous. ...Speaking of
which, what happens if poisonous snakes bite their own tails?’

“Immunity to self-generated poison, exists. Most poisonous snakes don’'t have a problem.
But, not completely affirmative for all. Snakes with stronger poison, poison triumphs over
immunity. Only death awaits. Pity, pity.”

13 I %! ”
Thiswent on for several minutes while VVoronakept her watch on the Black Rider

without moving an inch. Despite the fact the he kept popping stupid questions at Vorona, Slon
never relaxed his watch on the surroundings either.
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Was he going to stay still like that until every delinquent had |eft the abandoned factory?
Just as Voronawas starting to have such thoughts, the Black Rider suddenly moved.
13 ?1

As she watched more closely to see what was happening, she realized that the Black
Rider had just gotten acall on his cell phone.

Furthermore, the sound seemed to have made the people inside the factory aware of his
presence. The Rider became visibly flustered.

“...A monster, but his actions remind one of humans. Comprehension isimpossible.”

“Y eah, comprehension impossible indeed. But look, there’' s something weird going on at
the entrance.”

As she turned her eyesin the direction indicated by Slon, she saw another dozen men
gathered at the entrance of the abandoned factory. They looked like delinquents too; however,
there was something strange about them.

They held steel pipes or wooden katanas in their hands, and unlike the boysin the factory,
they were dressed in something that looked like overalls.

Are those tokko-fukus worn by specialized groups of delinquents in Japan?

By the time VVorona made this judgment, the young men had already walked into the
factory.

Some of them walked towards the back entrance—probably with the intention of
blocking their opponents’ way of escape.

“What do we do now?’

“Keep watching. Either way, Black Rider should move somehow. Our gazes cannot be
averted when that happens. That isimportant.”

They maintained their positions.

It was unlikely that they had foreseen the clash between the delinquents, but they were
not worried in the dightest.

A fight between groups of Japanese boys could not have less to do with their world.



Chapter 4 The Escapees, Their Fates Are Intertwined 41

Asif to accentuate that fact, they remained calm throughout the whole scene.

Or at least had remained calm so far.

I

Several minutes ago, an upscale apartment building on Kawagoe Highway

“It'sso quiet al of asudden.”
Kishitani Shinra's apartment had been busy until morning.

The patient was recovering fine, but the unexpected guests had nevertheless made his
night truly hectic.

But now Shinrawas by himself in the room.
Celty had till yet to return from her job. Tom had gone back to work, and Shizuo was off
to destroy Izaya. Anri and thelittle girl had gone for awalk in the Ikebukuro streets.

“Everyone’ s so energetic, going outside first thing in the morning. Kids nowadays are not
afraid of ultraviolet radiation at all.”

Shinrawas usually dressed in white even in hisliving quarters, making one marvel at
what a complete indoor person he was. As he awaited the return of Celty, hisroommate, heran
household errands—Iike laundering the sheets the patient had dept on.

At that time, the doorbell rang.

“Oops, isit Shizuo? Or |zaya with every bone in his body broken?’

Humming as he muttered to himself, Shinra opened the door—

—And saw severa formidable looking men standing there.

Shinradid not ook intimidated, however, as he spoke directly to the man at the center.

“Shiki-san, has something happened?’

“1 have something | want to ask you.”
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Shiki had barely finished the sentence when he walked through the door and without a
word continued towards the inner rooms.

“Wait—wait a second, Shiki-san?”

Ignoring Shinra s voice, Shiki stood in the middle of the living room and looked around.
After that, he walked towards the kitchen.

“Looks like you had guests,” Shiki remarked after seeing the various used cups on the
counter.

He then reached his hand out towards something that would never be seen on such a
counter—namely, a steel cup crushed into asmall ball next to the other cups.

Although he had no clue what Shiki was doing, Shinralaughed bitterly and began to
explain about the cup.

“Ah, you know what happened just by looking at that, I'm sure. Shizuo’ s been here. All |
did was joke alittle and there he was squeezing peopl €' s cups into something like that with only
one hand... | just feel like I’m under the threat of death all the time when he’' s around.”

Shiki pondered Shinra’s words for a couple of seconds.

There were only alimited number of places Heiwajima Shizuo could go due to the fact
that he was feared by the mgjority of people. Though he had also sent subordinates to look in
Shizuo’ s own apartment, Shiki had come to Shinra s apartment hoping to find out more about
Shizuo since Shinrawas one of Shizuo’s acquaintances.

Of course, he had more or less guessed that Shizuo would have aready |eft this place.
The reason he marched into Shinra’ s apartment without even exchanging proper greetings like he
used to was that he had just seen parts of the handrails broken and twisted into impossible
shapes—as if amonster had torn them off.

That was probably what Shizuo did in his rage when he set out to kill Oriharalzaya.
Although Shiki had yet to know that part of the story, it was nevertheless easy to associate what
he saw with Helwajima Shizuo.

Don't tell me Awakusu Akane isin this apartment too?

With such questions and hopes, Shiki stepped into the apartment. But he did not sense the
presence of any human being other than themselves and Shinra.
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“? What happened, Shiki-san? Do you have another urgent patient? I’ ve been dealing
with Shizuo and other patients all last night, so I’ m really exhausted. If you need an operation I’d
suggest that you find someone better.”

Judging by the way Shinratalked, he was unaware of the fact that Shizuo was being
tracked down.

But Shiki remained quiet on the matter as he opened his mouth and inquired in a serious
voice, “...Shizuo' s been in this apartment, right?’

“?Yeah. Did he do something? He couldn’t have destroyed one of stores under Shiki-
san’ s protection, could he?’

“Well, something like that. The victimsreally didn't do anything to deserveit, so even
though we can’'t say for sure that he was the one, we' d still like to talk to him. That’swhy we're
looking for him right now.”

“Ah, if that’s all you want, you could have just called him.”

Shinra, after hearing Shiki’ s explanation containing only a part of the truth, produced his
cell phone from the pocket of hiswhite coat.

“Hmm, there are alot of text messages from Dallars. ...Whatever.”

Shinra closed the text message inbox and opened the contact list instead. Smiling at Shiki,
he said, “I'll just call Shizuo to ask him where heis. He gets mad pretty easily, but it's never
without reason, so | do hope you can forgive him for whatever he did. Also, did it happen
today?’

“Yeah, it happened today.”

Shinra sighed a bit as he heard Shiki’ sreply and pressed the shortcut key combination for
Shizuo’s number.

As he pressed the cell phone to his ear, he began to chat with Shiki.
“He' s never been as mad than heistoday. Guessit couldn’t have been helped.”
“...Isthat s0o?’

Even though what Shinrahad said interested him, Shiki did not let his emotions show.
Instead he waited for Shinra to continue.

“1 wonder where to start. He came to this apartment yesterday...and guess whom he
brought with him?’
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“Well, his star of a brother?’
Shiki had aguess.
But he voiced a different one and kept an eye on Shinra s expressions.

Y et Shinrakept smiling. In acasual tone, he said, “Nah, nah. Actually, he brought agirl
about ten years old with him, that guy!”

“
“Huh? Shizuo’ s not picking up. ...Ah, right. After that, Shizuo...”

But Shinra had to stop here.

As he turned his gaze away from the cell phone and back to Shiki’s face, he realized that

the other man looked sterner than ever. Meanwhile, Shiki’ s subordinates surrounded Shinrawith
stony expressions on their faces.
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“Huh? Eh? Did | say something really bad?’

For thefirst time, it finally occurred to Shinrathat the situation was more serious than he
had initially thought.

Shiki, on the other hand, pressured Shinra further with his sharp, unrelenting voice.

“That girl...... whereis she right now?’

I

Ryuugamine Mikado was aware.

Aware of what exactly he had created.

“Dollars’ started off as nothing more than a practical joke.

“Let’smake avirtual organization!” Mikado had proposed. A number of his friends
online had found the idea interesting and hel ped him found this completely made-up gang.

“There are no rules for joining or staying in the gang.”

Before they realized it, this bizarre organization had become an actual presence in the
city of Ikebukuro.

I kebukuro.
For Mikado, it was a city he had never even been to.

He had only seen it in magazines, newspapers or TV dramas; it was something that fell
on the other side, separated from him by the wall between reality and imagination.

His co-founders were by now nowhere to be found.

They did not even know that his real name was Ryuugamine Mikado. Mikado, of course,
did not know their ages and looks either. Anyone who was not an Internet person would find
their relationship ridiculous. But that did not change the fact that they had founded Dollars
together.

They had cut their online ties with Mikado.
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Somehow it became a very real, scary presence.

The gang they had created half-jokingly was moving forwards, sometimes illegally,
under the name they had christened it with—and the society began to see it as another one of
those Color Gangs.

Fearing the consequences, the founders chose to escape.

They changed their online handles and never brought up the name Dollars again.

That was enough.

That was all they had to do to avoid their responsibility.

It should have been nothing more than fun. It should not have affected anything in reality.

If someone drew a Frankenstein and it began to attack people, would it bethe artist’s
responsibility to stop it?

It was a hard question to answer. But as long as responsibilities can be avoided, most
would choose to avoid them.

That was probably what these friends—whose faces Mikado had never seenin hislife—
had thought when they disappeared from “Dollars’ one by one.

But Mikado was different.

He accepted the presence of “Dollars’ in hisreality.

Telling himself that that was what he had really wanted.

Someone has to be there to regulate it.

It's an obligation of the founder.

The boy had told himself this while concealing the excitement in his chest.

How much did Ryuugamine Mikado understand at that point?

Did he know what he had created?

Did he know what it meant to remain afounder of the gang named Dollars?
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Whether he understood completely, or not at all—

Hisreality was now under merciless attack by everything that had to do with Dollars.
Ryuugamine Mikado was aware.

Aware of what exactly he had made up.

But the boy did not know.

Did not know exactly who he was himself.

Ryuugamine Mikado had yet to find an answer.

I

Somewherein Tokyo, an abandoned factory

The time was about one hour before Shiki arrived at Shinra s apartment.

“S0, have you decided, Mikado-sempai ?’

With arefreshing smile on his childlike face, Kuronuma Aoba asked in atone that did not
match hislooks at all.

In front of him was Ryuugamine Mikado, with aface no less childlike than Aoba's
despite being ayear Aoba s senior.

They were sempal and kouhal at Raira Academy.

Or fellow membersin the sea of an organization cadled Dollars.

At least that was the relationship they had had when they first met each other.
But that was only from Mikado’ s point of view.

Aoba, on the other hand, had known everything from the very beginning.

He knew that Mikado was the founder of Dollars.
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He knew about their clash with the Y ellow Turbans and Mikado’ s relationship to Kida
Masaomi.

He even sensed part of Ryuugamine Mikado’ s concealed nature, of which not even
Mikado himself was aware.

On the other hand, Mikado knew nothing about Aoba.

He had thought of him as merely akouhai who admired Dollars.

The word “merely” had come from nothing other than his own imagination.

For Mikado, the use of the word “merely” was not saying that he knew everything about
aperson and felt confident defining him this way; rather, it showed that he knew very little about

the person.

Y et this kouhai, about whom he knew very little, was suddenly giving him alot of
pressure.

He had told Mikado that he was the founder of Blue Square.

He had aso told him that he had led the attack against Toramaru in Saitama

The string of shocking confessions was already enough to sweep Mikado off hisfeet,

Just as he was about to regain his composure, Aoba had assaulted him with another
“plea’.

“Bethe leader of Blue Square.”

An out-of-the-blue and surreal one.

He wanted to deny everything.
He was so sure that he was dreaming.

| must be having this dream because I’ m jeal ous of Aoba-kun being close to Sonohara-
san and want to put himin a position inferior to mine.

What a coward | am.
He thought, and struggled to wake up from the dream.

To escape the redlity.
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But what Aoba said next made Mikado stiffen like a puppet whose string had just been
pulled.

“Mikado-sempai, aren’t you...

..smiling?’

Liar!

That’simpossible!

He wanted to yell.

To yell from the bottom of his stomach.

But before he could make a sound, Mikado had realized something.

That he was for some reason high as a kite when he heard Aoba’ s words.

If it were anyone else in his place, they would probably have just yelled in anger without
dwelling further on their thoughts.

But Mikado felt the impulse inside himself more vividly than anything had ever exerted
upon him from the outside.

The shock from that impulse was so abnormally strong that it threatened to counter the
impulse itself.

That was because—he had never been so high since he was born.

Not at Dollars sfirst gathering. Not when he talked to Y agiri Seiji’s older sister.
Not when the Slashers attacked Dollars members.
Not even when he saw Masaomi heavily injured in the battle—

He was angry, but never so agitated that he would want to shout.
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What's...with me?
Why am | feeling this heat from the bottom of my stomach?

What ended up escaping his throat was not a shout of denial, but rather a strong sense of
nausea.

The boy had realized.

That the reason he wanted to shout a moment ago—

—Was exactly because what Aoba had accused him of was the truth.

Eh...huh...

Mikado touched his own face without thinking.

He wanted to know what expression he was wearing on hisface.

However, now that he had come to, his face was without doubt no longer smiling.

But what about a moment ago, at the exact second when Aoba accused him of smiling?

l..wasl...

What exactly was | thinking?

He couldn’t even remember how he felt a mere couple of seconds ago. Only cold swesat
was continuing to trickle down his spine.

“Sempai, are you aright?’

Before he redlized it, Aoba s face was looming close.

“U-Uwah!?’

His kouhai had become unfathomable all of a sudden. His smile looked as innocent as it
did amoment ago, but Mikado found it no longer possible to be convinced by that smile.

“That was mean. How can you yelp like that when you see your cute kouhai’ s face?
...1t"s been about 10 minutes. Have you made adecision yet?’
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“10...10 minutes?”

Had that much time really passed while he was busy being lost in shock and thought?
Mikado took his cell phone out to make sure.

Ashis eyesfell on the screen he saw anotice that said “23 new messages’. They were
probably all related to the attacks on Dollars members.

“So many...”

Mikado felt his heartbeat accelerating at an impossible pace.

He also realized that his ears were ringing.

Shock.

He was in a state of shock now.

That was the only thing he knew.

He did not have the dightest clue where to start to make sense of the situation.
The attacks on Dollars?

Or Aoba’s confession that he was the founder of Blue Square?

Or that they were the ones who attacked the bousouzoku in Saitama?
Or that he knew that Mikado was the founder of Dollars?

Or that he had just asked Mikado to become the |eader of Blue Square?

Or, more importantly than everything else, was hereally smiling amidst the shock and
confusion?

They were separate incidents, yet they were all inter-related.

Right now Mikado did not even have the dightest clue as to where he should start.
“Wait, wait a second.”

He said without thinking, but the words he finally said solved nothing.

Looking at Mikado, Aoba grinned innocently and muttered even crueler words:

“We' ve been waiting all along, al of us.”
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Aoba and Mikado were not the only people in the abandoned factory.

Boys who were al Blue Square members according to Aoba were scattered throughout
the factory doing different things. Some played with their cell phones like Mikado while others
sat on the steel drums yawning. It made them look like the furthest thing from a disciplined team.

Although no onein the factory had noticed, Celty was outside of the factory window
keeping an eye on their movements.

“WEell. You don’t have to feel so pressured. Isn’t your inbox fairly spammed by now?
Wouldn’t it be better to check the messages out?’

Aoba muttered as he, too, looked down at his own cell phone.

“Though they’ re mostly just reports that some members have been attacked. L ooks like
it’s still nothing that important. | don’t hear any sirens from patrol cars, and it’ s not like anyone
seeking out the Dollars people would come to this place anyway since it’s supposed to be a
gathering spot for Yellow Turbans.”

Mikado trembled as he heard his kouhai’ s nonchalant voice.

Aobawas basically saying, “Cam down and think of how to deal with us.”

“Can | go back home and give it some thought?’

“1 don’t think we can wait that long.”

Aoba shook his head as two well-built delinquents walked towards the entrance and
closed the gate of the abandoned factory.

The crackling noise as the gate was being closed sounded like a song of despair in
Mikado’ s frozen ears.

“B-But, hey, aren’t we supposed to be meeting with Sonohara-san pretty soon......7

“Areyou still thinking about that even in your present state, Mikado-sempai ? How
smitten are you with Anri-sempai, exactly?’

The kouha smiled bitterly as he mocked him.

Had it been any other time Mikado would have blushed and retorted, “I-I1t’s not like
that!” But right now his face ssimply remained deadly pale.
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Aoba, however, was just about to say something to make his face turn blue.

“Either way, don’t you think it’s better to not meet with Anri-sempai today?’

“Eh...”

“Wouldn't that be risking involving her in this?’

“

Anri had nothing to do with what was happening between them.

Mikado had more or less sensed that she was keeping a secret of her own.

She was wielding a katana when they went to rescue Masaomi from hisformer fellow
Y ellow Turbans. On top of that, she also knew Celty. That was why Mikado assumed that she

had a secret of her own.

But regardless of what her secret was, or if she had one, Anri was his preciousfriend and
the girl he liked. He could not risk involving her in this conflict—that was what he decided.

And then, the boy remembered.

In hiscal, I1zayahad said to him, “If you don’t want to be involved, just don’t mention
that you'rein Dollars.”

Before he got the call, Masaomi had also warned him of similar thingsin the chatroom.
He had been warned to avoid associating himself with other Dollars members.

Now that he thought about it, Masaomi had probably foreseen that things would turn out
like this.

Mikado, in his confusion, came to something close to a conclusion.

Masaomi had access to information networks other than his own. It could be that he had
already known about Aoba and his gang.

If that was the case, wouldn’t he disappoint Masaomi greatly if hereplied to Aoba“asa
Dollars member”?

Y et at the same time, wouldn’t he just be using hisfriend as an excuse to extract himself
from this confusing situation?

Mikado could not sort everything out in the short amount of time he had. Nevertheless,
he decided to answer the question posed by the boy in front of him. But that answer was still
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half-intended to convince himself that he was not doing what he was doing “as a Dollars
member”.

“If 1 don’t mention Dollars...then she won't get involved. Isn’t that Ssmple?’

He was talking like an idiot who was too used to peace. Aoba would probably be
disappointed.

So Mikado thought, but he could not bring himself to care.

He would not even mind getting beaten up by these delinquents and going home with
heavy injuriesif that was what it had to take to get himself out of this situation.

That was just how much pressure Mikado was under at that time.

But the innocently smiling boy was not about to let his revered sempai escape like that.
“You won't be able to do that.”

“...Eh?

“Mikado-sempai, you will never be able to just abandon Dollars asit is being attacked
and live your lifelike an ordinary person.”

13 I ”

The whispers of the devil sounded completely innocent in his ear.

“The solution issimple. If you want us to make those Toramaru guys aliving sacrifice on
the shrine, just order us to do so. Y ou won’'t even have to worry about getting yourself hurt,
Mikado-sempai.”

The suggestion was more meant to provoke than soothe.

Usually Mikado would jump at the mere suggestion (“I’d never do something like that!”)
and send text messages to all Dollars membersto tell them not to hurt anyone.

But right now, Mikado' s thoughts had come to a screeching halt right before that point.
Partly because he was reminded of the advice from |zaya, whom he trusted.

Furthermore, he was reminded of something |zaya had asked him over the phone: “What
you're actually afraid of isthat Dollars will move on without you, right?’

If he was to do anything here as a Dollars member, be it collecting information or coming
up with a solution, he would be doing the exact things Izaya had predicted that he would do.
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Also, if he wasto do anything here as a Dollars member, he would be ignoring
Masaomi’ s advice when the latter had cared about him enough to warn him.

More importantly than those, he was afraid that if he was to admit to being afull Dollars
member through involving himself in this conflict, he would risk involving Anri and Masaomi
again just like when the clash with Y ellow Turbans took place.

But even so, he would rather choose that path out of his own will than have it chosen for
him by Aoba and hisintimidating friends.

Ryuugamine Mikado was an individual easily wavered by those around him.

But about his own creation, Dollars, he had ideas that even he himsalf could not
understand.

Even as he stood where he was right then, Mikado could feel the tide of nameless
emotions ravaging his own insides.

It was asimilar feeling to the one he had when he got into the conflict with Y agiri
Pharmaceuticals.

But he did not understand what exactly that feeling was.

That was why he failed to catch himself as he sank deegper and deeper into the quagmire
of confusion.

“But ill...I...”
Thisisa curious sight to behold. Mikado-sempai is somewhat different today.

The one to notice the changes in the boy was no other than Aoba, the person who put him
in a state of confusion in the first place.

Had this been the Mikado he knew, he would have already made some sort of “decision”
after Aoba' s provocation, beit straight-out refusal or something else.

Y et Mikado seemed to be hesitating for some strange reason. It was keeping him from
making any decision at all.

...Did someone prep himfor this?
Aoba did not know.

That Mikado had been warned by his most trusted friend, Kida Masaomi, to “not live the
lifeasaDollars member” just shortly beforehand.
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Neither did he know that it was in fact not Masaomi but a complete impostor using
Masaomi’ s handle to deceive Mikado—

But Aoba somehow realized.

Wasit Orihara |l zaya...?

Realized that a certain man had put alittle lock in Mikado’ s heart.

It was not that Aoba had caught any wind of |zaya s moves.

However, Ryuugamine Mikado’ s reactions were somehow strange. Of course, a person
cannot predict how another person would act with 100% accuracy. But what concerned Aoba

was that Mikado was not acting “unlike Mikado”, but rather “unlike the founder of Dollars’.

And there were only alimited number of people who could influence Mikado on matters
related to Dollars.

| can’'t say it for sure...
But if it was indeed him, why would he do it? Wasit just a strategic move to harass us?
Or does Orihara lzaya want to use Mikado-sempai to his own end as well?

Thinking about his enemy, Oriharalzaya, Aoba concealed hisindignation as he smiled
lightheartedly at Mikado and continued.

“It's OK. Please take some time to decide. Speaking of which, why don’t we use the time
we're meeting Anri-sempai as the deadline?’

“Eh...”

“If you don’'t decide by then, | will call Anri-sempai and tell her that Mikado-sempai has
something urgent to attend to and can’t seem to make it today. Asfor me, | will be therein 10
minutes.”

“W-Wait a second!”

Mikado was more bothered by the latter part than he was by Aoba lying about him having
other things to attend to.

“You'regoing to go...?
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“Ah, surel’m going to go. Isn’t that only reasonable? If it turns out that neither of us can
go with her, Anri-sempal will feel uncomfortable too, won’t she?’

With that, he cast a glance at his companions standing by the gate blocking the way out,
and narrowed his eyes as he said:
“Mikado-sempai, you can just wait here.”

I

A “shadow” had been keeping her watch on the things going on inside the abandoned
factory.

Taking precautions to avoid being seen by the boys inside, Celty Sturluson continued to
think.

Hmm.

What should | do now?

Her goal was of course to not stalk this group of delinquents.

She had been asked by the Awakusu-kai to look for and bodyguard Awakusu Akane.

After she got the job, she and Anri were attacked by a mysterious rider. Celty had
attached her shadow thread to the back of her opponent’ s motorbike and came all the way here to
find people she never expected to find inside. By now, she had completely missed the chance to
goinside.

Their motorbike should be parked inside the factory.

These kids don’t ook like they would be after the granddaughter of the head of Awakusu-
kai...

As Celty continued to watch, she saw Mikado’ s face turn pale at some text message on
his cell phone. Before that, the boy who looked like his kouhai was smiling unflinchingly.

Anyway, it doesn’t look like Mikado-kun is going to get beaten up any time soon, but
still...

It looks like thisis going to take a while.

It was the right move to have turned off my own ringtone for incoming text messages.



Chapter 4 The Escapees, Their Fates Are Intertwined 59

Celty had had it on until text messages from Dollars became too many for her to handle.
Now she usually kept it in the OFF mode.

At the beginning it was in the vibrate mode, but the boys inside the factory had been too
distracted by the ringtones of their own cell phones to notice hers since the messages from
Dollars were sent to everyone.

Celty remembered that she should turn off the vibrate mode as well and did so quietly.
She had half amind to leave, but she was still somewhat worried about Mikado.

He was not a stranger to her. In fact, he ranked among her few acquaintances who
remained on friendly terms with her even after he came to know her real identity.

She thought about rushing inside to help him, but she feared that it might turn out to be
adding to Mikado’ s troubles. It seemed like he had been presented with a question he must find
the answer to on his own. Furthermore, if she caused a commotion here she would risk drawing
the attention of the owners of the motorbike—her enemies—and involving all the boysin the
factory, including Mikado, in this mess.

Unaware that she was aready being watched herself, Celty kept her watch on the boys
from outside the factory.

Speaking of which, it looks like Mikado-kun isin somereal trouble thistime.
That kid, Aoba-kun, doesn’t look like a delinquent but he might be a scheming bastard.

...Ah, but then when Shinra first brought |zaya home | had thought he looked like a good
student too. ...One can't judge a book by its cover.

Celty was a Dollars member. However, for her Dollars was not an indispensable home.
Had she turned Shinra down it might have become something close to that, but right now it was
only one of her multiple “homes’. She did not even know her fellow Dollars members any better
than she did her chatroom companions.

But Mikado was her acquaintance in rea life. She could not leave him to his own devices
when he was in danger.

But what will you do, Mikado-kun?

Usually mature kids like Mikado would think it was a practical joke when they were
asked to become the leader of a gang.

But Celty knew that Mikado was not that simple of akid.
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When she had first met him, he had been in aface-to-face “battle” with a high executive
at Yagiri Pharmaceuticals. Although it was only averba exchange rather than a physical battle,
it was afierce“battle’ nevertheless. From what she saw that day Celty had decided that Mikado
was a courageous person.

Y et Mikado was hesitating today.

Was he worried that he might risk involving Anri in this?

If it's Anri-chan, he really doesn’t have to worry since it would spell more trouble for the
party who dared to involve her than for her.

Celty knew that Anri was the host of “Saika” and was very aware of Anri’s strength.

Mikado did not know about this; however, by now he would have had a clue or two.

But Mikado-kun will eventually choose not to risk involving Anri-chan, | guess.

Even if he knew about “ Saika” , he would probably choose to do the same.

However, if Anri-chan offersto help him, it’s unlikely that he would turn her down.

Celty was reminded of the time when Mikado had first come to know her real identity.
She had realized upon that meeting that Mikado had a greater thirst for “unusua” things than
anyone else. If Anri expressed her wish to “go over to the unusua sde”, there was no way he
would refuse.

Although for Celty, who was on amission for Awakusu-ka and only haf a day ago had
been fired at by an anti-material rifle, what was happening with Mikado probably had to fall on

the “usual” side of things.

This gang business was pretty out of hand when Shinra went to high school. Isit like that
for all high school kids? | just really don’'t get that.

The fights she remembered happened more than 5 years ago when Shinrawas still a
student. Celty had witnessed several times high school students fighting each other on alarge
scale.

Those fights were not like the ones between Dollars and Y ellow Turbans; they mostly
consisted of high school kidsin the same neighborhood fighting over certain territories.

In the eye of the hurricane stood Shizuo, who smply wanted to live aquiet life.

The one who pulled the strings was | zaya, who made sure that he stayed outside of the
ring of battle.
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Shinra stayed neutral and kept himself unaffected in-between the fighting parties.

Shinra would probably smile and say, “ So! Hurry up, apologize to them and let them
beat you up. | will treat you guys afterwards for free and we'll call it even, OK?” Shizuo would
go “DON'T ADD TO MY FUCKING TROUBLES” and put an end to this by beating everyone
into the ground. Izaya would...

What would | zaya do?

That kid called Aoba, he' s kind of like | zaya.

As this thought came to her mind, Celty realized something.

Ah, right.

| zaya wouldn’t have done something like thisin the first place.

A person histype harbors unusually strong animosity towards people who are like him,
so he wouldn’t have asked someone like him to become the leader in thefirst place. ...Unless his

intention isto lure the person into a trap, of course.

Celty kept juggling such thoughts on her mind as she kept her silent watch on the things
going on inside the factory.

Without realizing that her enemies’ eyes were, at the exact same time, focused on her
back.

It's been a while.

Afterwards nothing much had happened inside the abandoned factory.

Mikado had lowered his face, asked Aoba something and collected information on his
cell phone. But nothing attention drawing had happened.

How many minutes have passed?

Celty checked her cell phone and realized that it had been amost an hour since she
arrived at this abandoned factory.

Just as she was serioudy considering either rushing inside to rescue Mikado or leaving on
her motorbike, inside the factory Aoba suddenly smiled and clapped his hands.

“So, it'sabout time | called Anri-sempai.”
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“Wait, wait a second!”

A well-built delinquent grabbed Mikado’ s shoulders as he was about to say something.

“I’m worried that sempai might shout unnecessary stuff into the phone if we called her,
so | think we'll be sending her atext message instead. Actually, | should apologize. | aready
sent one to her 5 minutes ago.”

“Eh...”

“So | kind of have to go right now, | don’t want to be late, you know. Mikado-sempai can
wait here and take all the time you need to think it over. ...While reading text messages from
Dollars members being beaten into the ground, | guess.”

“W-Wait!”

Celty lifted her waist alittle on her motorbike as she heard Mikado yell.
...Lookslike | will haveto do something about it after all.
That Aoba kid is going to leave soon, so | can probably go in and get him out later.

As she watched Aoba turn his back towards Mikado and make a move to leave, Celty
was reminded of the feeling in her stomach a moment ago.

That boy was like Orihara lzaya
That feeling alone was enough to put her on her guard against this boy.

| don’t really know why, but | feel like it would be better not to have anything to do with
this Aoba kid.

When |’ ve taken Mikado-kun to Anri-chan, I’ [l return to thisfactory since | till haven't
taken the thread off that motorbike.

At the exact moment when she had just decided on the best time to get out of her hiding
gpot and charge into the factory—

“That sound” reached her ears at the worst possible time.

It was the famous “ Confiscated!” music clip from “Discover World' s Wonders™*.
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* “ Confiscated!” : or “ Bosshuuto!” , isa well-known line used by Kusano Jin, the host of the TV show “ Wonders and
Discoveries’ aired on TBS. Kusano says this line every time a participant places hisor her bet on the wrong answer and
subsequently must let one of their “ Hitoshi-kun” dolls be “ confiscated” . The color of the dolls taken away from the participant
varies according to the level of “ disappointment” at their getting the answerswrong.

It was undoubtedly coming from Celty’s own cell phone.
Huh!?
| forgot to turn off the ringtone for incoming calls!

Though Celty had turned off the ringtone for incoming text messages, she had forgotten
to turn off the even more important one for incoming calls.

When she had played with her ringtone settings, she had tried setting this music clip as
her ringtone for fun. As soon as Shinra heard it, he had jumped and said, “Wait, Celty! I’m about
the only one who would call you since you can’t talk, right!? What’ swith thisl? Does it mean
that every call from me will scream * Confiscated!’!? Wait a second! If | did anything wrong |
will apologize! If you re taking a Hitoshi-kun doll from me then at least tell me what color it’s
gonna be*!”

* Hitoshi-kun: see the trandation note for “ Confiscated!” .

Since she had thought Shinra had been really funny when he said this, Celty had set this
ringtone as Shinra s default.

The sound of the ringtone was so out of tune with the atmosphere in the factory that Celty
was reminded of how she had come to use it. But there was no time for her to reminisce further.

Just as she hastened to turn off the ringtone on her cell phone, the shocked faces of

almost every boy in the factory, including Mikado’s and Aoba’'s, were already turned towards
her.

“Hello, hello, isit Celty? Shiki-san’s come all the way to visit us. We just got to know
something really important that concerns this job you' re doing. Do you have time right now?
Hmm? If you can hear me just answer me with our usual secret code. Hello, hello—7’

Celty had no ears right now for the voice that was speaking on the other end of the phone.

“...Black Motorbike?’

“Celty-san!? Why are you herel 7’

She heard the voice of Aoba, whose smile had disappeared for the first time, and the
voice of Mikado, whose astonishment couldn’t be made any more obvious.
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Right after the two voices had finished asking—
“Who the hell areyou?’

The voices of the boys who had at last recovered from the shock ricocheted throughout
the factory, demanding an answer.

Celty tapped the code for “Now is not the best time” at the microphone part of her cell
phone and took out her PDA with the other hand.

And with her countless “shadow fingers’, she typed something onto the PDA and showed
it to one of the delinquents who had walked to the window.

[I’m just a passing urban legend. If you don’t pretend you never saw me, I’ll attack you
all in your deep tonight.]

I

Shinra’s apartment on Kawagoe Highway

“Are you messing with usl?’
Voices of boys Shinra had never heard before sounded from the other end of the phone,

Shinra sighed and turned around to say, “Um, it looks like Celty isin some sort of
trouble.”

The person on whom Shinra' s eyes fell on was Shiki, who was sitting in the chair with a
troubled expression, his hands crossed.

“...Please keep trying to get in touch with her. We are understeffed asit is.”

“No problem. Ah, please believe that what I’ m telling is the truth. Celty didn’t know that
this Akane-chan wasin our apartment, and | never heard Celty talk about the job she was asked
to do, either.”

“1 believe that. If you want to, sensel, you could have erased all traces that would let us
know that Shizuo’s been here. Celty-san must have avoided telling you about her job because she
didn’t want to risk involving you. This asymmetry of information does bother me to some extent,
of course.”
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Shiki voiced his own opinion in a straightforward and calm tone. His expression
darkened dightly as he mentioned the name of the person of grave importance to him.

“...S0, that high school girl who took Miss Akane out for a walk—you said she was
going to meet up with her friends... Any idea where she would be going?’

Shinrafelt his spine tremble involuntarily as Shiki asked him the question with an
unrelentingly sharp look in his eyes. However, he managed to maintain his usual attitude as he
reasoned.

“Yeah, | wonder. She doesn’t look like she's the type who would know a lot of meeting
spotsin the city. My guessisthat it's going to be either in front of Tokyu Hands on 60-Story
Street, or the Lotteria on the other side of the street, or the fountain in front of the entrance of
Metropolitan, or West Gate Park if they’ re planning on taking the train, or Ikefukurou* in front
of East Gate. Something like that.”

* |kefukurou: the name of the statue of the stone owl in front of Ikebukuro Station’s East Gate. It is a portmanteau
word combining “ Ikebukuro” and “ fukurou” (Japanese for “owl” ).

Shiki cast alook at his subordinates, several of whom hastened to take their cell phones
out of their pockets.

Awakusu-ka men were probably heading for all of the places Shinra had mentioned right
that minute.

“But ill, I wouldn’t in my wildest imagination have expected that the kid was the
precious granddaughter of Awakusu-kai’s Manager.”

“...1 don’t think you' d need reminding, but on that matter...”

“Please rest assured. You know how good at keeping secrets | am. The only one who can
pry my mouth open is Celty, and she' s no outsider on this matter anyway.”

Shinra poured coffee into his mug with a smile on his face and looked around for sugar
packs.

At that exact second, noise of destruction and young boys shouting was heard coming
from the cell phone, which had been left in speaker mode on the kitchen counter.
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Of course, the noise had a so reached Shiki’ s ears. Frowning dightly, he said:

“...Looks like there' s something troublesome going on.”
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“Are you messing with usl?’
One of thetaller delinquents yelled angrily at Celty, who shrugged slowly.
Had she had a head above her shoulders, she would have sighed.

As she toyed with such thoughts on her mind, Celty sprang effortlessly from the ground
and climbed over the factory window, landing on the floor inside.

Putting her cell phone back into her breast pocket, she walked towards Mikado with her
PDA in her outstretched hand.

While his companions remained still and stared at her nervoudly, Kuronuma Aoba eyed
Celty with an alarmed expression on his face.

It was not the first time Aoba had seen her and her black rider suit.

Only amonth ago he had been there with Mikado and the others when they had watched
her from the van.

He already had a sense that she was something “not human” just from that experience.

She conjured shadow from her body and rode on a motorbike that did not make any
engine sound.

If the video clipsaired on TV could be trusted, she had nothing above her neck.
Some il insisted it was a magic trick; but even those people should be aware by now.
If that was indeed a magic trick, it would still have been magic.

On top of that, he recalled that he had heard Mikado refer to that rider as “ Celty-san”
before.

“...Areyou spying on us? Or did Mikado-sempai call you out to ambush us?’ Aoba
muttered.
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As he turned his gaze towards Mikado, however, he saw that the latter was staring at
Celty with eyesthe size of saucers. It looked like he was genuinely surprised to see Celty—the
Black Motorbike—here after all.

Celty, on the other hand, typed words onto her PDA silently as she walked without
hesitation towards Mikado and Aoba.

[I heard what you have been saying to each other. But | don’t feel like | am the one to
talk on this matter.]

Mikado and Aoba kept their own respective emotions inside and remained silent as they
read the words typed onto the PDA.

Ignoring their lack of reaction, Celty continued to type more words.

[So please just pretend that | am not here and continue. ]

The silence was followed by even more silence. Inside the factory no one seemed like
they wanted to say anything.

“...Wha—"
What the hell are you doing here?
Just as one of Aoba s companions was about to break the silence—

The rusted gates rattled as they were forced open, and the silence in the factory was
dispelled like mist.

The factory gate, which had only just been closed, was opened wide to revea agang of
men standing in the sun outside.

They were probably one or two years Mikado’ s senior. But since both Mikado and Aoba
had childlike features, these men looked like they were more than five years older.

They wore the same leather jackets with dleeves embroidered with the logo of
“Toramaru”. Though Mikado and the other boys could not see it from their angle, the same logo
was featured in the conspicuous design of the backs of their jackets as well.
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Many of them were carrying timbers or steel pipes; it was obvious that they were here not
for agathering but for afight.

“...Toramaru.”
Aoba muttered as the smile wiped off hisface completely.

A man with bandages over his face walked out of the group of men in leather jackets.
Eyes widening as he saw Aoba and his gang, he turned to inform his companions.

“We found them...it’ sthese guys. These are the ones who attacked us and burned our
motorbikes.”

“Bingo for us.”

Amidst hisleather jacket companions, a man wearing a tokko-fuku flexed his neck
audibly as he spoke.

“...1 guesswe're just going to beat everyone in this place into the ground and report to
Captain afterwards.”

“What about the people in the other places? Should we tell them to come here as well?’
“Nah...with our numbers| don’t think we'll need reinforcement.”

“Yes.”

The men in leather jackets answered in nonchalant voices, already prepared to attack.

The timber swung high and aimed at the face of a delinquent who had been guarding the
gates.

The delinquent detected the danger just in time to use his hands to stop the dry weapon in
its tracks.

The timber broke with a sharp crack.

It looked like there had been afissure in the timber, which explained why it cracked so
readily upon impact. However, it was still enough to inflict pretty serious damage on the
delinquent: he remained in the same position after stopping the timber with his hands, his
expression distorted by pain, and his body apparently unable to move.

Asif taking cue from that, the delinquents yelled in anger at the leather jacket gang, and
was about to pounce upon them when—
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“Cdm down.”

Aoba stimely order cooled their hearts down like icy water.
He did not shout.
But his voice was chilly and sonorous.

Everyone in the factory turned towards Aoba' s direction, including the leather jacket
gang.

Aoba, after making sure that everyone' s eyes were on him, turned towards Mikado with a
serious face—

And said something that would turn Ryuugamine Mikado’ s life upside down.

“We will stay here to take care of the situation. Please run, Captain.”

“Eh?’
Having no ideawhat Aoba had just said, Mikado turned around with a dumbstruck face.

Two seconds later, when what Aoba had just said finally registered, he hastened to raise
his eyesto look at the faces of the gang men at the entrance.

Every one of them was looking straight at him.

“Wait, thisis a misunderstanding...”

“Listen, al of you!”

Just as he was about to say something, Aoba cut inloudly asif to drown his voice out.
“Don’t let them lay a singlefilthy finger on Captain! Go!”

“Y egesl”

“Go!”

“Die, bastards!”

“Don’'t mess with Dollars!”



Chapter 4 The Escapees, Their Fates Are Intertwined 70

The delinquents responded to Aoba s order with gusto as they pounced upon the leather

jacket gang.

him.

“Interesting...let’ s settle this once and for al!”
“Yeah!”
“If you're the Captain, don’t fucking run away and come fight me one-on-one!”

The Toramaru men shouted as they, too, charged forwards to fight the delinquents.

“W-Wait! Wait!”
Mikado’ s voice was completely lost in the subsequent chaos.

The only ones who heard him were Celty and Aoba, who was standing right in front of

Aoba turned around swiftly and smiled asinnocently as ever at Mikado.
“Please leave it to us, My Captainys”

“W-Wait...”

Angry voices reached Mikado' s back as he was just about to say something.
“Die! You fucking Dollarsfilth!”

“Eh...”

As he turned around he saw a steel pipe coming directly at hisface.

I

He was ready to feel it with his face when the steel pipe was stopped by a black hand.
“C-Celty-san!”

“Who the hell are...ahh!?’

Using the “shadow” to toss the man in the leather jacket into the air, Celty showed her

PDA to Mikado.
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[I know thiswill be hard for you to do, but you' d better run for now. It will be hard to
convince them that it was a misunderstanding.]

143 B_ But—”

Mikado still looked desperate to say something, but Celty had decided that further
conversations would be pointless. She picked Mikado up and jumped out of the window.

Mounting the Black Motorbike parked outside the window, she used her shadow to tie
Mikado tightly to her back and started the motorbike.
“Dammit! Stand still!”

Voices of the men in leather jackets were still ringing in their ears from inside the factory.
However, Celty kept soaring on her motorbike.

Meanwhile, she continued to show her PDA to Mikado, who was leaning against her
back.

[Anyway, we'll first go meet Anri-chan. The two of you can stay at our apartment until
things have calmed down.]

Mikado remained silent as he read the words on her PDA.
This must be a complex situation for him.

Celty knew Mikado well enough to know that being told to “hide” was hard for him. But
this was not the time to indulge his wishes or hear his protests.

Because Celty had other opponents she must fight amidst this chaos.

And Celty still had yet to realize that she was being watched by someone.

She did not notice that her motorbike had aready been tapped with some sort of tracking
device during the time she had been unable to pay attention to it.

Shooter might have tried to warn her of that fact, but right now his overwhelming priority
was to get his master out of this place.



Chapter 4 The Escapees, Their Fates Are Intertwined 72

And just like that, Celty soared onto the Tokyo streets, almost forgetting about the fact
that there were people out there who would attack her a second time when they got the chance.

Little did she know that at her destination yet another commotion awaited.
I
Rooftop of a building next to the abandoned factory
After she watched the Black Motorbike leave, Voronalooked at the display screen of the

end receiver and nodded in satisfaction.

“The tracking device isinstalled. Thisway finding out the Black Motorbike's
whereabouts is possible. Happy end, happy end.”

“So should we nap for awhile before he gets home?’

“Slon is ssimpleminded, that is affirmative. He is going home, that is negative. Same as us.
Halfway he finds out about the tracking device. If thrown into along distance freight train, we
will be tired to the point our bones begin withering. Pity, pity. In order to avoid that, immediate
tracking is the default option.”

Slon shrugged as Vorona spoke in a voice more forceful than usual.

“OK, OK. You're usualy not this enthusiastic about the jobs we do. But now you're like
on fire.”

“Half work, half hobby. Satisfying my own desire. Obtaining monetary reward on top of
that. No problem exists. The world today is still permanently beautiful.”

“Haven't got the dightest clue what you' re saying, but well, if the beautiful VVorona says
it's beautiful, then a beautiful world it is.”

The unprofessional chatter continued as the freelancer duo descended the stairs.

“Still, I never thought it would be so easy to lure him here. That monster’ s kind of more
thoughtless than | expected.”

“Affirmative. But to say the opponent is simple, that is negative. Insulting and picking a
fight with a bear fallen into atrap, such peoplelargely do not exist. A stupid act equal to
laughing at butterflies trapped in a spider’ sweb.”
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“...Ah! That reminds me... Speaking of spiders, why do they never get trapped in their
own webs? The mystery ensnares me like a spider’s sticky threads, making me so wound up that
| probably won'’t be able to move another inch.”

Slon did not stop raising his questions even in the present situation.

Vorona did not appear surprised or appalled. Instead, she said in her ever mechanical and
flat tone:

“Spiders. Two types of threads used separately. Able to be told apart by touching.
Threads in center, adhesive power, nil. Threads emanating from center, adhesive power, likewise
nil. Only spirally spun threads are capable of sticking to prey. The end.”

“But when it begins to wrap the prey up in more threads, won't it end up being stuck to
the threads itself?’

“Spiders, secrete from their own bodies special chemicals. Those chemicals, neutralize
the adhesive power. In a certain range won't get stuck. Therefore, touching sticky threads OK if
it'sonly occasionally. Happy end, happy end.”

Slon looked at Voronain admiration as she kept descending the stairs at full speed while
answering his question. Looking satisfied, he put on awide smile and nodded.

“l see...! Soif Vorona were the spider, | would be the secretion. Both of us are needed in
order to catch our prey!”

“The analogy is questionable. | secrete Slon. Too creepy, completely negative. | hope for
the erasure of your existence.”

“...1 hope you chose to go with the more extreme expressions because you're still not
used to speaking Japanese.”
As this conversation came to an end, so did the stairs. They walked towards the open

ground in front of the factory.

The moment they saw the road, several motorbikes soared out of the factory and flew
past them.

Inside the factory the fight was still on-going. It seemed that the leather jacket gang had
split forces, sending part of the men to go after Celty.

“...Speaking of which, that Black Motorbike took a boy on the back seat with him.”

“Affirmative.”
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They were not good at estimating the age of a Japanese person by his or her looks. With
Mikado’s childlike features, they could easily have mistaken him for an elementary school kid.

Voronawalked towards her newly delivered motorbike and replied in a nonchalant voice,
“Acquired him asfood. That possibility exists.”

“Areyou sure that’ s not too wild of aguess?’

“Affirmative. A monster not recorded in any books. Point in trying to imagine what he
would do, nil. Until perceived with these eyes, the truth remainsin a vortex of darkness.”

Vorona, speaking in weird Japanese, felt the dight bubbling of emotions as she mounted
the motorbike. Putting her helmet over her head, she muttered to herself:
“My hope. ...Somehow, please make me happy. You incredible black monster.”
I
Several minuteslater, Ikefukurou in front of the East Gate of 1kebukuro Station
There were several meeting spots of choice when young people wanted to have fun

together in Ikebukuro.

If they wanted to take the train, they would usualy go for the fountain at the entrance of
the underground Metropolitan line or the stone owl named “1kefukurou” in front of East Gate.

These two were used often since they were ideal meeting spots even in rainy weather.

Ikefukurou, just like its name suggested, was a stature of an owl. Like Shibuya's
Hachikou* Statue it was afavorite meeting spot because it was hard to miss.

* Hachikou: widely regarded as“ Japan’'s most faithful dog” . A bronze statue of Hachikou was erected in Shibuya in
1934 while Hachikou was still alive (the current one is a remake after the war in the year 1948).

Right in front of the stone statue, a girl wearing glasses as round as the owl’ s eyes was
talking to agirl next to her who looked about six years her junior.

“Aoba-kun is going to be here soon, so let’swait here for amoment.”
“...Mm.”

Akane, the younger girl, nodded quietly and clung more tightly onto the hand of
Sonohara Anri, the bespectacled girl.
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Akane was already looking much better; it was hard to tell that she had recently been ill.
Anri wasrelieved at the girl’s calm expression, but she was still feeling uneasy inside.
What could Mikado-kun’s “ urgent errands’ be?

She had just gotten a text message from her kouhai, Aoba. She decided to keep waiting,
but her heart was no longer at ease.

Y esterday Mikado had said that those errands were for another day. Did it turn out that
they were for today after all?

Usually Mikado would have texted Anri directly to tell her about things like that.

That was enough to make Anri wonder just why he had to ask someone else to send her a
message.

Hopefully he was not getting into some sort of big trouble?

Anri, who had just been attacked by aforeigner who had thrust a pair of garden scissors
at her stomach, worried that Mikado would somehow run into something like that as well.

What if...he gets attacked because of my...
She wanted to believe that he was indeed just distracted by his urgent errands. But she
could not rule out the possibility that her assailants yesterday would target Mikado because he

was “someone Anri was close to”.

And it was not only Mikado. Her friends, Harima Mika and Kida Masaomi—even her
classmates like Y agiri Seiji—could also be in danger.

But she had no clue whatsoever asto what her assailants were after and who they were.
She had no ideawhat could happen.

She was so wound up over this that she had sent atext message to Mikado, but he had yet
to reply.

She thought about calling him, but was afraid that she would be giving him unnecessary
trouble if he wasindeed in the middle of some urgent errand.

She decided to wait for Aobafirst and ask him what exactly had happened. But she
shuddered involuntarily as she was reminded of the shine of the garden scissors.

She was not afraid because she remembered them as they were pointed at her.
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She was afraid that they would be pointed at Mikado or her other friends.
The mere imagination of such a scene was enough to send a chill down her spine.
If that happens...l...

Though she stayed calm on the surface, Anri felt awave of fear and anger washing over
her heart.

But it ended up not showing in the slightest; for Anri, it was but another piece of the
“world beyond the picture frame”. Her emotions stopped at a certain threshold and raged no
more.

It was like being in the audience at a movie. One would feel fear and anger, but no one
would seriously shout “Stop kidding!” or run out of the cinema screaming when seeing a movie.

On the other hand, Saika was still whispering her incessant curses inside her body.
“I loveyou.”

These were the only words Saika said in place of hundreds, thousands, millions of words
she could have said. Such was the eerie “demon blade” that existed inside her body.

These ssmple words would sound cheap in anyone's ears. But even cheap words could
acquire a strange shine after being repeated for an eternity. Whether the shine was a good or bad
omen would be another story altogether—for Anri, she ssmply could not help being jeal ous of
the demon blade who can voice her love in such a candid fashion.

She was concerned that even under such circumstances she smply forced her anger and
fear to the other side of the picture frame. But right now she was more concerned about Mikado
and Celty being targeted by her mysterious assailants.

Just as she quietly waited for Aobato arrive without letting a single trace of emotion
show on her face—

“Eh? Sonohara-san? What are you doing here?’
“...Ah, Kamichika-san...”
One of the girlsin her class was standing in front of her.

She looked like she was with other friends; agroup of girls who looked like they were
together were chatting somewhere nearby.
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She was one of the more mature types like Anri, but they were not particularly close with
each other.

They had never really talked to each other before. Both at aloss asto what to say, they
remained in a somewhat awkward silence.

“Um...isthisyour sister?’
“Ah, no, she’'sjust agirl | know...what is Kamichika-san doing here?’

“Mm, my middle school friends came over yesterday, so I’m showing them around
Ikebukuro. We were at West Gate a moment ago but we' re probably heading for Sunshine now.”

HI %.11
After some pointless exchange, silence fell again.

Trying to break the silence, Kamichika Rio, her classmate, told Anri something she had
just remembered.

“Oh, right, it would be better to watch out when you walk around these streets today. It
looks like there are hooligans fighting everywhere.”

“Fighting?’

“They say Dollarsis fighting some bousouzoku gang from outside of Tokyo...”
Anri’s heart reacted to theword “Dollars’.

“l see. | will watch out.”

Shereplied in aflat voice, her body on the other side of the picture frame not showing
any emotions.

Just as silence was about to fall for athird time between the two, the girls Rio was with
walked towards them and tugged at Rio’s Sleeve.

“Hey—hey, Rio, we're hungry. Is she your friend? Wanna go have lunch together?’

“Ah, Non-chan! Sorry, I’m coming! Um, Sonohara-san, do you have anything
planned...?’

“Ah, I’'m sorry, I'm waiting for someone...”
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“l see. Um, in that case, we'll see each other at school, Sonohara-san...!”

Her classmate left with a peaceful yet somewhat avkward smile on her face.

Anri sighed quietly as she watched her |eave.

| really have to make myself more social...

She had become a class representative hoping to change her passive manners somehow.
But it turned out that she was still not that different from the time when she was called Mika's
foil and bullied at school.

Her thoughts wandered from that fact back towards the “Dollars’ topic that had been
brought up shortly before.

She knew that Mikado had something to do with Dollars.

Though it looked like that he had significant ties to Dollars, she had never asked Mikado
exactly what they were. Mikado, on the other hand, had never asked her anything either, even
after he had seen her wielding a katana.

She knew that it meant he wanted to postpone that talk until after Kida Masaomi’ s return.

Anri both looked forward to it and feared it.

The triangle would probably collapse when all the truths would be reveal ed.

Though it was probably already broken when Masaomi had disappeared from this city,
Anri still wanted to believe.

To believe that if these two could accept the abnormality called “ Saika” along with the
rest of her, she would probably be able to bond with people like she had never been able to bond
with people before.

It was a somewhat cowardly expectation on her part, but she could not get it out of her
heart.

At the same time she made up her mind.

No matter what dark secrets Mikado and Masaomi had been keeping, she would accept
them as they were.

Not as mere “pictures beyond the frame”, but as real beings who would occupy places
insde her heart.
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That was all she wished for as she waited for Aobato arrive.

She was going to ask him what urgent errands Mikado had had so she could feel relieved
that she had checked that Mikado was alright.

However, the ones who did appear in front of her—

—Were several men in suits whom she had never known in her life.

“Miss Akane.”

There were three of them.

They had a special sort of aura about them that intimidated and repelled. Even as they
walked through the variegated crowd close to the train station, people naturally stepped
backwards to avoid getting too close to them.

When one of them spoke, it was not to Anri, but to the little girl holding on to her hand.

g

Akane looked very surprised at the sight of the men.

It was not fear but rather pure surprise.

“Took uslong enough to find you. Please come with us.”

“W-Why..."

Akane stepped backwards, but a hand had already grabbed her shoulder.

As she turned around she saw another man in a suit standing there, looking down at her
with atroubled face.

“Goodness, please be agood kid.”
“S-Stop! If you don’t let me go, I’'ll yell and say you' re trying to kidnap me!”

“Are you saying you want some cops here to hear your story? We won't mind, but | think
Miss Akane will be the one in trouble that way.”

“Uh...”

Akane could not think of anything to say to the man’s words and had to nod.
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Anri was the only one without a clue as to what was going on. Question marks lingered
on her face.

“U-Um...”
“Ahh, Miss, you must be the girl Kishitani-sensei talked about.”
“Eh...”

“We're sorry that you had to take care of Miss Akane. Y ou can just leave her to us from
now on.”

She still had no clue what was happening.

“Kishitani-sensei” had to be that doctor living with Celty. Celty usually called him
“Shinra’, but Anri remembered that on the name tag outside the apartment she had seen the
name “Kishitani Shinra’.

Did that mean that these men were here because he told them to come?

None of them looked like Akane' s father. If any of them were her father, he would not
have needed to come here with multiple men.

It did not ook like they were kidnappers, either. They were not hostile towards Akane; in
fact, they even addressed her with deference.

Anri had heard that Akane had run away from her home. These people had probably
come to take her home. But Anri still had no ideawho they were.

“U-Um, sorry, are you Akane-chan’ srelatives?’
Shetried to ask in away that would avoid offending the men.

One of the men thought about thisfor afew seconds and sighed as he answered her
guestion.

“...WEéll, we're not her family or anything. But since she' s the granddaughter of the old
man*, she'skind of likefamily to us...... ”

* Old man: yakuza members usually refer to an old head asthe*“ old man” , which in Japanese has the double meaning
of “ father” . Thisiswhy Anri was confused by the explanation.

The man struggled to find away to explain, but Anri felt even more confused.



Chapter 4 The Escapees, Their Fates Are Intertwined 81

Um, the old man.. .his father’ s granddaughter? Does that mean that Akane-chan is either
a daughter or a niece to these people? But he said she was not their family, so she’s probably not
a daughter to any of them, um, so they’re like Akane-chan’ s uncles who aren’t living in the same
place as sheis...?

These men differed greatly in age and looks. As Anri looked at them she was even more
at aloss asto what they were.

Just as she was about to ask Akane what exactly was going on, the situation became even
more chaotic.

“Sonohara-san!”

“1?M - Mikado-kun! And Celty-san!?’

The ones who were running towards | kefukurou, rushing down the stairs that extended
towards the sidewalk as they came—they were none other than Mikado, who was out of breath,

and Celty, who wasin her usua characteristic rider suit.

“Um, didn’'t you have something urgent to attend to? And what happened to Aoba-
kun...?

“I’ll explain later! Before that...”
Mikado was about to say something until he stopped himself involuntarily.

He saw four formidable-looking men right next to her, forming aring that threatened to
close in on her and the girl clinging onto her hand.

1?

Though by judging the way that they were dressed it was obvious these men had nothing
to do with Toramaru, Mikado till felt immediately alarmed at the sight.

He feared that Anri was aready involved in something ominous because of him.
He looked at Anri’ s face and without thinking turned to look at Celty as well.

But Celty, too, was frozen on the spot like he was.

A pitch-black rider suit and a full-faced helmet.

The way she was dressed ssimply screamed “criminal suspect”, and indeed, the eyes of
passers-by who were enjoying their holidays were by now turning in her direction.
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However, thanksto the fact that one could not see very far on a crowded holiday street,
many people ssmply walked on without taking notice of Celty. It would probably have to take a
national idol appearing out of thin air with sound effects or astray lion charging into the street to
make such a crowd panic.

But still, among the people who had taken notice of the rider on the Black Motorbike
some had already begun to take photos or videos with their cell phones. Skillfully manipulating
her shadow, Celty covered the lenses of their cell phones and made sure that they did not capture
asingle image of what was going on here.

Usually she would not have bothered, but right now she had to make sure that photos of
Mikado or Anri and herself would not be posted all over the Internet.

As she did so she hastened to approach Anri, but—

?

W-What is this? Why are they...?

Celty eyed the men in alarm because they looked like they belonged in the underworld.

As she did so, however, one of the men lowered his head in her direction.

“Thank you for everything.”

Eh!?

Huh? What?

Speaking of which, I might have seen these people somewhere...

“Has Kishitani-sensel or Big Brother Shiki been in touch with you, too, Celty-san?’

“Ah, you came at a great time! We'll trust her to you if that’s alright, then!”

Ah! Yeah!

These people are...from Awakusu-kai ...

What were the Awakusu-kai people trying to do to Anri?

Just as she was worried that they might have found out about Anri’srole in the Slasher
ihr;cri dent, she saw thelittle girl holding Anri’s hand and immediately put such thoughts behind

New questions formed in her head instead.
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Eh? Ah, en? Ehhh—?
Awakusu. . .Akane-chan?

Realizing in shock that the girl in front of her eyes was no other than the Awakusu Akane
she had been looking for, she stopped dead in her tracks.

Had she had a head, her eyes would have popped to the size of saucers. Celty was about
to ask the Awakusu-kai men just what had happened—

[No, actually, | came looking for this girl in glassesright here...]

Angry voices shouted after her before she could finish typing these words onto her PDA.
“Stand still!”

“Don’t run away like alittlerat!”

Celty had to stop typing and turn around as she heard the shouting voices in broad
daylight.

Oops.

Don't tell me they followed me all the way herel?

Five or six young menin leather jackets were standing in front of her.

The passers-by turned to look at them with even more interest than they did when Celty
appeared on the scene after they heard the shouts from the group of people who were obviously
bousouzoku or something of the sort. Some quickened their pace to leave the area as soon as
possible, while some kept watching at a safe distance from behind pillarsin order to not get
themselves involved.

No one had notified the police or the staff at the train station, presumably because despite
their fierce shouts the men had yet to do anything truly violent.

Hang on, isn’t there a police station immediately next to this place! ?

Are they that determined to catch the Captain of Dollars—which for them would mean
Mikado-kun—no matter what it costs?

Celty thought about holding the five men back with her shadow, but to do so would just
convince them further that Mikado was the leader of Dollars.

In her moment of hesitation, Celty heard one Awakusu-kai men speak before she could.
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“Shut up, kids. Don’'t shout insde the station!”

They probably knew that some bousouzoku gangs had been after Celty last month.
Thinking that these young men were just another bousouzoku group seeking to get Celty in
trouble, the man had meant to dispel them for her.

But the young men only looked perplexed for a second, after which they recovered
immediately and shot back, “Argh? What the hell? It’ s got nothing to do with yal”

Akane shuddered dlightly as the young man in the leather jacket yelled.

All four Awakusu-kai men, after seeing how scared Akane was, turned their stares
towards the young men.

“You're adults. Don't shout in front of kids. We're busy right now. Get lost.”

In response to the man’ s condescending manners, the young men in leather jackets just
stared back without any intention to withdraw.

“What? Are you in Dollars too, old man? Really—elementary school kids, office ladies,
and now thuggish old men too? Does Dollars not pick its members at al? Ah?’

Mikado felt his chest tighten as he heard the men insult Dollars.

He almost felt like insulting Dollars was like putting a negative sign on everything about
him.

On the other hand, the Awakusu-kai men, who had no clue as to what the young men
were saying, smply suspected that they had been on some kind of drug as they asked another
guestion.

“You can't be...the ones who wanted to lay their fingers on Miss Akane?’

They asked that in avoice that only the younger men could hear in order to not make
Akane, who was standing right behind them, worry.

Of course, the Toramaru men did not know what they were being asked. It Ssmply
sounded like another provocative question to their ears.

And without realizing that Akane was standing right behind the Awakusu-kai men, the
young men said something they should never have said.

“Stop messing with us and just hand that kid over aready.”



Chapter 4 The Escapees, Their Fates Are Intertwined 85

“r

The expressions on the Awakusu-kai men’ s face changed drastically at the young men’s
words.

For the Toramaru men, the “kid” was meant to refer to Mikado.

But for the Awakusu-kai men, the “kid” in this place was Awakusu Akane.

Someone was trying to kidnap Awakusu Akane. Heiwajima Shizuo, who attacked their
fellow members, also had something to do with thisincident. For these men who knew about
these incidents concerning Akane, it was only natural to misunderstand what the younger men
had just said.

“...You' ve got some guts, that you do. What group do you work for, you bastards?’

“Ah? Huh?’

“Or did Yadogiri hireyou? ... wonder how much he paid you for your lives?’

“W-What are you talking about?’

The younger men could not help but step back alittle as the Awakusu-kai men grew more
intimidating all of asudden.

One of the men grabbed Akane’'s hand and put it in Celty’s. Lowering his head, he said in
avoice only she was able to hear, “ Celty-san, please take Miss somewhere safe. Big Brother
Shiki should still be at Kishitani-sensei’ s place.”

...Uum, what do | do?

Though Celty had sensed that these men must have misunderstood something about the
situation, there was no time for lengthy clarifications.

Not to mention leaving Akane aone in a place where a fight was about to break out was
certainly not an option.

As soon as she realized this, Celty took Akane' s hand in a half-resigned fashion and ran.
“Eh—!”

Akane let out alittle wail. Celty quickly typed [1t's OK, I’'m on your side.] onto her PDA,
threw in a couple of emoticons and showed it to Akane.
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Akane looked at it as she ran. With confused eyes, she looked up at Anri.

Like Akane, Anri was being dragged around by Celty. Right next to her, Mikado was aso
being dragged around by Celty.

Something ssimply felt wrong about this situation. But Akane, seeing that at least Anri
was still with her, calmed down alittle and kept running. Perhaps she was just happy to be able
to get away from the Awakusu-kai men.

Using the shadows that extended from her body, Celty made two extra hands to make
sure that everyone was pulled close to her.

The ring of onlookers, upon taking notice of the action, began to clamor.

“Oi, no kidding...”

“Was that two extra hands! 7’

“What the hell!?’

“What, so those weren't specia effects! ?”

“Isheamagician!?’

“Ooooh!?’

“Qi, it'strue! The Black Motorbike was running past me a moment ago!”

“Awesome!”

Though they kept coming, Celty was aready not paying attention to the curious looks
from passers-by.

She ssimply continued to scan her surroundings with her sensors and used her shadow to
cover up the lenses of cell phones as discreetly as she could.

“S-Stand till!”
One of the men in leather jackets ran after her.

Of course, he was actually after Mikado and Celty; but to the Awakusu-kai men it
inevitably ended up looking like he was after Akane.
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“You stand still, bastards!”
“Huh!?’

The young man in the leather jacket was grabbed by the scruff of his neck and pressed to
the ground.

Taking everything in via her peripheral vision, Celty led the kids up the stairs to East
Gate and out of the Station.
Her Black Motorbike was parked right there on the road in front of the Station.

It was technically not alegal parking spot, but Celty, telling herself that she wasin an
emergency, mounted the motorbike anyway.

Four people.. .there's no way we' d fit!
It's been a while.. .but | guessthere’s no other way!

Celty thought about this for a second and immediately touched Shooter’ s back, sending a
signa in the form of shadow to her horse.

And with that, the back of the motorbike began to morph back into that of ahorse—a
Coiste bodhar, the beloved horse of dullahans.

It did not ssimply change into a horse, however, asit had done on many occasions before.
Instead, it morphed back to its even more origina shape—namely, that of an Irish Coiste bodhar,
a headless horse coupled with a two-wheeled chariot on which the dullahan usually rode in.

Sorry. | know we' re going to be heavy, but please bear with us.

Celty let Mikado and Anri sit in the chariot, where she was originally supposed to sit, and
made them seatbelts out of shadow to tie them to the chariot’ s body. Using her shadow to tie
Akane to her own back, she quickly mounted Shooter.

Of course, al of these transformations took place in broad daylight on the Ikebukuro
streets in the middle of Golden Week. More than a hundred passers-by and many taxi drivers
waiting on the side of the road witnessed the entire process.

In front of the collectively dumbstruck crowd that could do nothing but stare, Celty put
shadow helmets one by one on the other three people. She had decided that it was much faster
compared to having to cover the lens on every cell phone camerain the vicinity.

She then pulled at the black reins and charged.
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The neighing of the headless horse was heard even at the Lotteria by East Gate.
| trust you, Shooter.
And the black chariot soared.

They started dlow, but immediately picked up speed until they were going as fast as cars,
their old-fashioned wheels grinding on Ikebukuro’s asphalt roads.

Good boy. Go!
Celty had faith in her horse. At the same time, she prayed.
It was not to the Gods, but rather to the flow of life in this city, something that bore

resemblance to fate.

...If that’ s not too much to ask...please, please let this be a day off for the scary guy on
the White Motorbike.. !
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I

Most of the people could only stand still and goggle as the chariot soared away, its horse
neighing.

But among them, some managed to stay relatively calm.

Like Vorona and Slon, who had followed Celty al the way there.

They had arrived on their respective motorbikes and seen what had happened.

Using the transceiver installed on the inside of the helmet, Slon spoke to VVorona.

“...That—was areal monster.”

“Affirmative. But the problem does not lie on that spot.”

Voronarecounted the facts in her typical cold and observant tone.

“Her back. The aforementioned boy has been taken on it with her. The problem is the fact
that two persons were added.”

“Y eah, that was why she changed the motorbike to a chariot. I’m so curious as to how
shedid it that | can't deep—if | say that to you, what would your answer be?’

“Cannot answer. | recommend investigation by yourself.”

Vorona answered Slon’s question anyway as she dowly started her motorbike.

The light had turned green, but most of the other vehicles were not moving—jprobably
because the sight of the chariot had been too much of a shock. Not knowing what exactly was
going on, the vehicles behind them were blowing their horns at them.

Voronallistened to the sound of horns as she continued to talk about what she saw to Slon.

“The two persons added, they are targets of our missons.”

“What?’

“One is the bespectacled girl who acquires cold weapons from her soft flesh. The other
girl isthetarget of our abduction. | confirm. Elements of doubt, nil.”

“...Redly? Well, now that you say s0...”
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Surprised but convinced by what Vorona had said, Slon started his own motorbike to
follow her. His huge frame made the motorbike look smaller; however, it was the same model as
Vorona's.

Vorona continued to tail the chariot as she organized her thoughtsin her head. She said to
Slon, “...The bespectacled girl and the abduction girl, clients were different. Completely
separate missions. Affirmative?’

“Affirmative.”

“Yet, the two targets are gathered together. Adding the Black Motorbike, three gathered
together. Incomprehensible.”

“...Arethe two jobs connected somehow by that Black Motorbike?’

Voronadid not say “yes’ or “no” to Slon’s question; rather, she voiced her opinion
cautioudly.

“Coincidence, not coincidence, still unclear. Not the Black Motorbike, but the boy she
brought from the abandoned factory connectsit all, that possibility is not zero.”

“In some cases, the possibility that the client set thisup asatrap for us, isnot zero. |
suggest the necessity of caution in action.”

Vorona analyzed the situation calmly.
In fact, anyone who did not know her would fedl that she was as calm as a machine.

But Slon, who had known her for along time and gotten used to her Japanese, sounded
somewhat surprised as he made a comment.

“You sound really happy, Vorona.”

In response to that, the freelancer woman curled the corners of her lipsinside the helmet.

“Affirmative. Right now | am...existing in cheerful nervousness.”
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Noon of May 4th, CHATROOM

No oneisin the chatroom right now.
No oneisin the chatroom right now.

No oneisin the chatroom right now.

Kyo-san hasjoined the chat.

Mai-san has joined the chat.

Kyo

| bid you al good day, my illustrious chatroom company on the other end of the
computer screen. It's the middle of along holiday week today. No wonder no one could be
bothered to come here. Regardless of that, Mai-san and | would wish to leave records of our
excitement here while our hearts are not yet cold. That is why we have come here to the empty
cyberspace when no one else is around.

Mai
Good day.

Kyo

Oops, just when | thought | should pick up where we left off yesterday—Iook what
Bakyura-san’ s written here. On top of that, the archives older than that have all been erased
without atrace. Ahh, that’ s true. Chatroom logs, even if saved, can be deleted at any moment.
They’ re nothing more than data, and therefore subject to change at the owner’s whim.

Mai
Strange.
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Mai
Bakyura-san said that he hadn’t been here all week.

Kyo

That isto say, since not even the records are reliable, chatroom conversations are in fact
no different from the onesinreal life. That isto say! Conversationsin the chatroom are just like
the ones we have inreal life, in which the words said should remain in our respective hearts and
gradually become dyed in our own colors. Though Brother had smiled bitterly at me when | said
it to hisface. That bitter smile had in turn become a mocking smile in my heart and fanned the
fire of hatred—

Mai
Bakyura-san was here yesterday.

Kyo

Oh, that’ s true. Now that | think about Bakyura-san’ s words and actions, there are indeed
some strange discrepancies. Thisis a serious situation. If he had not been deepwalking, then
there must have been some imposter who stole his handle. On the other hand, though, it could
have been Bakyura-san’s doppelganger...it is said that one dies when one meets his
doppelganger. | wonder if that applies to the online world as well.

Mai
Scary.

Kyo

But then, it could be that Bakyura-san isjust desperately trying to pretend that the person
who said aword as nonsensical as “ Sin-Clone-y-City” yesterday was not him but someone who
stole hisidentity. To prove your words to be true, we must have the testimony of that lover who
was traveling with him, which we cannot obtain. But does that person really exist to begin with?
Ahh, if she does, | must apologize for my rudeness.

Mai
2D waifu.

Kyo

Argh! Now that | think about it, chatrooms are really an incredible creation. Even if no
oneisinit, the chatroom still exists in concept. But aslong as no one opens the website to log
onto it, this space called the chatroom would not exist anywhere. It’s just piles of data stored on
the server’s database. However, it is nothing more than data. It isnot a*“place” where people
have conversations.

Mai
| don't understand.

Kyo
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Y et, because of the existence of people like us who use it as a platform of observation,
the chatroom becomes an actual presence in this world. There might even be virtual monsters
trying to wreak havoc in the chatroom. There might be something they could type that would
make us al insane and die in misery once we see it. But as long as no one opens the website, no
one can be

Mai
Word limit.

Kyo

Sorry. No one can be sure that something like that is happening. Ahh, it’samost like
Schrodinger’ s Cat. But even Schrédinger wouldn't have expected that in the future places like
these would come into existence on anetwork of computers. Though to be fair, | guessit was not
Schrodinger’ s intention when he invented his cat analogy to illustrate something like that to
begin with.

Mai
| don't understand.

Kyo

Wetoo are like Schrodinger’ s Cats in a closed box for anyone who has never opened this
website. When someone finally sees our conversations here, where would we be? Would we till
be continuing our conversation, or aready logged out, or poisoned to death? That would not be
something they could know just from opening this website, though!

Mai
um,

Mai
Can’'t you get down to the topic already?

Kyo

Goodness, was that directed at me? Apart from being criticized online, | was aso urged
by Mai-san who is sitting next to me to hurry up and write down what had happened. Y eah, even
from my own point of view, it was not my intention to lessen the impact of the shockingly real
story | am about to record with my lengthy, pointless talk.

Kyo
Let us begin. Thisisthe tale of what we saw a moment ago!

Mai
Y ay!
Kyo

So, we were strolling around on the Ikebukuro streets in the morning. We were enjoying
our shopping tour with the foreign friend we recently made who is so very useful for carrying
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things around. There we raised our eyes just because. And what a sight we saw. Behold, wasn’t
that a man in a bartender suit standing on one of those tall buildings?

Mai
Shizuo-san.

Mai
That hurts.

Mai
| was pinched.

Kyo

L et us put aside for the moment the question of whether that was the famous Heiwagjima
Shizuo. Anyhow, the man in the bartender suit who was standing high above us was not on the
rooftop of that building because he wanted a good look at the sky or wished to kill himself. No,
actualy, it wasin some way suicidal nevertheless—because behold, that man smply jumped to a
neighboring building at least two stories shorter than the one he was on!

Mai
So cool

Kyo

He would have been dead had he missed by an inch. Why on earth did he do something
like that? We couldn’t do anything but stare. He moved like a beast—no—a jumping spider that
stuck its feet to the walls without difficulty and moved from window to window on that building!
Ahh, those were some terribly erotic moves! | feel so aroused!

Bakyura-san hasjoined the chat.

Mai
Good day.

Bakyura
Good day.

Bakyura

um,

Bakyura

There' s something | wanna ask you

Bakyura
Isit true that | was here yesterday?
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Mai
It'strue.

Kyo
Alas, how do you do, Bakyura-san? Are you feeling the fear from the sudden advent of

your doppelganger? Or have you come here with materia proof that your lover is not afigment
of your imagination but an actual 3D presence? Either way, it isreally scandalous of you to have
been lurking in this chatroom since you got offline and until we came online. There should be
legal limits on how obscene a person can be, readlly.

Mai
Pervert.

Bakyura
No,

Bakyura
After | logged off,

Bakyura

| put it on “log watch” mode,

Bakyura

And when | returned to the room | saw you two chatting,

Bakyura
So | hastened to logged on.

Mai
Woas that so?

Mai
I’m sorry.

Kyo
Hmm. We will take your word for what just happened. Regardless of who typed those

words using your handle, beit you or your impostor or your other self or your doppelganger or
Schrodinger’ s Cat typing itslast words before it died of agasleak, it isasad fact that we will
forever remember the word “ Sin-Clone-y-City” that has been typed here under Bakyura-san’'s

Bakyura

I’ ve been wondering, actudly,

Bakyura
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What exactly isthat,

Bakyura
This,

Bakyura
Sin-Clone-y-City thing

Bakyura

Is that the name of afinal revelation scene or something? Of atrading card game?

Mai
It’s synchronicity.

Bakyura
What, a pun!?

Kyo
But it was “Bakyura-san” who said it, remember?

Bakyura
Argh,

Bakyura

| so have to see that part of the log.

Bakyura
By the way,

Bakyura
Until yesterday,

Bakyura

Has Tanaka Taro-san been in this chatroom as well?

Mai
Yes.

Kyo
Setton-san and Saika-san were here as well. Only Kanra-san is absent.

Bakyura

Kanra-san wasn’t here?

Mai
No.
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Kyo

WEell. That person is always appearing in the least expected places. Might even be
watching us as we chat right now. If you know some kind of magic word that would make
Kanra-san alone insane and dead, then now is probably the biggest and the last chance to typeit.
Bakyura-san, aren’t you aways going “tsun tsun tsun tsun tsun tsun tsun till you die from it” on
Kanra-san?

Mai
Scary.

Bakyura
Nah,

Bakyura
That was just kidding.

Bakyura
Thank you, anyway.

Bakyura
Seeya

Mai
Goodbye.

Bakyura-san has left the chat.

Kyo

Alas, hedidn’t react at all to our story about the man flying on the top of buildings. Did
he have something extremely urgent to attend to all of a sudden? Or was he suddenly reminded
that he was supposed to be doing something after hearing ustalk? There' s no way of finding that
out now.

Mai
Mm—

Kyo
Then it’ s about time we logged off as well.

Mai
Goodbye.
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Kyo-san has left the chat.

Mai-san has left the chat.

No oneisin the chatroom right now.
No one isin the chatroom right now.

No oneisin the chatroom right now.
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INTERLUDE, OR PROLOGUE E

AWAKUSU AKANE

The girl was blessed by the world.

By usua standards, she got the best food, clothes, and housing.

Shelived in asingle-family house in the Ikebukuro suburbs. It was so big that it was a
wonder for anyone to see such a house at al within central Tokyo.

Including a loving mother, an understanding father, and afeared but respected
grandfather, many people looked out for her well-being and her opinions were never ignored.

But that was not to say that she got whatever she wanted. She was neither spoiled nor
pampered, but instead raised to be a healthy, good child.

Ever since she had become aware of her surroundings, she had not spent a single minute
of her life not being completely free.

In fact, the girl did not even know what it meant to be “unfree”; as a consequence, she
had no idea either just how blessed her life was.

The girl had been happy.

Until that second when she got to know what her father and grandfather actually did for a
living and what had been going on in the lives of the people around her.

It all started with acell phone.

Her father had hesitated, saying, “Isn’t it too early for an elementary school kid?’ But out
of hisconcernsfor her safety, he eventually gave her a“line’ that was all her own.

That line did not only connect her to the people on the other end of the phone.
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Thisinvisible line opened a magical door to anew world in front of the girl’ s eyes by
connecting her to the Internet. She did not have a personal computer, so it was thefirst time she
got to know the thing called the cyberspace.

Although the Internet was nothing more than avirtual reality, there was nevertheless
something “real” existing behind the wall of virtuaity. True, the people she talked to online were
wearing masks in imaginary chatrooms, but they were still actual people rather than artificial
intelligence that existed exclusively in the cyberspace.

When one browses online content that was not free, one has to pay with actual money.
Any fraud or traps taking advantage of that fact were likewise indisputably real.

From the moment she received her own cell phone, the girl was connected to the
innumerable “redlities’ on the Internet.

Even if that was against the wishes of her own.

The girl’slife at school was bright, cheerful, and aimost free from bullies.
“Almost” because she had seen someone being bullied once.

About half ayear ago, agirl in her class was shunned by everyone, and dead bugs were
found inside her schoolbag.

She had, by chance, seen the bullies committing an act and told her classmates off in a
determined voice.

It's not good to bully other people.

The girl who had been raised in nothing but happiness said words based on her own
moral sense.

Nonetheless, it had taken the girl some effort to muster up the courage.

She was little, but she had somehow sensed it intuitively.

—If shetried to stop them, she would probably become their next target.

But even s0, the girl still chose to speak up in the bullied one’ s defense.

She did not regret it.

At least not back at that time.



Interlude, or Prologue E Awakusu Akane 102

At that time she had ended up successful in stopping the act of bullying.
But did she become the next target of bullying herself?
The answer was no.

She was in amazing luck. No onetried to bully her in the couple of days that followed,
and she and her friends were ableto live their livesin peace.

Maybe there were people being bullied in places she could not see. Or so she thought, but
there was no sign of that happening, either.

From that time onward she became the center of her class.

Although she was a class representative, she did not feel superior to everyone else just
because of that. She strived to stay on good terms with everyone elsein her class, and bright
smiles were never arare sight around her.

She was happy.

She had thought that her classmates who were laughing with her must have been happy,
too.

She had not suspected a thing. The girl was lamentably simple only when it came to
matters like these.

She was no more than alittle girl with a schoolbag on her shoulder, yet she had aready
begun to think just how beautiful life was and how she wanted to help al those unfortunate
people.

That sentiment was sometimes unnecessary and condescending, but—

At least the girl had gotten many opportunities to help solve interpersonal problems and
plan hiking or beach trips for large groups of people. She became not only the center of her class
but one of the centers of her school aswell.

She wanted her future job to be one that would make even more people smile.

She did not really know what her grandfather did, but her father seemed to berunning a
chain of galleriesthat sold paintings.

On the walls of her house hung several expensive-looking paintings of viewsin faraway
places she did not know. The girl had no clue as to how much these paintings were worth. But
she knew that they were very beautiful.

Such pretty paintings would make many people happy when they see them.
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Dad has such a nice job.

Right, I’ m going to paint my own paintings. I’ m going to become a painter!

I’m going to paint many, many paintings, and maybe someday Dad will sell them for me!

Having made up her mind, the girl began to take art lessons.

People around her were very supportive; but for some reason, her grandfather and her
father had exchanged alook when she had told them about her dream.

Even s0, the girl was blessed with a dream and a goa now on top of everything else she
had aready been blessed with.

As part of her life enshrouded in endless happiness, she obtained acell phone.

The girl had amost never used the cell phone except to call her family or the police when
her life was threatened. But the cell phone had neverthel ess brought one fact to her attention.

It was not because anyone had called her.

Not because she logged onto the interna network of her school.

The incident was a physical one.

An extremely simple incident in which she forgot her cell phonein her friend’ s home.
The girl had hurried back to her friend’s place.

Just as she was about to ring the doorbell, she heard her friend’ s voice coming from the
yard.

She walked towards the yard to try to talk to her friend—until she heard her own named
mentioned by her friend’ s mother.
“You haven't been bothering Awakusu Akane-chan, have you?’

Eh?

The girl stopped in her tracks, feeling confused.
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Three other kids had been with them when they played together at her friend’ s house.
Only she had to return because she remembered that she had forgotten her cell phone.
Then why did her friend’ s mother mention her name?

Did something strange happen in her home?

But even if that was the case, the conversation still sounded weird.

What was she talking about?

The little girl thought that she must have heard wrong.

But her friend’ s voice that followed blew her thoughts to pieces.

“1 got it, Mom! | always do what Akane-chan tells meto do!”

...Eh?

For the girl, time stopped.
For her world, everything froze.

It sounded asif the mother was angry that her daughter did not do her homework and the
daughter shot back saying “I’m just about to do it!”

The girl, confused as she was, did not dwell as far on the matter—
But had anyone been there to hear their voices, they would have thought that way.

—That doing as Awakusu Akane told her was an “obligation” just like doing her
homework.

“You're sure that no one else made Awakusu Akane-chan unhappy, right?’
“Of course!”

“Really?You d better be sure because if anyone did, | won’t want those people to target
us aswell! Goodness, | do so hope she' s not going to be in the same middle school asyou...”
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The child, confused at her mother’ s words, muttered in a somewhat guilty voice, “...But
Akane-chan has never told us to do anything we don’t want to do. It' s fine, Mom, you worry too
much.”

Though it sounded like she was defending her friend, the daughter was actually more
annoyed by her mother jumping to conclusions about people telling her what to do.

The mother, on the other hand, began to breathe heavily as she shot back, “It’s got
nothing to do with whether Akane-chan isagood girl or abad girl! The Awakusu-kai people are

terrible! Just try getting into afight with her or hurting her and you'll know! Y ou have no idea
what they’ re going to do to you!”

The girl did not know what her friend’ s mother was talking about.
But she did know that her chest felt painful and she could not breathe.
In the end, the girl—Awakusu Akane—turned around and ran home.
She should not be there.

With that clear thought on her mind, she smply kept running.

Her cell phone was till 1eft in her friend’ s home, but she could no longer bring herself to
care.

She just wanted to get away from her friend’ s home as soon as possible.

She had given up on trying understanding just what the conversation between her friend
and her mother had meant.

But fate was not about to leave her in peace.

That very night, her cell phone was brought to her home.

Her friend' s parents had driven all the way over to her home.
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They could have just let their daughter give it to her the next day in class, but they came
all the way themselvesto giveit back to her.

Her friend’ s parents bowed low in front of her mother.

Her mother had said, “Here, Akane, come and thank them properly.” She had lowered her
head and seen their faces for a second—and they had worn forced smiles that did not tell her a
thing about what they were thinking in their heads.

When she had told an older friend of hers about this—

“That’ s because cell phones are filled with information. They wanted to make sure that
they gave it back before your family started to think that the information stored in their
daughter’s cell phone had been seen.”

That was what the friend had told her. Of course, for Akane it was not something she
could dismisswith asimple, “Huh, | see.”

Because it was the incident that had led to everything else afterwards.

With the cell phone that had been returned to her, the girl logged on to “the Internet”. She
was so nervous at first that she did not know what to do.

She had never accessed the Internet before. For her cell phone, al she knew wasits
number. But after acouple of days, the receptive child gradually learned how to “walk around”
on the Internet.

Of course, her life at school stayed normal.

The friend treated her exactly the same way as she had before.

She actually felt afraid at finding out just how little had changed.

Maybe she did hear them wrong that day, and she began to harbor such hopes again.

But the world the cell phone had connected her to was about to tell her the cruel truth.

When she felt comfortable using the search tool, the girl made up her mind to look
something up.

She typed the word “Awakusu” into the box and looked at the results.

“Medel Group Awakusu-kai”
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“Fuguruma Y ouki”, a free online encyclopedia.
It had adetailed entry on everything related to this organization.

As an elementary kid, she did not understand every single thing that was written there.
But she came to know one important thing—

—What kind of organization Awakusu-kai was.

Akane found herself shaking all over asthisrealization hit her.
Thisisnot right.

Someone must have gotten it wrong.

She had seen the name “ Awakusu-kai” in various placesin her home.

She knew that the paper lanternsin the room with the shrine had the words “ Awakusu-
ka” on them.

This has to be wrong.

She was sure that it was another organization that just happened to have the same name.

She was almost convinced, but—

The moment she saw her grandfather’ s photo, under which the caption read “Head of
Awakusu-kai”, the girl felt her world come to a grinding halt.

And that was not all.

On another website she found by using the search tool, she saw the words“...selling
paintings as alegal camouflage’ and with that, her frozen world began to crumble to pieces.

But even after that, she neither made a scene at home nor screamed.

She simply turned off the network connection with still, glassy eyes, and dialed the
number of one of her friends.

It was the girl whom she had defended in front of the bullies.

She had thought that they had become close friends after that incident. So she called her
and asked one question.
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“Why...does everybody just listen to what | say?’ she asked.
The girl must have redlized that her voice was somewhat trembling.

The girl, her close friend, hesitated but eventually began to tell her everything word by
word.

“...Actually, everyone was saying that they were going to bully you next, Akane-chan.
They told meif | joined them in bullying you they would stop bullying me. But...one of them

said that Akane-chan’s father was areally scary man, and it would be a bad ideato make him
angry...”

Some of the kids had told their parents, and the rumor spread like wildfire among parents
in the neighborhood.

“Our kids were planning to bully the granddaughter of the Head of Awakusu-kai!”

Some parents panicked at the thought and told their kids over and over:

“Never, ever upset that girl called Awakusu Akane!”

Because she was the granddaughter of the Head of Awakusu-kai.

What was more, if their kids bullied her at school they would have had no moral excuse
even if the other party made afalse charge against them.

Before something like that could happen, some parents began to warn their children.
“You should never piss off Akane-chan.”

If they told their kidsto stay away from Awakusu Akane, it could have been seen asa
form of bullying.

But if their kids got so close to her that they fought over something trivial and hurt her in
the process, it would have spelt trouble as well.

So the parents told their kids to always make Awakusu Akane look good.

When TV programs began to discuss the internal networks in schools, some parents
became so paranoid that they made their children tell them the address of the internal network
and checked to make sure that no one had written a bad word about Awakusu Akane on the
website.
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What these parents did became gossip material in itself and in turn affected other parents.
The kids, too, told each other about the rumors they heard—and in the end, everyone knew better
than to say asingle “No” to Akane.

Akane herself, on the other hand, had no idea that she had become the queen in the
classroom.

She had always thought that she was at an equal level with everyone else. She had never
looked down or been condescending on anyone.

But little did she know that everyone around her were just dolls propped from below to
match her height.

Did the Head or Y oung Head of Awakusu-kai threaten non-yakuza people with the name
Awakusu-kal on their daughter’ sinterpersonal matters? In fact, no one could say “yes’ to that
guestion.

But the paranoia spread because some of the parents kept overreacting.

Had they not overreacted, would Awakusu Akane already be bullied, and would her
father who was an executive of Awakusu-kai or her grandfather who was the head have done
something of that sort about it?

No one could be sure that they would “never” do something like that. That was the reason
why this twisted web of interpersonal relationships formed around her in the first place.

Though that kind of analysis was beyond her ability from just hearing what her friend had
told her, the girl—whose intuition was sharp for her age—was able to get a general idea of the
kind of environment shewasin.

Akane hung up the phone and kept her head low for awhile as she sat in the room.

She had thought that she was a fortunate and happy girl.

Yes, in fact, she was.

But she had thought that everyone else had been as fortunate and happy as she was.

She had thought that there were no bulliesin her class, and everyone was free to say what
they wanted to say.

But it turned out that it was she who had taken the freedom away from her classmates.

As aresult, she was never bullied by anyone.
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But that result no longer mattered to Akane.

Time ticked away as she sat there frozen. From the kitchen, she heard her mother calling
for her.

It sounded like dinner was ready.

Her father and her grandfather were both busy, so she and her mother were usually the
only ones at the table. But Akane had never felt lonely. Her father was always extremely caring
when she was able to meet him, and shereally liked her father that way.

The girl tried to cheer herself up as she had dinner with her mother.

She smiled her usual smile and talked in the same merry voice.

She had to pretend that everything was aright.

Those were her thoughts as she finished her dinner and returned to her room with the
forced smile still on her face as she closed her door. Trying to find a distraction, she began to

tidy up her desk.

In the middle of that, one of her sketchbooks on the desk was swept to the ground and
laid open.

It was adrawing of her classmates eating lunch together.
Everyone had a happy smile on his or her face.

A truly happy one, from the bottom of the heart.

The minute she saw the drawing, she finally collapsed.

“Ah...... ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”

Akane ripped the drawing off the sketchbook, crushed it into aball, tore it into pieces,
and threw them away.

“1’m going to paint many, many paintings, and maybe someday Dad will sell them for
mel”

The girl was reminded of her own dream.

She did not even understand why she was so upset. The little girl cried, screamed and
kept destroying her own drawings.
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Everything she had seen—
The happy faces of her classmates—they were all lies.
And the one who made them lies was no other than herself.

Asif out of her mind, she kept destroying her drawings—destroying her dream.

It all happened in mere seconds. But for the girl it felt like eternity.

In her distorted sense of time, the girl no longer thought of her past life as happy.
But as she got to the middle of the sketchbook, her hands stopped.

It was adrawing of her father and mother’ s faces.

Looking at the page with her family drawn on it, Akane at last realized something.

Even though she was shocked when she got to know what her father and grandfather did
at Awakusu-kai—she smply could not bring herself to hate her family.

“Akane? Akane! What happened! 7’
Having heard her daughter crying, her mother rushed into her room.

Akane did not know what to do. She ssmply dived into her mother’ s arms and kept crying.

The girl was blessed by the world.
But for her that bliss did not always mean happiness.
The girl went back to her normal life with a heart broken in places.

She knew that she was feeling more and more distant from her family, her father in
particular.

Mikiya, her father, seemed to have noticed that his daughter was aware of what he
actualy did for aliving. He kept trying to see how distant they had become, but that wasiit.

Everyday, she put on asmile at school in order to not show her real feelings to anyone.

She was shocked when she knew that the world around her was built upon layers of lies.
But it was even harder now that these lies were destroyed and replaced with redlity.
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Her classmates acted as Akane wanted them to. Akane acted as she was expected to in
front of the lying faces.

The world consisted of nothing but lies. Even shewasalie.

That was the world she had been blessed by.

Several months later—

The girl made up her mind to run away from home when she felt that she could not take it
any more.

She did not think it would do any good.

But if she went to a place where no one knew about her or the name Awakusu, her life
would probably change. That was what she believed.

She used her cell phone to look up the information she needed to run away from home.

After trying a couple of keywords, she had already found some sites that looked useful.

With shaking hands she posted on the discussion boards—

And aman with the handle “Nakura’ immediately came into active contact with her.

He answered Akane' s childish questions patiently and thoughtfully, always putting
himself in her shoes when he volunteered to be her counselor. It was perhaps only natural that

Akane, who did not know alot about the Internet and was too devastated at that time to remain
vigilant, gradually came to trust him.

After that, they agreed to meet offline. Akane did not lower her guard; she wanted to see
with her own eyes what kind of person “Nakura” was before she talked to him—

But the one who awaited her at the agreed meeting spot was a beautiful woman with long
hair.

As she edged closer, the woman with long hair smiled a bit and said, “Are you Akane-
chan? Nice to meet you, I’'m Nakura.”

The intellectua auraaround the woman surprised Akane. She stared with round eyes.

She never expected Nakura to be awoman to begin with.
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The woman was extremely kind, warming Akane’' s damaged heart with her words.
Probably overjoyed by the fact that Nakura was not a fearsome bad guy, Akane immediately
opened up to “Nakura’ and met with her several times afterwards.

After several meetings, she introduced a man to her.

“You said you wanted to run away from home?’

The young man who introduced himself as“lzaya’ told her that he was “Nakura’’s
colleague.

With “Nakura’, he often met with the girl and heard her out.

“Nakura’ and “lzaya’ broke into her heart in an incredible way. In the end, Akane began
to tell them what exactly had happened to her.

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Akane regretted it.

These people would definitely be afraid, too, when they heard the name Awakusu-kai.
Akane realized that her legs were shaking uncontrollably.

What should | do?

What should | do? What should | do, what should | do...

These people are going to be afraid of Dad and Grandpa, too.

But instead, she felt a gentle hand on her head.

“lzaya’ stroked her hair gently as he smiled softly at her and said, “It’saright. If | tell
you that I'm not afraid, | will belying...but Akane-chan isjust Akane-chan.”

The girl waslittle, and her heart was already damaged.

That one sentence was really all one needed to break into her heart through its leaks.

After that, “lzaya’ provided the girl with all sorts of information, sometimes giving her
links to special websites or teaching her ways to use her cell phonein ways one would not
normally use.

And one month after that—

Before she even realized it, the girl found herself running away from her home.
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“Before she even realized it” might sound like an exaggeration, but that was exactly how
it had felt.

Since the end of April the girl had never been home.

Every day, she would send a text message to her mother saying “1I’ m staying with afriend.
Don't worry.”

In thefirst few days, she did.
She stayed at Nakura s place.

She did not lie. The next day, “lzaya’ would take her to amanga cafe, and the day after
that they would go to a 24-hour family restaurant to let her make up for some sleep.

Akane did these things because “1zaya’ told her to.
But for Akane, it did not feel weird or unreasonable.
She felt like this was what she had originally wanted.

An environment in which no one thought of her asthe “ Daughter of Awakusu” and
everyone saw her as nobody but herself.

Of coursg, if asked whether she felt lonely from not being able to see her family, she
would not have said no.

But maybe, just maybe, her running away from home would make her father and
grandfather stop doing things that made people fear them.

She knew that things were never that ssimple. But her heart clang on to that little
“maybe’—and all thoughts of going back home were numbed.

Just as even that thought became not enough to hold her back, “1zaya’ told her something.

“...Do you not like your grandpa and your dad?’

Upon hearing the sudden question, Akane was reminded of the time when she was
destroying her drawings. Lowering her head, she answered in a quiet voice.

“...I don't know.”

“lzaya’ gave her akind smile and said, “It’s not up to me to judge you on that. Take your
time to figure that out until you know for sure.”
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But then his face suddenly darkened. In a serious tone, he said, “I can’'t guarantee that
your dad and your grandpa will till be aright by the time you figured that out, though.”

“Eh...?7

“Your dad and your grandpa are, well—just like you said you worried about—feared by a
lot of people, aren’'t they?’

“Y-Yes...”

Akane felt afraid not knowing where the conversation was heading. “lzaya’, however,
simply showed her a piece of paper.

On it she saw a blond-haired man dressed in black and white, his eyes hidden behind
sunglasses looking predatory like awolf’s.

“His name is Heiwajima Shizuo. People say he' s the most dangerous assassin in
Ikebukuro.”

“A-Assassin?’
The girl inhaled sharply at the ominous word.
“lzayd’, on the other hand, looked as serious as ever as he said the most unnerving words.

“He might already be after your dad’ s and your grandpa’ slives.”

“...1f I told you that, what would you do?’

The man’swords were far from a compelling force at this point.
It was ssmply a question.

But it was still apart of the string that pulled at the girl’ s heart.
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After that, the girl became trapped in the arena of conflict—

All the while till every bit as blessed by the world as she had always been since her birth.
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LOVEY-DOVEY PRATTLES OF AN
UNDERGROUND DOCTOR, V

Here. Have some tea while you' re waiting, Sir Shiki.

It s going to be aright. Nothing can possibly go wrong if you trust the task with Celty.
Please don’t keep making that sour face.

I’m not turning into an optimist; that | am not.

But either way, we can’t do anything until we know how things turn out. Waiting

somewhat more hopefully with alighter heart may help to relieve the burden of stress. After al,
“Bliss aways chooses the laughing families’, doesn’t it?

Anyway, | wasrelieved to know that what Sir Shiki had asked Celty to do this time was
nothing more than to be the bodyguard of a girl. Had you asked her to kill the ones who are
looking to kidnap that girl, however...then | don’t think Celty would have agreed to do the job at
all.

Celty chose to be a courier because she had no other choice. But even so, she' s still an
ordinary girl.

...En?

...Ah, right. Well, that’ s true.
You're definitely right.

Dullahans are death’ s heralds. Depending on the story-teller, they are sometimes also
seen as Grim Reapers who bring death themselves.

But it does not mean that they can kill people without blinking—that would be another
story entirely. People may see them as something close to Death or zombies, but you' re aware
that they are actually fae, right?
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...What kind of blood isin that tub? ...I’m curious now that you mentioned it.

Could be just tomato juice or something. You' |l be surprised how often reality works that
way.

Speaking of which, Sir Shiki, how come that you're so familiar with dullahans?

They say many gamblers* nowadays should bear the prefix “Intelli-"*. Are you one of
those Intelligamblers?

* Gamblers (bakuto): forerunners of yakuza emerging in the mid-Edo period. They were mainly involved in illegal
gambling. The term remains an alternative term for modern yakuza.

* Intelli- : “ Intelliyakuza” is aterm used to refer to members of modern yakuza that draw their income from
intelligence (thus the Intelli- prefix) and financial manipulation. Compared to the traditional yakuza they are less dependent on
physical violence.

Eh?
Ah, no. | wouldn’t call you people yakuza.
Isn't “yakuza” used in Three-Card Karuta* to refer to 8, 9 and 3—the worst card

combination? It would have been way too rudeif | called Shiki-san the worst card combination
when we' re talking face to face like this.

* Karuta: a Japanese card game.

Y ou say you wouldn’t mind, but | would.

But still, Shiki-san, I’'m not enough of an idealist to call you and your people
“chivarists’*.

* Chivalrist (ninkyo-mono): a term yakuza members use to refer to their own occupation.

| don’t really know about other groups, but in Awakusu-kai there are hardly any members
who are dauntlessness, never lay afinger on a non-yakuza, and never do or sell drugs. ...In short,
there smply aren’t that many real “chivalrists’ among you, are there?

Ah, Akabayashi-san may not look like it but he’ s actually one of those chivalrists?

But dtill, these are the exact thoughts that make me want to keep Celty from getting too
involved with you and your people. | hope you understand.

Myself? 1've long since given up on myself.

If | happen to blot my own copybook eternally at some point in the future, it will have
nothing to do with Celty.
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So after you' re finished sinking my body into the depths of Tokyo Bay, please don’t also
make Celty responsible for anything I may have done.

Thisis my persona request to you, Shiki-san, since you’ ve been an acquaintance of my
family since my father’s generation.

Tell Celty that these are my last words: “My soul is floating around you, Celty. L ook
around for it. We'll be together forever thisway, Celty.”

...Eh? Why are you sighing?

N-No no no, it s nothing like that!

| didn’t mean to make it sound asif | were planning to betray your trust so terribly that
you’ d have to finish me off!

...| apologize. My mistake for being insensitive.

Y our people didn’t even get the chance to leave their last words, did they?

...Please don’t stare at me like that.

| can’t stand sitting around doing nothing either when people who would do something

like that in Ikebukuro are on the loose.

...I"'m asking this out of my own personal curiosity. How did those three die?
?

What' s with this digital camera?

Ah, it has photos of the deceased in it?

| must delete them permanently once I’ ve seen them, right?

| see. If you'll excuse me...

...May they rest in peace.
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I’ ve gone through al of them.

Can | let you know my personal opinion about them?

| speak not so much as an underground doctor as | do as an old friend of Heiwajima
Shizuo's.

Whoever did this, it was not him.

...I’'m not trying to cover up for him.
Ashisfriend | want to believe that he’ sinnocent...but that’s only 30% of the reason.
It's not like Sir Shiki would be convinced by that done.

But yes, you can say that | have actual reasons for believing it was not him. Several of
them, in fact.

Let us assume that Shizuo was filled with rage to the point that he wanted to kill whoever
his opponent was.

The kind of insane rage that would make him want to kill three people in Awakusu-kai,
mind you.

But don’t the bodies of the deceased look alittle too tidy for that to you?

Take the body of the deceased who was rammed into the wall for example. Shizuo can
easly rip guardrails off with those arms of his. If it was indeed Shizuo who had rammed the
man’ s head into the wall with the intention of killing him—that isto say, without pulling his
punches—then the body would probably not be left with aface for you to recognize. In fact, |
wouldn’t be surprised to see a smashed skull instead.

The other bodies are also way too tidy.

It looks like they were indeed killed with bare hands.

But they are too extremely tidy.

It doesn’t ook like they even put up afight. They were your subordinates, weren't they?

Can that Heiwajima Shizuo really manage to kill three of them before they could put up any
resistance?
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It doesn’t look like he just happened to have gotten into afight with them and killed them
without meaning to, either. Apart from the one deceased stuck in the wall, there is a complete
lack of any signs of a struggle anywhere else in the room.

...Ontop of al that, | have no ideawhy he went to the building in the first place.

He didn’t say anything that even faintly suggested he might go there.

Shiki-san, | don’t think Heiwajima Shizuo’ s ever gotten into trouble with you or your
people either, has he?

...But if you were to ask me who it could be if not Shizuo, | would have no answer to
provide. It'snot like I’m the one to know who' s in trouble with Awakusu-kai and whao's not.

That’sright.

| do not know what kind of trouble Awakusu-kai isin right now. Neither do | planto
know.

Unlessit involves Celty, that is.

Celty was home for a split second yesterday. She took her spare helmet with her.
That means something must have happened to her original one.

It looks like Celty got involved in something fairly dangerous thistime.

Ah, no, I’'m not complaining to you, Shiki-san.

| am actually not too worried that anything bad would happen to Celty.

Celty is strong.

But till | don’t want to see her sad face.

Yes, her face.

Even if she has nothing above her neck, Celty till has aface. Or should | say
expressions?

| can more or less read her mood from her body language and the ways in which her
shadows move around her. But I'm probably the only one.

In short, Celty istoo good-natured.
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Even if her own body is not hurt, she would feel very sad if anyone she knows gets
injured.

She may be already empathizing with Awakusu-san’s little princess.

Though she has not even met her, Celty would look unhappy at the mere mention of
children dying.

It didn’t use to be that way. But Celty’ s changed alot in the recent years.

Through her contact with different people she might have become more like a human
being.

| personally have never been into that kind of ethics, so | don't think I’ve really been
influenced that much.

Anyway ...
Celty may be more kindhearted than even the average human being.

When an average human being helps another for nothing in return, they may hesitate after
calculating the costs of the task and the risks it poses to their social status or personal safety.

But Celty has hardly anything like that to put on the “other end of the balance”.

She haslost even her own head. The only things |eft to lose are probably her pride and
her life free from guilt. To safeguard her pride and her guilt-free life, she would choose to help
people. So these things would actually end up adding to the “help people” end of the balance.

That’s what’ s so awesome about her.

At least | can’t say that | have ahuman heart like hers.

Celty’ sturning into a more and more splendid woman recently. She's already way too
good for me.

That’swhy | wouldn’t let anyone else have her. Neither would | ever want to make her
sad. An underground doctor like me would never be good enough for Celty. But still I'm inlove
with her.

Weéll, of course life would just betoo good if she could include my name in the list of
“things left to lose”.

...Hm?
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...Shiki-san? Sir Shiki?

...Don’'t tell me you fell adeep.

You just don’t have anything to say to that? Ah, | see. That’stotally fine.

It would bother me moreif you could understand. If you were able to understand what |
just said, it would mean that you aso understand what an awesome woman Celty is, making you
my rival inlove.

Anyway, thisisjust how Celty islike. Please rest assured.

Once she finds Awakusu Akane-chan, she' s going to make absolutely sure that nothing

happens to her.

She will, even if Awakusu-kai cancels their request right at this minute.
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CHAPTER 5

EVERYTHING IS SOLVED AND DETONATED

Oriharalzaya was walking down a street in Northern Kantou.

He was on his way to another train station on another line. Around him countless families
swarmed the streets; it was Golden Week.

His gaze was fixed on his cell phone.

It looked like he had to keep an eye on something on the screen. However, he was able to
walk without bumping into anyone despite how crowded these streets were.

The display on the screen appeared to be a certain chatroom.
“Bakyurd’, “Kyo” and “Mai” were leaving the chat one after another.

Watching this with the corner of his mouth curled into a twisted smile, 1zaya said quietly to
himself, “—About time.”

He pressed the power button on the cell phone and shut down the internet mode.

But suddenly the cell phone started to ring, signaling a call from someone.

The name displayed was “Kida Masaomi”.

BINGO ¢

Flicking hisfinger quickly at the screen, |zaya extended his finger towards the TALK
button.

“Hello.”

“...Hello.”

“Yah, it'syou. What’s up? Dialing me up all of asudden. | thought we were already done

talking this morning. Or are you dowly faling in love with my voice? If that’ s indeed the reason,
your love would be atad too heavy on my shoulders. Quite frankly, | don’t have the time to
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provide you with comfort either. How about you go to Saki-chan instead? I’ m sure she'll drown
you with the comfort you need.”

“1 don't have timeto listen to your unimaginative jokes.”
“What happened? Why are you sounding so angry?’

|zaya' s provocative chattering tone was met with afurious voice coming from the other end
of theline.

“What did you say to Mikado...?’

“What are you talking about?’

“Y ou were the one who used my handle to fool everyone in the chatroom, weren’t you?”’

“Do you have any proof?’

“The only one who would do something like that is you.”

“Could be one of Kyo-san and Mai-san’s little conspiracies. And you never really know if
there' sadark sideto Setton-san or not. Asfor Saika-san, she has her record of spamming the

chatroom to00.”

“Say whatever you want to say. Y ou trying to distract me with these speculations instead of
just saying ‘No’ is definite proof initself.”

“1 don't think the jury would buy that, though. But never mind, I’m going to let you pass
thistime. So yes, it was me who used your handle to trick everyone else. Really, it took a hell ot
of effort trying to imitate the way you usually behaved in front of people.”

“...What did you say...to Mikado?’

“Why are you so sure that | must have said something to Mikado-kun? | saw you talking to
Kyo-san and Mai-san just now. They never mentioned anything about Tanaka Taro-kun talking
to ‘you’, did they?’

“1 can’t imagine that the human being named Orihara |zaya would impersonate me online
for any other purpose. If you were trying to set me up, you would have had many offline courses
of action to choose from.”

“Well, that istrue. So what are you planning to do about it?’

“Answer my question...”
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“1 wish we had the time for that. Don’t you have any clue what’ s going on in Ikebukuro
right now?’

“...Huh?

“Ahh, | see. Since you had that trouble with Dollars you just shut down all channels of
information. Well, | guessyou'll just have to deal with it.”

“What are you talking about...? What' s going on in Ikebukuro right now?’

“If you really want to know, why not just call Mikado-kun and ask him?”

“...Izayarsan, you...”

“Itisn't hard, isit? You and Mikado-kun are best friends. Just call him and say everything
you need to say over the phone. Oriharalzayais acomplete bastard. The one in the chatroom last
night was not me; it was him, that impostor. Forget whatever he said to you...... stuff like that.
Though I’'m guessing it’ s already alittle bit late for that. But anyway, just let him hear your voice.
It would be good enough. Even if it’sonly for the sake of the precious friendship that till
connects you.”

“...Please cut it out.”

“Mikado-kun seems like he' s still trying to figure out what you would think about him.
Redlly, he cares too much about others at timesthat it’s sort of an incorrigible disease. But then
that’ s what makes him worthy of respect. Just like sheep for the sacrifice.”

“I'TOLD YOU TOCUT IT OUT—"

|zaya ended the call the moment he heard Masaomi yelling from the other end of the line.

“l don't like being yelled at. Plusl’m amost at the train station...”

Upon arriving at the station at which he was going to board his connecting train, 1zaya took
the extratrouble to buy aticket despite the fact that he had arechargeable card on him. He
headed for the platform.

After looking up at the estimated time of arrival for the next train, 1zaya went back to
playing with his cell phone, checking his text messages one by one.

“Let’ssee. It'sgoing to be no funif Dollarsisn’t fighting back even ateeny little bit.”

Muttering these words to himself, 1zaya took a second cell phone out of his breast pocket.
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He began to pressits keys—

—With fingertipsfilled to the brim with amalicious intent and a twisted love towards
humans.

I
One hour ago, in front of agirls school
Under an overpass that was part of the Metropolitan Expressway, a major road cut across
the space between the Ikebukuro Train Station and Sunshine City.

On one side stood a girls' school. In front of the school gate two men confronted each other.

One of them was a severe looking young man wearing a thin knit cap. The other was a
young man wearing a straw hat, his face and one arm wrapped in bandages.

The two young men stood facing each other. However, Rokujou Chikage—the injured
one—was grinning rather fearlessly while Kadota Kyohei—the one in the knit cap—Ilooked
sullen as he stared at his opponent.

“...You bastard.”

A message had just reached Kadota via his cell phone.

On itsdisplay screen he sawv—

—An emergency notice telling him that Dollars members were being attacked throughout
I kebukuro.

“No...you bastards, what have you come here for?’

“Nothing. Just thought we should pay you back for the fights you hard-sold us.”*

* Hard-sold: the Japanese expression for “ picking a fight” trandatesliterally into “ selling a fight” —thus Chikage’'s
wordplay here.

Chikage laughed as he answered while Kadota fixed him with a sharp glare.
“1 don’t need your change. Just take whatever | give you, would ya?’
“Y ou mean you came here to avenge the folks Shizuo and | beat up recently in this city? If

that’ s the reason, then you' ve got it all wrong. | didn’t do it on Dollars behalf. It was a
completely personal act; | did it because | wanted to.”
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Kadota kept his stare fixed on his opponent, watching out for unusual soundsin his
surroundings as well as the way his opponent’ s gaze moved. The man in front of him could be
nothing more than a decoy; he had to be careful in case there were people waiting to ambush him
from behind or from the sides.

But so far he had seen only ordinary passers-by.

Some of them turned to look curioudly at the two men standing opposite each other and
talking in the middle of the sdewalk. As soon as they realized that these two were gangsters of
some sort, however, they backed off immediately asif they had been burned.

Chikage rested his back against the wall outside the girls' school, his eyes narrowing to a
smile in-between the bandages.

“About that—we were the ones at fault, so we don’t hold any grudge against you. | do think
that Heiwajima Shizuo kind of overdid it, though, so | went to him to protest personally.”

“...Ah. So the injury on your face...that was Shizuo?’
“Beat me out of shape, that one. What exactly is he? The Archdevil or something?’

Laughing a hollow laugh and sighing, Chikage questioned Kadota while playing with the
brim of his straw hat.

“Anyway. That matter’ s aready finished. But do you know what you Dollars bastards did
back in Saitama?’

H?1
“...Ah, lookslike you don't.”

As Kadota frowned, Chikage retracted his smile dightly and began to talk in an emotionless
voice.

“What a bunch of fortunate folks you are—not even knowing what the rest of your gang is
doing!”

“Had they only targeted the people in my gang, | still would have let them off the hook
since we kind of overdid it in Ikebukuro awhile back and all...but guess what? One of my
people had a younger brother who just happened to be with them, and your people didn’t even
leave that kid alone. How am | supposed to sit around not doing anything about that?’
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Chikage flexed his neck audibly and spoke in an assertive voice as he lifted his back off the
wall.

“It doesn’t end here. Our motorbikes got burned. Even our team logo got vandalized. | mean,
‘DARAAZU'’ in hiragana? Y ou could have just sprayed the words ‘we want afight’ outright
instead. How long do you think it took usto paint that logo? We did it in that obscure little place
because we didn’t want it to get erased, man. Thank you very much for taking the trouble to seek
it out.”

“Even if you tell me all this, it’s not like there’ sanything | can do about it. Also technically
speaking you were the ones who vandalized that place first, you know.”

“...Ah, well. That’'strue. Our bad.”
Chikage broke into an involuntary smile as Kadota pointed out the contradiction in histalk.

“1 never expected to get lectured on moral matters by a Dollars member. You, Sir, are a
pleasure.”

“S0? What exactly brings you to me? Aren’t you Toramaru’s head?’

His cell phone rang again, indicating a new message.

Kadota kept his glare on the man right in front of him, never moving amuscle on hisface.
“If it s not for revenge for what | did in Ikebukuro, then why did you come to meet me?’
“Aren’'t you like one of Dollars' s bosses or something?’

“What?’

Give me a break. Snce when did people start circulating such nonsense?

Kadota stood there unable to think of anything to say. Chikage, on the other hand, did no
more beating around the bush as he asked:

“Who is Dollars s boss, and where is he?’
WEell, that wasn't a surprise question.
Kadota sighed dlightly as he began to realize that the situation he found himself in was far

more troublesome than what he had expected—not only because he had an opponent right in
front of his eyes, but also because of what it meant for Dollars as awhole.
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“If you can talk directly to that guy, get him here fast, would ya?’
“I have no idea.”
“Come on. There' sno need to be so cold, isthere?’

“It’ s nothing like that...I told you | got no ideawho Dollars bossis.”

Chikage was the one to freeze this time upon hearing Kadota' s curt reply.
What?

Serioudy, there’ s no way he could be telling the truth when he said he didn’t know who his
boss was.

But then again, when | searched the Internet nothing seemed to come up either ...
“Don’t try to mess with me. That just can’'t be true.”

“Y ou—are you familiar with locusts?’

“Are you messing with me again?’

“Just listen. Locusts sometimes move in swarms, don’'t they? Tens, hundreds of thousands
would fly together eating up everything in every rice or whesat field in their path. Well, we're
talking about locusts, so it could be even tens or hundreds of millions. Who knows.”

Kadota turned his shoulders and put one hand on the wall outside of the girls school as he
spoke. Both of them were on the edge of the sidewak now, making it easier for other people to
walk by. In thisway, they almost became part of the natural pedestrian traffic. The passers-by no
longer paid attention to what they were saying to each other.

“Say, would the locusts know which one of them isthe leader? | don’t even know if there's
aleader like an ant queen or bee queen in each swarm to begin with. There kind of isaleader in
Dollars, but I don’'t know his name. Neither have | ever received his orders.”

“Which means Dollarsis not like ahive of bees or ants. We're more like a swarm of locusts
or aschool of fishinthesea. To put it moresmply ...Ah, | may be stretching the concept alittle
bit, but you can think of us asa country or an ethnicity of people. Which makes what you're
doing right now kind of like an air raid or aterrorist attack...since you don’t bother to
discriminate between ordinary citizens and the culprits.”
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Kadota finished his introduction to the nature of Dollars with a sarcastic remark and waited
for his opponent’ s reaction, yet—

“1’m not so sure about that.”
The corners of Chikage's mouth relaxed somewhat as he objected.

“Aren’t most people in Dollars because they wanted to be? If anything, you guys are more
like acircle or club of some sort.”

“...Maybe.”

“When someone in a sports club gets himself into a scandal, others may get involved as
well, and eventually the whole team has to be placed on suspension...these things happen alot,
don’'t they? Whether they should place entire teams on suspension for that is another story. My
point is, you guys would be total dickheadsif you tell people you' re Dollars members and don’t
expect something like that to happen to you one day.”

With reciprocating sarcasm, Chikage provoked his opponent back.

Kadota, however, broke into a smile for the first time upon hearing him. In a soft voice, he
muttered, “Y eah, you'reright.”

“What?’

“Being part of agang, basking in its power, and then just going ‘1 have no ideawhat’ s
happening. That's all. Goodbye.” when something like this is happening to your gang? Nah, |
don’'t think so either. Well, at least | am prepared to deal with whatever comes my way... | can’t
just laugh and think they deserve it when other members in my gang are being attacked without
realizing what on earth they did to merit something like this.”

Kadota sighed in some sort of resignation as he continued to mutter as if to himself.

Chikage, realizing that Kadota was starting to give off a different vibe, turned his body to
face his opponent and asked in aserious voice, “...What are you talking about?’

Kadota, on the other hand, was wearing a small grin as he said emphatically:

“I’m saying: challenge accepted.”

“...Huh!”

Chikage' s face brightened at his opponent’ s words, laughter escaping his throat
involuntarily.
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“Awesome. You're just awesome. Old-fashioned but in agood way. You' re more like a
banchou* than ateamer*.”

* Banchou: literally “ boss’ , “ banchou” isused to refer to leaders of juvenile delinquent groupsin the Showa era.
Compared to “ teamers’ , a banchou is considered to have more backbone and principles, especially in that they're not afraid to
fight alone. In Durarara!!, a teenage Orihara | zaya comments that Kadota Kyohel is the school’s* ura-banchou” (Shadow Boss)
and Heiwajima Shizuo the “ omote-banchou” (Light Boss).

* Teamer: aterm for “ gangster” coined in 1992 to refer to gang members who vandalize and harass in groups. It started
out as a derogatory term (since lacking the courage to fight alone is considered cowardice in Japanese culture), but gradually
acquired a more neutral character.

“We'll be attracting too much attention here. Let’s go somewhere else.”

Chikage kept smiling as he shook his head at Kadota.

“That won't be necessary.”

“What?’

“It’ s gonna be over in one second.”

Before he finished the sentence, Chikage had already sprung off the ground.

It was the same move he had used on Heiwgjima Shizuo: he used the guardrail as his
springboard to leap forward.

Only thistime it was not adrop kick, but rather akick delivered with the blade of hisfoot as
he tilted his body sideways.

Thetip of Chikage'sright foot went straight for Kadota' s temple.

The next second, however, the perfectly-timed kick was met with only thin air when
everything seemed to suggest that it was going to hit the target.

Kadota swayed his body to dodge the foot just before it threatened to hit him, stepping back
to wait for his opponent to land.

The passers-by stopped dead in their tracks at the sight of the young man performing a
jump-kick at people. Hastily, they backed off asfar away from the duo as possible.

“How many hours arein your ‘one second’, exactly?’ Kadota muttered.
Taking notice of the commotion around them, he made the same proposal to Chikage again.

“Let’sgo somewhere else.”
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“...0K.

Chikage, too, had probably realized that Kadota was an experienced fighter from his moves
just moments ago.

It seemed like he had given up on acting like arecalcitrant child. Even though Kadota had
turned his back to him, Chikage still followed him quietly to find a new place to fight as Kadota
had suggested.

But are there any places close by where we can have a fight undisturbed?

There' s a police station around here somewhere...also a shrine and a park. But when | was
here with My Honeys yesterday all of these places were full of people, at least in the daytime...

Maybe he'll lead me to a rooftop somewhere? Chikage thought as he began to walk.

But after they had walked to Tokyu Hands and were just about to turn onto 60-Story Street,
Kadota raised his hand at the taxi stop on the crossing.

Without hesitation, Kadota pulled open the door and climbed in.

Turning to a stunned Chikage, he asked asif confused.

“What’ s wrong? Just hop in.”

“We'retaking acab?’ Chikage murmured, asif he could think of nothing else to say.
Kadota laughed hollowly and replied, “I’m the one with ajob, so I'll pay. Don’t you even

worry.”

IR
Back side of the sports gear warehouse, Second Ground, Raira Academy
Situated not too far away from the Ikebukuro Station but treed and lawned, the Second
Ground was a piece of property of Raira Academy.
Though the main campus also had its own sporting grounds, the baseball, soccer, and

lacrosse clubs used to have a hard time sharing the limited space available. That was why some
of the sports clubs now preferred to come to the Second Ground to practice instead.
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The Ground seemed to be in use by the Kabaddi club and the girls' soccer club right at that
moment. Even inside the sports gear warehouse outside the grounds there were voices shouting
“Kabaddi Kabaddi Kabaddi...” and girls laughing, sounding strange yet lively.

At one corner of the Second Ground, Chikage opened his mouth, sounding impressed.

“...1 never thought there would be this kind of place in the center of Ikebukuro.”

Around the warehouse, trees had been planted, making it look like a small park. Between
the fence and the warehouse there was quite a bit of space, and no one would see what was going
on here from the other side of the warehouse.

Kadota stretched his armsin preparation of afight as Chikage continued to ook around.

“They were planning to build a second warehouse here, that’ s why. But guess after they put
the first one to use, they realized that a second one wasn't needed after all.”

“How come you know this place so well?’

“I"'man aum.”

Kadota laughed in dlight self-deprecation and continued to speak.

“Thiswas one of the fighting spots back when | was at school. Folks from other high
schools used to lie al around this place after they were beaten up by Shizuo. The trees cast anice
shade over your head, too. Wouldn't be abad place to take a nap.”

“So that’ s why you want me to put you to some good sleep here. | see.”

“Thank you, but no. Raira Academy’ s grown much more peaceful than before. This placeis
more of a dating spot now for couples who want a quiet place to make out at night.”

“That’s great to hear. I'll bring My Honeys over to make out sometime.”
The duo laughed aloud as they faced each other.
When the laughter died down, their faces turned serious at the same time.

“Should we start? Isit OK to not use that weapon you have under your clothes? [sn’t that a
short wooden katana or something?’

Chikage, upon hearing Kadota’ s question, reached for that “something” hidden under his
shirt and replied, “Hm? Ah, so you noticed.”
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“Yeah, | did when you jump-kicked at me. You'realready injured. It sonly fair that you're
at least allowed to use a weapon against me.”

“That’swhat | should be saying to you. Want me to lend you my weapon to equalize the
chances, old man?’

“I’m not even 25 yet, kid.”
Simple and straightforward provocations were exchanged, until—

—Without warning, the duo charged straight towards each other.
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Fistsfell likerain and the dull sound of flesh being beaten against flesh was added to the
shouts of “Kabaddi” and girls laughter. But little did they know.

That Dollars was, literally, everywhere in Ikebukuro.

Asfor Kadota, he did not even know that he was indeed considered one of Dollars's
“bosses’.

That was why they did not notice.
A message had aready been sent from the cell phone of the manager of the girls' soccer

club—aDollars member—to every Dollars member within Ikebukuro.

[ 1just saw Dollars' s Kadota-san walking to the back side of Raira’ s Second Ground! The
person he was with looked dangerous. | think he might be one of the gangsters who are attacking
Dollars members in Ikebukuro right now! If they do start fighting, | don’t think Kadota-san will
lose, but I'm still worried! \(><)/ ]

Attached considerately to the message was a photo of the duo walking shoulder to shoulder.

I

Same time, an abandoned factory in Tokyo

“...Honestly, what aroyal nuisance they’ ve been.”

Aoba sighed heavily in the abandoned factory after Mikado had left with Celty.

The commotion had died down completely. Around the boy hisfellow Blue Square
members stood there laughing. Around these people men in tokko-fuku and leather jackets lay

motionless on the ground.

Toramaru’s men were al lying unconscious. Around them blood-stained steel pipes and
broken chunks of logs rolled around in a haphazard fashion.

The delinquents still standing were not miraculously unhurt, either; they also got their fair
share of theinjuries.

Aoba himself had a scratch on his face in addition to the blood dripping from the corner of
his mouth.
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But he looked calm and composed when he talked to his fellow members around himina
voice that sounded asif nothing of value was|ost.

“Good, it's great to see you al aive and well. Really, you guys are made of such tough
materialsthat it’ s kind of awaste.”

He sounded completely different now than when he was talking to Mikado just afew
moments ago.

The youths around him replied, laughing, to the boy’ s appreciation peppered with sarcasm.
“Heheh. Piece of cake. | told yathey were weak.”

“Neko, that doesn’'t sound very convincing when you say it with blood coming out of your
head.”

“Nah. It’sjust tomato juice. Heheh.”

“But then we'rereally lucky that Y atsufusa’ s not here.”

“Had he come here he might have been dead.”

“Such asickly one.”

“And amidget, too.”

“Speaking of which, that Mikado-sempal, isn’'t he kind of amidget too?’

“That’ strue. Aoba, I’ ve never seen him before, but are you sure he' sreally the one who
made Dollars?’

“You're not trying to make fools of all of us, areya, Aoba?’
“If heis, we'll kill him!” “ And take his girlfriends!”

“Huh? Aoba’s got girlfriends?’

“Y ou don’'t remember? Those twin sisters.”

“...Kill him! Kill him right now!”

“Calm down.”

“Aobatriesto look tough, but he's gonna diefor real ‘ cause most of the blows do get him.”
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“That suitsusjust fine.” “Heheh.”
“...It'struethat Kururi and Mairu kissed me, but they’ re not my girlfriends or anything...”
“1 remember now! Kill him!”

“They’re aready on first-name terms! 7’ “How close are you with them you bastard! 7" “Kill
him!” “Diel”

Aobaignored his fellow members as they began to clamor nonsensically. Instead he looked
at the youths around him with a cold face.

“If Mikado-sempai isamidget to you, ain’t | amidget too?’

Aoba muttered in an emotionless voice. A man in aleather jacket groaned and struggled to
get back on hisfeet. Noticing his moves, Aoba edged closer to the man.

“But then, it’s probably because Mikado-sempai has never been in afight.”

Carrying on with his own talk, Aoba kicked the man mercilessly in the face with hisknee as
the man moved to get up.

The man fell back into unconsciousness before a cry could escape his throat. Aoba put one
foot on the man’ s back and continued on in aflat voice.

“Maybe that’ s exactly why Sempai was able to make something like Dollars.”

“l don't get it.” “Forget it, the only one who gets Aoba’ s disgusting sense is that
Y atsufusa.”

“But isn't he a perfect match for those crazy twins?’ “Kill him!”

“That line gets old, Y oshikiri. Can’t you think of adifferent combo?’ “Die, you!” “Ah, a
cockroach!” “Catch it!” “Fry it!” “Isthe bet still on?” “Can’t you think of adifferent combo?’
“Cockroach combo?’ “...” “...” *...Urgh!!”

Several delinquents ran out of the factory looking like they needed to puke at the
imagination.

Aoba continued to think as his fellow members continued their pointless banter.
How did they found out about this place?

Aoba considered this quietly as he looked down icily at the bousouzoku he had under his
foot.
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Should | interrogate him? ...But they're not the kind to spit out what they know about their
fellow members easily.

Did Orihara lzaya give them the information...or am| thinking too much into it?
No. When it comes to things concerning him, it’ s better to think more than necessary.

Aoba’ s cell phone rang again, indicating a new message as these thoughts took over in his
mind.

Hisfellow members cell phones aso rang at the same time. It looked like another text
message had been sent to the Dollars mailing list.

The message was about Kadota, a famous Dollars member, being seen walking to Raira’s
Second Ground with a strange-looking man.

If the police ever decide to do something about Dollars, this mailing list will be our Achilles
heel.

...But did Mikado-sempai make this mailing list? When | looked it up it seemed like one of
the members had thisidea and just went ahead to make thislist. If that’ s the case, they probably
won'’t find out about Mikado-sempai.

Aoba continued to juggle such thoughts on his mind as he clicked on the photo attached to
the message.

Hm? Thisis...

Aoba “humph”-ed and considered this for amoment as he saw the man next to Kadota on
the photo.

Toramaru’s leader.
Are they talking to each other about making peace? ...Doesn’t look like it.

“Guys, who'd like to go to Second Ground, hide himself behind the bushes and find out
what’ s going on there?’

Upon hearing Aoba’ s words, a delinquent with hishair dyed light brown replied:
“Ill go.”

“Thanks, Gin. We're counting on you.”
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The boy named Gin walked towards a corner of the factory.

As he approached the motorbike parked there, he mounted it expertly.

“Hang on, don’'t tell me you're stealing it?’

“Comeon. | noticed it just amoment before...”

The brown-haired boy named Gin laughed as he began to play around with the motorbike.

Starting the engine in a cheerful spirit, he said:

“It’ s till got the key in the keyhole, you see?’

Seeing their fellow member racing the engine of the abandoned motorbike, the youths
whistled and cheered at their luck.

“Wait...wait aminute. Get off, Gin.”

No one had tried to stop him from stealing the motorbike. But Aoba aone seemed to think
that it was too reckless an act and ordered him to dismount.

“What the hell, Aoba. Y ou're not the type who goes around telling people stealing is not a
good thing to do.”

“Aren’t you the type who would tell usto pick up whatever’s without an owner in such a
factory?’

“But thenitisillegal to steal.” “Ah? Really?’ “Of course.” “Even if you pick up abike from
alandfill the cops will arrest you. You don’'t know that?’ “For real!?” “Scary! Bikes are scary!”

The conversation carried on without any continuity to speak of. Aoba, meanwhile, was
taking his time to examine the motorbike—

And realized that ablack thread had been attached to its rear.

?

What isthis?

The thread felt different from all kinds of fibers Aoba had known to date.

It was completely black asif it were a shadow that had taken a three-dimensional form. It
felt smooth like nylon on his hand, but it reflected none of the light nylon would.
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The thread extended from the rear of the motorbike till all the way out of the factory.
Thislooks like the rider suit the Black Motorbike wears.

“...0i, Gin. I'll tell you what. These Toramaru guys should have their motorbikes parked
somewhere outside the factory. Go snatch one of those.”

“Huh? Why? What’ s wrong with this one?’
His fellow members|ooked at him puzzled. Aobathought back on their encounter with the

Black Motorbike and announced his next move.

“I’m going to reel thisthread in. | wonder where it’' s going to take me.”

I

Skydeck on therooftop of Sunshine Building, Ikebukuro

Sunshine 60 was once the tallest building in Japan.

Though it had since passed the illustrious title to Shinjuku’ s Metropolitan Building, it
continued to serve as alandmark to the city of 1kebukuro.

Even within Sunshine City, with its great selection of entertainment facilities—including an
aguarium and an indoor theme park—the panorama still stood out as a popular tourist attraction.

Above the panorama was a skydeck open to tourists only during weekends and holidays like
the Golden Week. In a corner of the skydeck, a man in a bartender suit stood at hisleisure as he
viewed the city.

“...Wonder if | can seek that flea out using these binoculars...not likely, | guess.”

Shizuo, who was on the run from the Awakusu-kai men, made sure that he had thrown them
off track before climbing straight to the Sunshine Building' s skydeck.

He had chosen to come here because, compared to running somewhere with no one else
around, it would be harder for the Awakusu-kai men to try anything if he came to a place where
everyone could be looking. Furthermore, this place also had an advantage over department stores
in that were anyone to come after him, he would be able to see them. But till thiswas not a
place he could stay for long periods of time.

Anyway. Doesn’'t ook like they’ re calling the police or anything.
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Shizuo considered things like these in his mind as he cooled his heated body in the wind.
S0. Where to go next?

The Awakusu-kai people are probably going to the company and Tom-san now.

Kasuka' s apartment? Shinra’s place? Neither feels like the right place to go.

..Serew it.

It'sall because | fell for |zaya’ strick. Now I’m getting my colleagues, family, and friendsin
danger, too.

As this thought struck him, Shizuo grew mad at himself for having fallen so easily for such
acrude trick.

The splendid city view laid itself bare before him. Shizuo looked down upon it and
continued to think.

Ah, Celty should be able to ride that motorbike all the way up here without a problem. If
worst comes to worst, | can probably just ask that courier to bring me Izaya up here.

The thought flashed in hismind for a second before he realized that he would be getting
Celty into all the trouble he was in. He got rid of the thought immediately.

Also, | would be giving the skydeck staff a world of trouble if | beat 1zaya up here and threw
him off the deck. No, just no.

The man whose very existence defied common sense tiptoed in aweird way within the
bounds of common sense in his head as he continued to think about his next step.

Though the entire Awakusu-kai was after him, he could not risk sending any of their men
flying into the air because that would only further convince them that he was the killer. If that
was to happen, Awakusu-kai would amost surely finish him off at all costs.

Had it just been him versus Awakusu-kai, he would have risked it. But if Awakusu-ka were
to take his brother or any of hisfriends hostage, which they probably would...

It’s even possible that they would try to do things to that Akane girl just because she was
seen with me.

Shizuo, having no idea that she was actually Awakusu-kai’ s VIP, began to worry about the
girl who had tried to kill him.
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But to let himself be captured without being able to prove his innocence was not an option
either. The one who held the proof of hisinnocence was probably none other than Orihara | zaya.

Did he kill those three men? ...Not likely.

There' s no way that 1zaya would have had strong enough armsto kill those three men bare-
handed like that. First of all, why on earth would he want to make such total enemies of the
Awakusu-kai folksin thefirst place?

If he didn’t do it himself, then he must have gotten the information beforehand that someone
else was going to do it and tricked me into going there on purpose...

FUCK THAT BASTARD AND HIS CONVOLUTED PLANS

Fighting back his own rage again, Shizuo considered heading straight for |zaya's hideout in
Shinjuku.

If that notice had been fake, in that apartment he would at least find clues as to where 1zaya
might be, if not 1zaya himself.

If he could negotiate with Awakusu-kai and offer those to them, the tables would be turned
and they would be after 1zaya instead.

If 1 had my way | would rather beat him up and sink himinto the depths of Tokyo Bay with
my own hands. But well, he deserves that, too.

Other people will probably be in danger if | don’t do it right away.

Having made up his mind, Shizuo was about to leave the rooftop when he heard his text
message ringtone again.

Speaking of which, it rang several timeswhile | wastrying to get Awakusu-kai off my tail.

As Shizuo checked his text messages for the first time in the day, information flooded into
his brain.

Dollarsis being attacked...?

Hang on, don't tell me Awakusu-kai’ s attacking Dollars because of what happened with
me!?

Shizuo hastened through all of his text messages. It did not seem like that was the case.

A bousouzoku gang from Saitama was randomly attacking whoever claimed themselves to
be Dollars members in Ikebukuro.
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...A gang fight?

Ever since high school, Shizuo had been through more of those than he cared to remember.
He decided that it was probably nothing compared to the current situation he wasin. But just as
he shifted the focus back on his own dilemma—

The timing of all thisis uncanny.

It could all have been a coincidence. But still, too much had happened to him in these past
two days. As he considered this, he could not help but notice how strange it was that so many
troublesome happenings took place out of the blue in Ikebukuro—and especially around him.

The second to last message had a photo attached to it.

“This...isn't thisRaira s Second Ground?’

He used to be called out reluctantly to fight people from other high schools, and this was
often the place of choice. In thisfamiliar place he saw two people he was aso familiar with.

Kadota and...ah, the one who came to me the day before yesterday.
Tom-san said that he was the head of Toramaru or something like that.
Theinjuries | gave him couldn’t have healed this quickly. He' s a tough one indeed.

As he thought back on the fight he had with the young man, Shizuo considered the situation
again with a cool head.

So Toramaru’ s the ones attacking Dollars?
But then that Chikage guy didn’t look like he was that difficult to be reasoned with.
Well, if Kadota' sonit, it's gonna be taken care of somehow.

Shizuo thought optimistically as he went on to click open the most recent text message—

Hisface fdl.

...Thisis disgusting.

Shizuo’ s expression changed dramatically.
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This was nothing like his rage towards | zaya or towards his own stupidity. It was a
completely different kind of rage.
The sender of that text message was “Nakura’.

Written in the text message was, under thetitle “ IMPORTANT INFORMATION!"—

I

Underground parking lot, an apartment building on Kawagoe Highway

A giant shadow leaped into the quiet underground parking lot.
Well done! Well done! Thank you.
Celty patted the headless horse on the back appreciatively and parked the chariot in a corner.

Apparently everyone had driven their cars away for Golden Week. There was not asingle
vehiclein sight in the parking lot.

Celty released Mikado and Anri from the shadow seat-belts and put Awakusu Akane's feet
back on the ground.

Thelittle girl looked blank more than anything. Her frame trembled as she made a step
forwards, and her body threatened to gave away.

Oops, are you alright?

Celty caught the girl before she fell. But Akane was shaking terribly.

...Wdll, | can hardly blame her.

A suspicious creature that spewed shadow from its body had suddenly tied her to its back
and drove a chariot like crazy on the Ikebukuro streets. Though Akane could hardly have been
paying attention, Celty even took the desperate measure to make temporary archways out of her
shadow to drive through red traffic lights twice on their way here.

If | put my mind toit, | can doit.

Celty was extremely satisfied with her own performance. She was not sure whether she

would succeed, but fortunately none of the cars that had hit their brakes at the sight of her
shadow archway ran into any accidents. Celty wasrelieved.
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The hard part was getting them into this underground parking lot.

It was during the daytime and it was Golden Week. The chariot was bound to turn heads
even if she did not want it to.

Were she to ignore the looks from the crowd and return straight to her own apartment, the
police and the media would almost certainly be after her. She was usually able to avoid being
seen, but with the chariot it was close to impossible.

Then Celty had an idea. Before making her way into the apartment, she turned into a narrow
alleyway. Once she had made sure that no one could see them, she made the body of a black van
out of her shadow and hid the chariot inside.

Were anyone to look closdly, they would of course have been found out. But from afar, the
shadow simply looked like a strange, big van. That was how Celty was able to drive them into
the underground parking lot before anyone noticed.

[It's OK, Akane-chan. I’'m on your side, so don’t worry.]

Having no idea how many kanji akid like Akane could read, Celty chose to type everything
in hiragana on her PDA before she showed it to Akane.

At first Akane was shaking from head to foot in fear, but after she saw what was on the
PDA, shefinaly relaxed somewhat and said to Celty, “Onii-san, are you a good person...?’

[It'snot “onii-san”, it’s “ onee-san” .]

Akane, looking surprised, began to nod her head in apology.

“I"m sorry! Onee-san!”

[It'sOK. | don't mind.]

Akane seemed to feel relieved at Celty’ sreply as she raised her face dowly—

At the sight of the headless horse, however, she let out a small gasp and hid herself behind
Anri.

Ah, my bad.

Celty looked back at her partner and realized that the sight of a headless horse was till too
much for a child.

And—
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HmM?

The headless horse began to rustle at Akane' sterrified sound. It moved to the back side of
the chariot and sank to the ground as if trying to conceal its headlessness from sight.

Ah, Shooter, are you feeling de ected?

Shooter, probably smarter than the average horse, looked asif he knew that Akane was
afraid of hislooks. He could hardly be blamed for feeling dejected when someone he had worked
so hard to bring here was so afraid of him.

In fact, the way his headless neck hung from its base right now was the perfect illustration
of “crestfallen”.

Celty hastened to stroke the horse' s back as she typed words onto the PDA with her other
hand. After she was done typing, she walked over to Akane again and showed the PDA to the
scared girl.

[There’ s nothing to be afraid of, Akane-chan. See? Like that Anpanman who fights
Baikinman*, Mr. Horse is just changing hisface to a new one. So there’ s no need to be afraid.]

* Anpanman, Baikinman: The hero and the antagonist respectively of the popular children’ s anime series Anpanman
written by Takashi Yanase.

Celty returned to Shooter’ s side. Using her shadow, she made a piece of armor shaped like a
horse’' s head that even had a unicorn’s horn on it. Shooter’ s headl essness was concealed
perfectly.

She brought Shooter, who now looked like a cyborg horse, owly back to Akane.

Though it was only a piece of armor, the girl still looked relieved now that the horse finally
had ahead. No longer looking as afraid as she had before, she began to observe the horse from
behind Anri’ s body.

[See? Nothing to be afraid of ]

As Celty tried to persuade her further, Akane looked at Anri’ sface.

“I'sOK. Mr. Horseisredly nice.”

Anri, who had been on the headless horse several times before, smiled reassuringly at
Akane and Shooter.

Shooter swished histail asif he understood Anri.
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Akane finally looked convinced at Anri’swords. She turned her gaze towards Shooter’ s
body and even tried to touch hislegs.

The headless horse, feeling that the girl was no longer afraid of him, shook his body in
delight and bent his knees to make it easier for Akane to stroke him.

Really, Shooter, you have such changeable moods.

Celty felt both relieved and surprised that the horse’ s feeling of dejection went away so
completely.

On the other hand—

Mikado, who had been looking at them, felt that there was something strange about the girl
who was now stroking the horse’ s back.

Even if the horse' s headl essness was now concealed, she was convinced far too readily.

Mikado could not help feeling that the girl was alittle unusual. Was she born with above
average ability to accept unusual happenings like that, much like he was?

His guess was not right, but it was not that far off.

There was no way he could have known that part of Awakusu Akane' s mentality had
already collapsed. Another question, however, popped into the boy’ s head.

Speaking of which, whoisthisgirl?
Looks like she knows Sonohara-san and Celty-san, but...

Mikado felt somewhat unsettled at the thought that only he appeared to be left “out of the
mosquito curtain”.

As he caught himself feeling unsettled, he was reminded of what 1zaya had said to him early
this morning.

“...You're not afraid that Dollars will go rampant. Am| right?”

“You're afraid that you will fall into the position of a mere bystander while Dollars keeps

changing, aren't you?”

He had denied it right away.
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Though his spinal reflex had made him shout “No”, it was by no means a well-considered
denial. He smply let it escape hislipsfirst.

As aresult, he could not decide whether it had been a truthful denial or not.

As he was reminded of that conversation, Mikado had to remind himself that it had nothing
to do with what was happening before his eyes. He decided to ask the other two about the girl.

“Um, I'm sorry, but thisis...?’

Right at that moment, however, the cell phonein his breast pocket began to vibrate.
I

The ringtone pulled him forcefully back to reality.

The shock from his chariot ridefinally died away. He remembered the crisis Situation he
and Dollarswerein.

What...
What should | do?
The confusion he had felt in the abandoned factory took hold of him once again.

If he continued to keep everything to himself, he would just be trapping himself in the
agony he had been in back inside that factory.

In that second, Mikado turned his gaze towards Celty.

He had thought that there was no one for him to talk to. But right now in front of his eyes
stood someone who knew that he was the founder of Dollars.

Just as he was about to say something to Celty—
“Um, thisis Akane-chan. Looks like she knows Heiwajima-san, but...”

In reply to the sentence he had muttered but not finished, Anri began to introduce the girl
next to her to Mikado.

“Eh? Ah, ah.”
At her words Mikado came to his senses.

If hetried to talk to Celty about this right here and right now, Anri would know everything.
In fact, he could be getting her into danger just by staying in this place with her.
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What am | doing?
Why did it take so long for me to realize something as simple as that?
It looked like his judgment was more muddled than he had expected.

Upon realizing this, Mikado decided that the first priority would be to let his mind rest for a
while.

| founded Dollars. Thisistrue. That’swhy | have to shoulder the responsibility...

In fact, there had long been something resembling such resolution inside the boy’ s mind.
But the knowledge of what was going on in Ikebukuro right now was still too much for him to
bear alone. Keeping it to himself was not the solution, either.

He knew it.

Mikado knew it very well.

But the question remained: “ So who should | talk to?’

Celty was doubtlessly the best person since she knew that he was the founder of Dollars.
But from the encounter with the formidable-looking men and the girl, he realized that Celty must
be dealing with quite a bit of troublesome happenings herself.

There was Oriharalzaya, who also knew that he was the founder of Dollars. However,
|zaya had talked to him over the phone just this morning. Would he be bothering | zaya too much
if he called again?

But thisishardly the time to be thinking about trivial things like that.

Mikado remembered someone else who might be aware of his true identity.

Masaomi...

He had no idea how much Masaomi had come to know about him after all the trouble
Dollars got into with the Y ellow Turbans.

But it was probably better to be prepared to think that Masaomi had already found out about
him being the founder of Dollars.

Now that he thought about it, the way Masaomi had warned him in the chatroom yesterday
sounded asif he had known that things would happen to Mikado the way they did.



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 154

Thank you, Masaomi.

Had you not warned me yesterday...| might have already been scared into submission by
Aoba-kun and his friends.

Having no ideathat the warning had not come from Masaomi at all, Mikado thanked himin
his heart.

But Aoba-kun isnot...usual.

If he'sto have hisway...

Then he'll probably take over Dollars.

No, | can’t let that happen.

| can't let Dollars belong to a specific someone.

Murmuring such thoughtsin his heart, Mikado continued to talk with Anri as he made up
his mind deep down in his heart.

I’m going to talk to | zaya-san.

| know | can’t rely on him for everything, but | feel like I'll be surer of where | should go
after | talk to him.

The boy had no idea

The path he was on right now was exactly the one his friend Masaomi had walked before.

Asaresult, Masaomi met his downfall—but Mikado did not know that either. In fact,
|zaya' s existence even reassured him to a degree.

Just as Mikado was preoccupied with those troublesome thoughts, Celty kept typing on her
PDA to explain how she had come to know the girl.

[Um, she's...how should | put it...someone asked me to be her bodyguard for awhile. I'll
tell you more when we get back to Shinra' s place.]

At that moment, Mikado’s cell phone was heard vibrating in his pocket.
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It had rung several times before, but Mikado had been, of course, unable to check the
messages during their chariot ride.

Aoba-kun and his friends might already be trying to do something after he had escaped with
Celty. Right now he did not even know what had happened in that abandoned factory after he
had | eft.

Expecting to get some new information, Mikado opened his inbox and clicked on the most
recent incoming message.

The sender was “Nakura’.

Ah, that person would sometimes post something on Dollars message board.

That was al Mikado knew about this person.

But the title naturally drew his attention. It said: “IMPORTANT INFORMATION!”

The sender could just be putting these words for fun, of course. But “Nakura” wasin fact
one of the first membersto register themselves on Dollars website.

Attached to the message he also found a photo.
Mikado’ s face froze for a second after he read the message.

His mind was far from calm. What “Nakura” had written in the message was, at this
moment, beyond his comprehension.

Or rather, he understood what it said, but refused to accept it.
“...Itcan't betrue.”

As soon as Mikado had digested the message, a desperate sound escaped his throat in his
denial.

“...Mikado-kun?’
[What happened?]

Anri asked in a concerned voice. Celty, too, typed these words on her PDA. But Mikado
was neither looking at nor listening to them.
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He concentrated his entire being on the display screen, assuming that he must have read it
wrong.

But no matter how many times he reread it, the message looked the same, and the photo was,
of course, not vanishing.

“No...just, NO...!”

After he had muttered these words for a second time, Mikado raised his head suddenly and
nodded apologeticaly to Celty and Anri.

“I’'m sorry, Celty-san! I...1"ve got somewhere | need to go. I’m going to excuse myself.
Sorry to you too, Sonohara-san! | don't think | can go with you today. It would be better if you
went home right now. Also, no matter what Aoba-kun says, don’t meet with him!”

“Eh...? M-Mikado-kun?’

[What?]

Anri and Celty acted confused at the sudden change in Mikado’ s attitude. Akane shuddered.

However, Mikado only nodded his head in apology again in front of the three confused
females, and—

Asif someone were on histail, he ran out of the underground parking lot without a
backward glance.

I

Closeto an apartment building on Kawagoe Highway

Thiswas a side road to the national highway with its heavy traffic.

In aplace where Shinraand Celty’ s apartment could be seen, two motorbikes were parked
rather inconspicuoudly.

The riders were standing at the entrance to a rather narrow alleyway, and one of them had a
map open in front of him. Any passing driver would think that they just happened to ride their
motorbikes into this alleyway and were trying to find away out.

In fact, the map was but camouflage. The riders—Vorona and Slon—were keeping an eye
on the apartment the black van had just disappeared into.
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They took the turn into this alleyway when they had followed the motorbike-turned black
chariot here.

If they continued to follow the chariot they would almost certainly have been seen. Instead,
they chose to stay around the entrance to this alleyway while keeping an eye on it. Asthey did so,
they saw a strange black van emerge from the alleyway. It was hard to tell from afar, but the
black van did not shine at all under the sun; it looked asif it absorbed all light.

The black van disappeared into the underground parking lot of one of the apartment
buildings. No other vehicles came out of it. Though they were able to narrow the likely places
down to only this parking lot—

“Someone’ s coming out.”

At Slon’swords, Voronaturned her eyes towards the general direction but remained
otherwise unmoved.

“...The boy Black Motorbike took with him earlier. Looks like he's moving on his own,
but...”

“Whatever. So should we assume that thisis the Black Motorbike’ s hideout or something?’

“ Assumption too posthaste. We do not know if he's only concealing himself in the parking
lot momentarily.”

“| see...so what should we do about the kid?’

Voronadid not know what to say to Slon’s question.

The boy was not related to any of the tasks they had been asked to do.

However, it was hard to assume that he was just an average passer-by when he was
surrounded by the Black Motorbike, Awakusu Akane, and the bespectacled girl—their three

targets. There was a possibility that they could use him as abait to lure one of their targets out.

In addition, Vorona could not help but sense that there was something out of the ordinary
about the boy. She nodded calmly.

“The true identity of the boy is the object of consideration. ...I am going to follow the boy.
Slon, | request that you continue to track down the Black Motorbike and the bespectacled girl.
Please acknowledge your understanding of this request.”

“Understood. Leaveit to me.”
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Racing her motorbike forwards and turning onto the national highway, Vorona stayed on
the boy’ s tail.
As she fixed her gaze on the boy, the look in her eyes—

—Wasthat of apredator’s asit ran after its prey that was blindly trying to escape.

I

Underground parking lot

“Ah...M-Mikado-kun!?’

Asif trying to stop Mikado from running away, Anri called out to him.

However, Mikado did not slow down or turn around. His figure soon disappeared on the
dope to the entrance of the underground parking lot.

“1 wonder what happened...”

Celty tilted her helmet and tried to think as Anri murmured in a concerned voice.

What could have happened?

| saw him checking a message from Dollars...

Was Y umasaki’ s lot or anyone else he knew from Dollars attacked by Toramaru?

Celty considered this as she went on to check her own cell phone.

Let's see.

The most recent incoming message. ..

In the next second, Celty froze.

As she checked the photo attached to the message, Celty understood immediately why
Mikado had rushed out of the parking lot.
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In fact, Celty was about to rush out of the parking lot herself when she remembered that
Akane was till by her side, looking nervously at her. She had to fight back that impulse.

“S-Sorry, Celty-san, but what happened?’ Anri asked.
Celty hesitated as to whether to show her the message.

But the seriousness in Anri’s eyes made her shouldersfall in resignation. She handed the
cell phone over to Anri.

What Anri saw on the cell phone was—

I

Sender: Nakura

Title: IMPORTANT INFORMATION!

Message: Thisis about those bousouzoku called Toramaru who are attacking Dollars right
now— saw one of their Captain’s girlfriends having lunch in lkebukuro just now! I'm too
afraid to try kidnapping her, but if you feel like you can, please give it a go! She's the one
on the left!

I

The message was short and simple.
The picture attached to the message showed several girls.

It was taken with a cell phone, but it was taken in away that made it easy for anyone who
was familiar with Ikebukuro to tell where exactly the restaurant was.

It looked like the photo was taken without permission while the girls were eating; none of
them were looking at the camera.

The one on the left was an innocent-looking girl who still looked sort of pre-pubescent.
Eh?

Thisgirl...

It was a face she had seen on the “other side of the picture frame”.

Anri remembered that she had seen thisface only shortly before.



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 160

Before she could recall exactly where, however, the girl on the right side of the photo
caught her attention.

.Ah. ..
Kamichika-san...?

The girl on the photo was none other than Kamichika Rio, the girl she had run into earlier in
the day.

Even after she saw the face of her and Mikado’ s classmate on the photo, Anri remained
cam as she tried to think further.

um...
This, um, person called Nakura in Dollars...
Said that they should kidnap Kamichika-san’s friend...

For Anri, these were all things happening on the “other side of the picture frame”. To her
they felt asif they were happening in a distant world.

However, Mikado had grasped Anri’s arm, pulled her out of the picture frame and into “the
other side”.

Whether or not it was Mikado’ s intention to get Anri involved was irrelevant.
“...Celty-san.”

Suppressing the intensifying surge of “cursings’ in her chest, Anri looked at Celty with
determined eyes and said:

“1 need to go too.”

Celty thought about stopping her, but knowing that Anri would probably still go no matter
what she said, she typed onto her PDA in resignation.

[ The ones who attacked you yesterday may still come back. It’ s better to not go anywhere
with no one else around you. Even Anri-chan wouldn’t be able to take abullet. Also, make sure
to go back home before it gets dark.]

“I will...um, t-thank you very much! Akane-chan, this onee-san here is extremely nice, so
just stay with her and the doctor and wait for us to come back!”
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Saying these words to Akane—

Anri nodded apologeticaly just like Mikado did amoment ago and rushed out of the
parking lot.

Her speed and force was unimaginable to anyone who had only seen the way she looked
and usually behaved.

I

“Vorona, you hear me?’
“| affirm.”
Slon asked VVorona viathe wireless installed on the inside of their helmets.

He was still able to see Vorona s motorbike, but the boy’ s figure was lost to him in the flow
of the traffic.

As soon as he was about to turn his gaze back to the entrance to the parking lot, the girl
running on the sidewalk on the opposite side of the road in front of his eyes caught his attention.

“It’ s our target, the bespectacled girl. She’ srunning after the boy. God, she’' s fast.”
“Running after the boy. Mistakes not present?’

“...Yeah, she definitely looks like sheis. No sign of the Black Motorbike coming out,
though.”

“1 acknowledge that | understood. The boy and the girl, I will follow them both. Falling on
both stools.”

Voronareply camein acam voice.

Half-jokingly, Slon said, “ That’ s not even anidiom. Anyway, | know you can probably
handle it, Vorona, but we have no idea what that boy’ s capable of. The girl can pull a katana out
of her belly, and the Black Motorbike is ssmply amonster. | won't be surprised if that boy can
turn his right arm into a machine gun or something.”

“1 affirm. No deficiency present on the opponent’s part.”

Vorond s voice sounded somewhat e€lated on the other end of the wireless. Slon understood
that she was probably ecstatic.
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“...You sound happy, Vorona.”
It was al Slon could think of saying. Vorona, still expressionless, let atrace of her ecstasy

dip itsway into her voice as she muttered to herself asif even the job was no longer important to
her.

“ Assuming that the boy is amonstrosity also. To me, the situation would be much
welcome.”

I
Somewherein Kantou
The express train departing from Tokyo was jammed with passengers. | zaya made his way

through the corridor and dlipped into the space between two compartments.

Green Cars* like this one had stairs connecting thefirst floor to the second near the joints of
the compartments. |1zaya stood there and checked his text messages.

* Green Car: a more expensive type of passenger train operated by the Japanese National Railways.

They were from | zaya' s very own information network—one that was different from
Dollars smailing list.

As he browsed the reports from some of his informants, 1zaya broke into a cheerful grin.
So, Mikado-kun...which path are you going to fall onto?

Whichever you end up falling onto, you'll be quite a sight to observe.

Ah, | can’t wait. | can’'t wait.

That’swhy | can’t stop observing humans.

Just as he continued to smirk cheerfully, the face of a definite someone came to his mind,
wiping the smirk off his face.

.1t looks like Shizu-chan’s still trying hard to escape.
Why doesn’t he just fight back already?

You never know when he's going to act so strangely calm. That just annoys me to no end.
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As these thoughts occupied his mind, he heard the cell phone ring.
The name on the display screen was “ Awakusu-kai, Shiki”.

After considering thisfor a moment, |zaya simply turned his cell phone off and muttered:

“No talking on the cell phone while on the train, please*...”

* Talking on the cell phone whileriding a bus or train is generally frowned upon in the Japanese society.

I

Shinra and Celty’s apartment on Kawagoe Highway

“...He snot picking up.”

Shiki muttered asif to himself as he closed his cell phone.

“Did you call your people in Awakusu-kai?’

“No, | called your friend. The one who is not Shizuo.”

Said Shiki in a self-possessed manner. Shinra shrugged and replied.
“You' remaking it sound asif | have no friends other than those two.”
“Do you have any?’

“No.”

Shinra s answer was crisp. Shiki ignored him and continued to think.

| called I1zaya because | thought he would know something about it...

It just continues to bother me.

If it was not Heiwajima Shizuo...then who killed those men in our group?
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In fact, Shiki was already questioning the “Helwajima Shizuo is the culprit” theory.

Partly it was because of what Shinra had said earlier. But more importantly, Shiki could not
think of what Shizuo’s motivation could possibly have been.

But till, why was it necessary to kill three yakuza men bare-handed like that?
... Hollywood” the Killing Monster...?

He remembered the time when their members were threatened by that figure.
“Hollywood” isin fact Hijiribe Ruri.

I’ ve never seen it with my own eyes so | don’t really believe it, but according to those
people in the group she' s got strength unthinkable for a human being.

And Hijiribe Ruri is dating Hangjima Yuuhel, Heiwajima Shizuo’ s brother ...

That counts as a connection, but the pieces are still very awkwardly put together.

First of all, why would Hijiribe Ruri try to kill Awakusu-kai men, especially when those
people weren't even tracking her down or anything? If she meant it as a warning for us to not

track her down, shouldn’t she have let someone see her at it?

...Suppose that our...no, suppose that Big Brother Mikiya's men were to get killed. Who
would benefit?

Mikiya, the Young Head of Awakusu-kai, did have alot of enemiesin their profession.

If they were to assume that the killings were targeted not at Mikiya s subordinates but at
Awakusu-kai in general, the number of possible culprits would be mind-boggling.

If they were to assume that one of Mikiya's enemies was behind the killings, however, they
would be able to narrow it down to just a few suspects within Awakusu-kai.

Though | hate thinking about it...

There were definitely executives out there who were not happy about the fact that
Awakusu-ka was to be handed down to Mikiya, the Head' s own son.

Aozaki’ s at the head of that list. ...Akabayashi...he looks like he' s not concerned about
who'’ s going to become the next Head, but...

Asdifferent as they were, Aozaki and Akabayashi—both executives of Awakusu-kai—were
both such intimidating fighting types that they were dubbed “ Awakusu’ s Blue Demon and Red
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Demon*”. It was said that without these two Awakusu-kai’ s power and influence would suffer
terribly.

* Blue Demon and Red Demon: “ Ao” in“ Aozaki” means*“ blug’, and “ Aka” in“ Akabayashi” means*“ red” .

Comparing Mikiya s abilities to his own, Aozaki doubted that Mikiya was the right person
to inherit Awakusu-kal from his father. In front of Awakusu Dougen, the current Head, he
listened to whatever Mikiya said. However, Aozaki had also flared up at Mikiya more than a
couple of times.

While Aozaki’ s attitude was easily readable, no one seemed to know what Akabayashi was
thinking since he looked asif he had not an earthly concern in the world. Everything about the
man seemed like they were there to make others not take him serioudly, beit his gaudy suit or his
weird-looking cane.

No one seemed to know what he was thinking. That was enough reason for Shiki to be on
his guard against the man.

His attitude aside, Akabayashi’ s abilities were definitely to be taken serioudly. The fact that
he can conceal hisreal thoughts from people was also part of his strength.

Shiki continued to think about various Awakusu-kai membersin his head. No one stood out
enough, however, for him to be able to focus on a specific suspect. In fact, the situation remained
that anyone could be suspected to be behind the killings; even himself.

...Why now?
Why now, when Medei Group is about to strike a deal of peace with Asuki Group...?
...Maybe that’s part of the reason.

Medel Group, Awakusu-kai’ s parent organization, was about to make peace with its long-
time enemy Asuki Group. Talks about merging were on the table*.

* Merging: here Narita is making a reference to ASCII’ s merging with Media Works (which sounds like “ Medei Awakusu”
in Japanese) in 2008.

Both groups were still making changes to the internal structure in preparation for the merger.
It was a dangerous time to have one' s weaknesses exposed to the other group.

To say it in another way, it was also the best time to try to know the other group’s
weaknesses. Of course, overly obvious espionage was till out of the question since it would risk
losing both groups the precious truce.

...If they catch wind that a non-yakuza called Heiwajima Shizuo was able to kill three of our
men. . .then Awakusu-kai and the entire Medel Group would become laughing stocks.
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Thiswas why Shiki chose to erase all traces of the bodies instead of aerting the police.

If the police got involved, these killings might even be reported on TV, and the mess would
be unimaginable.

Furthermore, the three men were killed bare-handed instead of with bullets or knives. The
mass media would almost surely be making a big deal of that detalil.

If that were to happen, there would hardly be any dignity left for them.
Was it the Asuki side’ s scheme to plunge Medel Group into public disgrace?
Either way, it was better not to rule that possibility out.

An organization as powerful as Asuki Group could easily have hired professionals on bare-
handed combat from the outside.

The problem now is still Shizuo.

Many of Aozaki’ s subordinates seemed to have had bitter encounters with Helwajima
Shizuo when he was a still kid. For these men, it was probably a part of their past they wanted to
erase. Infact, Aozaki had proposed that he and his men be put on the task of hunting Shizuo
down.

...Supposing that Aozaki was actually behind those killings, making everyone else believe
that Shizuo was the killer and then hastening to finish him off would make a lot of sense...

No. It stoo soon to be making that kind of guess.

Before thinking any further, Shiki reached for the third cup of coffeein front of him. At that
moment, the door of Shinra s apartment flung open with force.

Shiki turned around in alarm to face the doorway. However, the person who stood there was
Celty, with Akane at her side.

“Oh, Celty! You're back! Thank God, you're aright!”
Shinralooked extremely happy when he hugged Celty briefly and stroked Akane's hair.

“It’ s so good to see you alive and well too, Akane-chan! Are you aright? Did you get hurt
anywhere?’

“...No, I’'m fine. Thank you, Kishitani-sensai.”
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Akane smiled softly at Shinra

Until this second she had looked afraid; the moment she saw Shinra, however, her
expression turned into that of akid who felt at home from the bottom of her heart.

Celty, who saw the smile on Akane' s face, could not help but gasp in surprise in her heart.

Eh!? How come this girl took to Shinra so easily!?

“1 see. Good girl. Ah, wait a second, I’ ll make you some chocolate milk.”

Shinra spoke in anon-ironic way, completely different from his usual manners. Celty was
dightly shocked.

S Shinra, don't tell me you have a thing for young girls...!I?

Instead of making an “1’m good with kids’ impression, Shinra made himself look like a
pervert instead from the very beginning due to hisusual freaky behavior.

Had it been any other day, Celty would already be going [Uwahh! Shinra, you pedophile!
You said you loved me without a head, but you actually loved me because my headl essness
made me look as short as akid, didn’t you! 7 and running away from home—but right now Celty
was not shocked out of her mind yet, and the situation still remained tense.

As Shinra headed for the kitchen to make the chocolate milk, Shiki walked out of the dining
room.

“Miss Akane, I'm so relieved to see you looking well.”
H!H
Akane' s body went tense at the sight of Shiki.

Though the girl stood hostilely and did not look at him, Shiki did not appear angry. Instead,
he was smply celebrating the fact that the girl was safe.

“When you ran away from home, | couldn’t bring myself to think of what might happen...
Anyway, it lookslike you're not hurt. That’s great. Did anything bad happen to you, Miss
Akane?’

His honorific speech sounded somewhat distant, but his words were those of a man who
genuinely cared about the person he was talking to.

Heh...
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| thought Shiki-san was a cold and ruthless person through and through. | never expected
there to be such a side to him.

Celty was somewhat impressed. Akane, meanwhile, muttered in aterrified manner.

“...I'msorry.”

Shiki shook his head silently at Akan€e' s disappearing voice.

“Please say that to your parentsinstead. I’m going to call them right now.”

“...Aren't you going to get mad at me?’

“First of al, it’syour parents responsibility to get mad at you, Miss Akane. My little
complaints will have to wait till later. Before that, just let them hear your voice and be happy to
know that you're safe.”

Taking his cell phone out of his pocket, Shiki grinned somewhat mischievoudy at Akane

and muttered these unpleasant words:

“It would be better be prepared to have your cheek dapped, though.”

I

Same time, a meeting room in Awakusu-kai’sHeadquarters

The meeting room was quiet again after the emergency meeting.

In one of its chairs sat aman in agaudy suit. Hisright hand held a cane, and his left was
playing with his cell phone.

It looked like he was checking his text messages. As he browsed the information on the
screen, the man’slips curled into a grin.

“...What are you doing, Akabayashi?’

Aozaki’ s voice sounded from outside the open door of the meeting room. He just happened
to walk past.

“What am | doing? Checking my messages. Just checking.”

“You...do you even know what kind of mess we'rein right now?’
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“Of course | do. | dso know that | won't be helping anyone by getting my nose into what
they’re doing. That’swhy | decided to at least get an idea of what’ s happening in this city first.”

“Really? 1 thought that was a text from your girlfriend.”
Akabayashi’s grin did not waver at Aozaki’s provocative words.

“Thisisredly interesting. Even an old guy like me can register to be on Dollars mailing
list, and all thisinformation about the young folks will just flood in on its own.”

“...Dollars?

“Y eah, they’ ve been around in Ikebukuro for like one year now. Kind of like a Color Gang,
but their color is‘colorless’ so they don’t stand out much in the crowd.”

Akabayashi continued to grin smugly. Aozaki made a dismissive noise with his nose and
Spat:

“You're quite the busybody. ‘ Jyan Jyan Jyan’ hasn’t been very useful since that bastard
called Kuzuhara or something came to Ikebukuro on a White Motorbike, hasit? s that why
you're using that computer thingy to look for a gang to replace them?’

“..."That computer thingy’...? Aozaki-san, what kind of erado you think you'reliving in?’

Returning the other man’ s provocation with more provocation, Akabayashi continued in a
lighthearted voice.

“But really, cell phones are just so convenient. For example...the guy | sent to help Shiki
just texted me about something. Looks like the bousouzoku folks who tried to kidnap Akane-
chan had quite the fight with our men.”

“...What?’

Aozaki’ s face changed color.

“Even bousouzoku kids are thinking they can lick us now...? Or were they working for
Yadogiri?’

“Nah, they ran away as soon as they knew that they were dealing with Awakusu-kai. Our
men couldn’t catch up with them; they had motorbikes. Well, as long as Akane-chan is safe...”

Akabayashi continued to play with his cell phone in his hand as he grinned cheerfully.

“Those bousouzoku from Saitama. .. are having some trouble with Dollars right now.”



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 170

He deepened the grin already plastered on hisface as he spoke.
“Isit amere coincidence that Ikebukuro is suddenly so out of control?

If it snot...if there are people who really want it out of control...then it’s about time you
and | interfered, Sir Aozaki.”

I

Somewherein Tokyo, inside Masaomi’s apartment

“Hey, Masaomi.”
The refreshing May breeze was filling the old apartment through the open window.
Inside the room, a casual voice that sounded like the spring view outside could be heard.

Masaomi, who was looking out of the window, turned around hastily as he heard Mikagjima
Saki mutter over the book she was reading.

“Yeah, what’s up?’
“Areyou not going?’
“Going where?’

Masaomi smiled as he asked.

A soft smile appeared on Saki’ s face like morning light. She muttered the very words that
unsettled Masaomi.

“To your friends.”

“1 didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But your voice was S0 loud when you were talking to | zaya-
san on the phone. | couldn’t help but overhear. I’'m sorry.”

Saki spoke in avoice that sounded somewhat out of thisworld. Masaomi opened his mouth
and remained immobile for a couple of seconds.

He was going to say something, but for a moment he could not think of anything to say.
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So he ssimply turned his gaze outside of the window again, trying to let his head cool down
at the view.

After a couple of seconds, when he finally thought of an answer to Saki’s question, he
turned around dlowly—

And amost bumped into Saki’ s face.
She was so close. Their noses were amost touching.

Masaomi forgot everything he was about to say at the sight of Saki’s smiling faceright in
front of hisnose.

“Ah...”

But he tried to say something anyway—

Suddenly Saki turned her back on him and slowly leaned onto him.
“O-0i!”

Strands of Saki’s hair rose in the wind, teasing hislips. The scent of shampoo surrounded
his face, softening his heart.

“Areyou still afraid?’

Was all Masaomi could answer in this awkward position, not being able to pull himself out
in fear that Saki would fall.

They looked like a happy pair of love birds from any angle, but Masaomi’ s face was filled
with inexplicable sorrow.

“What are you afraid of ?’
“That they’ll hate you? Y our friends, | mean.”
“Well, it’s not only that...but yeah, | guess ultimately it’s because of that.”

Masaomi raised his face and stared at the celling. Saki lowered her gaze and spokein a
quiet voice.
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“It’sgoing to befine. | don't think they’re going to hate you, Masaomi.”
“...What are you talking about, Saki? Y ou don’t even know Mikado or Anri.”

Though Masaomi had mentioned “Anri”, the name of another girl, Saki did not seem to
mind at al. Instead, she spoke in achild’ s best soothing voice.

“1 don't know them, but | think it’s going to be fine.”
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“You're so optimistic.”

“1 don’t know your friends, but | know you, Masaomi. That’swhy | believe you will have
no problem with your friends. Y ou chose them, after all.”

“Saki, | think you' re the type of girl who would be easily taken in.”
Saki kept smiling even at Masaomi’ s bewilderment.

“And | don't want Masaomi to look so lonely.”

“...I'mnot lonely. | have you, Saki.”

Masaomi was telling the truth.

But Saki questioned it without a second thought.

“How do you know?’

“Hey!”

“I’m Masaomi’ s lover. But Masaomi, | can never become your friend.”
Masaomi fell silent at Saki’s words.

Asif chasing him further into his silence, Saki grasped Masaomi’ s hand as he embraced her
shoulder.

“But if al Masaomi’ s friends say they hate you, Masaomi...if you're feeling very, very
down, Masaomi...remember that | will be hereto hold you tight. That’s my responsibility asa
lover.”

“Y ou can aways come home to me, Masaomi. Don’t forget that. But | won't be ableto help
Masaomi’ s friends. That's something only Masaomi can do, isn't it?’

Saki turned around swiftly and hugged him with an innocent look on her face.
“...Ah, that’ strue. Thank you, Saki.”

Masaomi thought some more as he saw her smile.
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Her innocence did not mean that she was a saint. On the contrary, it was asign that asa
human being, part of her was already broken.

Masaomi realized that he was in the same position.

The reason was none other than himself.

He fell from avery high place and broke. That wasit.

But before he did, someone had definitely pushed him on the back.

To be exact, someone pushed him up and up the hill as he climbed—and released him just
as he was about to trip over and fall.

The same man was now pushing his best friend on the back.
Masaomi lowered his gaze again and made a decision.
I’m going to help Mikado.

Yet | needed so much encouragement from Saki and such determination to make this one
simple decision. God, | really am broken, aren’t I..

The boy thought as he smiled softly back at Saki.

After getting only the absolutely necessary things ready, he left his apartment without
further delay.

The boy kept running away from his everyday life and into the center of conflicts.

To help his best friend Mikado, he now headed for the center of yet another conflict.

I

Somewherein Ikebukuro

Just as Masaomi flung himself into the gang war —
—The place was a remote spot away from the street the Station was on.

It was a place with few passers-by even during Golden Week—not an unusual occurrencein
any city. Strangely, however, a densely populated spot appeared in this place today.
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The few passers-by would shoot them a look, wondering what was going on. As soon as
they realized that they were gangsters, however, they walked away as quickly as possible.

Had they been standing in front of the Station, a crowded street, or atourist attraction,
people would probably have already aerted the police. But since they seemed to be just
congregating in a place that bothered no one and doing nothing in particular, everyone who
walked by this crowd simply chose to stay as far away as possible to preserve their own interests.

If they had known what was actually going on in the center of the crowd, however, some of
them would probably have aerted the police at all costs. These delinquents were aware of it as
well; they were blocking the entrance to this place from sight for a reason.

In the center of the crowd, an unsettled voice of agirl was heard from further down the
narrow alleyway.

“...I'msorry, but you are...?

Next to Kamichika Rio, severa girls her age stood immobilein fear.

These were the same girls who went out to lunch with her after she had greeted Anri on the
Ikebukuro streets.

After leaving the restaurant, they walked off the crowded street to go to the park for some
rest when one of the girls checked her cell phone and stopped dead in her tracks.

“...What isthis?’

“? What' s up?’

“L-Look, I’ ve been getting alot of text messages from this*‘Dollars mailing list...and this
newest one...look, isn't thisus?’

The girl turned the display screen of her cell phone to show everyone the photo. On it they
saw themselves eating inside the restaurant.

“It saysthey’re looking for Non... Non, do you know why?’

The girl who was holding the cell phone asked. At the same time, her cell phone rang again
indicating a new message.

The girl opened it with shaking hands, and—

“Found the girls. We're going to have a party with them!”
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The message came with a photo attached as well. On it they recognized the street they had
only just walked on minutes ago and their own backs.

The girls began to shudder and looked cautiously around.
That was when they saw several men walking towards them.

In the other direction, there were men giving off the same vibe coming towards them as
well—

“L-Let’srun.”

One of the girls muttered. Rio and her friends ran immediately into the narrower alleyway
nearby. Asaresult, of course, they were cornered in a spot with even less pedestrians passing by.

After they got the girls cornered, one of the delinquents spoke with a sickening grin on his

face.

“Ah, yeah, right. What are we? Hm—Iook, how should | put it—we're kind of a bunch of
suspicious men.”

The alleyway was blocked from both directions. It did not look like they would be allowed
to escape.

“1-1f we shout, the cops are going to come right away...” one of the girls muttered.
But the delinquents merely laughed.

“There arefights all over this place today. The cops are busy enough asit is. Speaking of
which, speaking of wheeeech, you're Non-chan, aren’t ya?’

The man’ s tone changed suddenly.

Pointing his chin at one of the girls, he spat in arage, “Y our boyfriend is messing up the
place so much that the cops are al over them instead! Do you understand?’

“...Rocchi is?
The girl muttered a strange name.

But Rio and the others knew what it meant. It was the nickname of the boyfriend Non
mentioned often.

The delinquents did not know that, but they had probably guessed as well that “Rocchi”
could only be referring to the leader of Toramaru.



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 178

They grinned maliciously and stepped closer toward the girls.
“Rocchi or Micchi, no on€' s gonna come to save you now, Bitchy.”

“Here, here. Don't be afraid. Don’'t be afraid. Come, just come with us for aminute. Come,
come.”

The delinquents teased, but their eyes flashed dangeroudly.

It looked like not only Non, but all the other girls would end up being dragged into their van
or something and be taken away as well.

Non looked asif she was furious at herself. She looked at the man opposite her and spoke
dowly.

“...1 getit. I’ll come with you. But you must let the others go.”
“N-Non...! No! You can’t do that!”

Rio tried to stop her right away. But her words were cut off as another man interrupted
rather inconsiderately.

“Nah, nah, nah. That’s not gonnawork! If we let the others go, they’ll go to the cops for
sure. That way the cops will come, and we'll be introuble. Nah—"

At that moment, one of the men suddenly covered a girl’s mouth with his hand.
“Urgh...!”

The man stifled the girl’ s voice and put aknife to her throat.

“Here, here. If you shout, | might cut her by accident.”

Rio and the othersfell silent at the sight of the shining blade against the girl’ s white neck.
A black van had stopped outside the aleyway in the meantime, its door open.

“You sure we can stuff five peoplein?’

Grasping their arms and covering their mouths, the dozen men dragged the confused girls
out of the aleyway. It was an unusual sight.

“We can if we squeeze them in.” “I want to squeeze in too!”

“Areyou an ape or something?’ “Exciting ride with high school chicks! Thank you!”
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“God, you'resick!”

“But the one who was seen with Kadota, is hereally Toramaru’s leader?’

“Yeah, there’ s no mistaking it. I’ ve seen the guy before.”

More pointless chatter.

Or at least it was no more than chatter for these delinquents.

For the girls, on the other hand, the casualnessin their tone was a painful reminder of the
reality, sinking them further into despair—

“W-Wait a moment!”

A voice that sounded extremely out of place was heard. It was from a boy who still looked
somewhat like a child.

Every gaze was focused on his childlike face. Panting, he looked back at them with shaking
shoulders.

“Ryuugamine...kun?’
The face Rio saw was none other than Ryuugamine Mikado, her classmate.
But just like she was not close with Anri, neither was she close with him.

Question marks popped up in Rio’'s head. The boy, however, did not have the time to
answer them. Summoning as much courage as he could, he shouted toward them.

“W-What are you doing?’

The delinquents exchanged looks and frowned. Asif trying to get rid of afly, they waved
their hands at the boy and responded in cold voices.

“Whatever we're doing, it s none of your business, kid.”
“Yes, itigl”
“Huh?’

“I-I’m a Dollars member too. | came here because...l saw the message.”
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It took almost all the courage Mikado had in him to say it.

But whether because of his confusion or hisfear to see Dollars members arrested, he did
not alert the police.

He came here as nothing more than a Dollars member.
“B-But, taking girls hostage is too...”

Before he could finish his sentence, one of the delinquents was already heading his way
with amalicious smirk.

“Ah, yeah, we know about that. Just shut up, kid!”

As he said that, he kicked Mikado in the chest.

It was by no means a powerful kick; he was an untrained delinquent, after all.

Had Mikado been Heiwajima Shizuo, he would probably have hardly even felt it. But he
would get mad at the sight of the footprint on his belly and punch the delinquent until he flew
higher than atwo-story building.

Had he been Oriharalzaya, he would probably have already driven aknife into the palm of
the delinquent’ s foot.

Had he been Kida Masaomi, he would probably have dodged it and begun to counterattack.

Had he been Celty Sturluson, he would probably have bound the delinquent to the ground
with shadow ropes.

He was, however, just Mikado, a high school student with average—no, below average—
physical strength.

It was most unfortunate, but Mikado happened to be “nothing out of ordinary” in the
situation hewasiin.

“Argh...”

Mikado fell onto the ground and curled up into afetal position.

His stomach felt asif a heavy ball of iron had been dropped into it.
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Before the pain could register, his brain was taken over by agony. His body screamed
“Don’t move!”, but his nerves could not take the agony anymore. They yelled “Roll around!” in
shrill voices.

“Argh...argh...”

“If you'rein Dollars, don't you know this? There’ sno rulein Dollars that says you can't
take women hostage.”

The man looked down at the naive boy on the ground and began to teach him about
“Dollars’ in an arrogant manner.

Of course, they did not know that Mikado was the founder of Dallars.
But even if they knew and believed it—would their attitude have changed?

Mikado continued to groan in pain as he sought to answer that question. Soon he came to
the conclusion: no.

Even if he spoke to them as the founder of Dallars, it would have made no difference
whatsoever—because that was just what Dollars was.

“It’ s not only that. Dollars has no rules to bind us. Of course, neither doesit have arule that
says we should listen to kids like you.”

Mikado’ s shoulders were touching his knees. The man kicked his shoulder as he spoke.
Mikado rolled on the asphalt, still thinking.

Ah, that’sright.

This man was right.

Dollars has no rules.

No one can force anyone else to do anything.

| was the one who made it that way.

Mikado thought and clenched his teeth. The delinquents, meanwhile, sounded somewhat
shocked as they talked amongst themselves.

“Looks like Dollars does have al sorts of people to offer. Never thought there would be
kids like that one. Would someone have called the cops, too?’
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“Get your asses to Raira' s Second Ground quick. Staying here is getting boring. Let’ s finish
off the Toramaru bastards and take these girls to someone’ s place to have fun.”

Mikado gritted his teeth harder as he heard their voices.
No.

Thisis...not it.

These people are...not it.

This...

Thisisnot the Dollars| had in my mind at all!

Mikado simply refused to accept the reality right in front of his eyes.

Trying to suppress the sick feeling in his stomach, Mikado rose to his feet to shout at the
men already getting into the van.

“Stop...!l"

“...Huh?

One of the delinquents who looked like the center of the “Dollars’ group raised his eyebrow.

“What was that? Didn’t catch that.”

His tone was teasing, but his voice was not without menace.

Mikado, however, did not wince as he shouted from the bottom of his stomach.

“Dollars...Dollars would never sink as low astaking girls hostage!”

“...Shut up!”

The delinquent leader was obviousdly exasperated at being called “low” by someone as
inferior to them as Mikado was. Before he could think further about what Mikado had said, he

had already swung hisfist at Mikado’s face.

“Oi, we'll beintrouble if he goesto the cops. Y ou three, take care of thiskid and make sure
he' s broken like a sandbag. “

“W-Wait! We want to be with the girls too!”
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“You will! It’s not even gonna take a second to take care of akid like that.”

The taste of iron filled Mikado’ s mouth as he fell to the ground again.

Theinside of his mouth was probably bleeding. He might have broken atooth or two.
But that was not important to Mikado right now.

What pained him more was the fact that the man who hit him did not even bother to look at
him.

The mental pain was severa times more severe than what he was suffering physically.

It might be paining him even more than the fact that he had not been able to save those
girls—

By the time Mikado struggled to get back on hisfeet, the black van was nowhere to be seen.
Only three delinguents remained behind to corner him.

“Oi, get up, kid.”

“Urgh...”

Mikado sought to fight back, but never having been in afight before, he could hardly make
hisfist listen to him.

His clumsy fists were not even as steady as an elementary school bully’s. The delinquents
laughed and hit him again, making him fall back on the ground.

Mikado could not even remember how hefell.
The only thing he felt was the merciless kick on his side.

His arms and legs were going numb under repeated stomping. He began to wonder if his
bones were broken in places. Thefibersin his muscles felt asif they were disintegrating.

“Wah....arghhhhhh!”
Mikado could not help but wail.
Seeing him in pain, one of the torturers laughed.

“Yo, kid. You remember me?’
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“...Huh...ah...?

Mikado struggled to raise his head and look at the man with eyes watering in pain. His head
was stomped mercilessly back onto the ground the next second by a heavy shoe.

“It was more than a year ago...some bastard broke my ex’s cell phone. Y ou were hisfriend,
weren’'t you? Y ou looked like akid. | couldn’t believe you were in high school...so |
remembered your face very...well!”

The delinquent let hisweight fall on his shoe, grinding Mikado’ s face hard on the asphalt.

Mikado felt his nose twisted into such an impossible position that blood began to squirt out
of it.

“And the Black Motorbike showed up out of nowhere to ruin everything...are you friends
with him too? Y ou can’t possibly be.”

Thisguy...?

Hisface did not ring a bell, but Mikado tried hard to remember who he was in the
overwhelming pain.

The next words he said finally made Mikado recall who he was. It was an ordinary memory
for Mikado, so ordinary that he would not have been surprised if he forgot about it altogether.

“1 only got to know thisrecently after | joined Dollars. His name’s Oriharalzaya, right? The
one who broke my ex’s cell phone. Looks like he' s pretty famous.”

Ah.

It was back when Mikado had only been in Ikebukuro for a couple of days. He had tried to
save Anri from some bullies, and | zaya had stomped on one of those girl’ s cell phone.

A few days after, someone had cometo his school gate claiming to be the bully’ s boyfriend.
Celty had appeared then, however, and sent him unconscious with one kick.

A cracking sound reached Mikado’ s ears from inside him.

No parts of his body were being kicked, but Mikado felt sure that he heard the sound of his
own spine being ground under afoot.

“Goodness. Just because al your friends are big names you think you can put up afight
against us? Or were you thinking you' d bein the same league as us just by registering at that
Dollars website? Ah?’

His back was being stomped on, but Mikado could no longer feel pain.
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He was overcome by one single emotion he had never felt before, one that was stronger
than any kind of physical pain.

He remembered.

He remembered everything about this man.

“A little bastard like you, in Dollars? You're just getting in the...way!”

The man suddenly decided to deliver akick at Mikado’ s head—at the same time, he
muttered something silently to himself.

It was a thought Mikado would never dream of thinking in his everyday life.

Ah, | remember now...

It was that...

That boring bastard.

It was the first time any definite “change’ took place in Ryuugamine Mikado’ s heart.

But since it was only taking place in his heart, no one had been able to notice.

Mikado was not able to pursue the thought any further. His head was kicked forcefully, and
his consciousness left him.

I

Somewherein Ikebukuro

[GOT THE GIRLS! Thisway we'll smash Toramaru’s leader and make Dollars officially
No.1 in Ikebukuro! ]

A man let hissilent anger flare up as he read the mocking message.

The man in a bartender suit grasped the sign post on the side of the road and muttered aloud.
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“...Bastard thinks others are fools.”

After several seconds of silence, the man dowly walked on.

Slowly—uwith the shape of his palm deeply imprinted on the pole of the sign post he had
just let go of.

Heiwajima Shizuo marched on towards his destination without hesitation, anger burning in
his chest.

I

In front of an apartment building on Kawagoe Highway

“Mikiya-san will be here to pick you up soon. Let’s go.”
Shiki urged Akaneto leave in front of Celty and the others.

Three of his subordinates stood waiting around him, watching out for Akane while carefully
avoiding pressuring her further.

“...Do | haveto go back no matter what...?’

“Miss...”

“1...I"ll apologize to Daddy and Mommy...but...but...”

“Miss Akane, | am aware that you probably don’t think highly of what we do for aliving.
But first of all you should try to talk it through with your parents, right? | am sure your parents
have no intention of involving you in our world. Please believe what | just said.”

Celty looked at Shiki asif he was something unusual as she heard their conversation.

Hm...

It'slike | don’'t even know him any more.

Hisvoice is the same, and his way of speaking hasn’'t exactly changed either. But somehow,
he gives off a completely different vibe.

| wish that was the way he usually acted.
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With these thoughts on her mind, Celty let herself feel truly happy about the fact that the
girl got out of all this safely.

Anyway, thefirst priority isto get Akane-chan back to her parents before sunset.
Celty was reminded of the duo that attacked her and Anri the night before.

Judging by the time they chose to act, it's probably safe to assume that the incident is
related to my job as Akane-chan’ s bodyguard.

But once we're at Awakusu-kai’ s headquarters, these weird guys, assuming that they're the
same people who are after Akane-chan, would not probably try to kidnap her with all these
guards around.

However, were they to drive back to the headquarters at night, there was still the possibility
that they would attack their car with that mighty weapon. But in the daylight they would
probably avoid doing that. Though it was not rare for yakuza groups to fire guns at each other in
broad daylight, for two people whose only goal was to kidnap Awakusu Akane, having to deal
with the police was too much of arisk.

Still, 1 need to remain watchful.

| still don’'t know why they are after Anri-chan...

I’ [l follow them as discreetly as possible after they drive off.

While Celty was making up her mind to continue to be the girl’ s bodyguard, Shiki
continued to try to persuade Akane.

“Either way, it would be much better if you stayed at home for awhile, Miss Akane.”

“...Did something...happen?’

Shiki was lost for words for amoment after Akane’ s polite question.

Goodness, Miss Akane really is sharp for her age.

“No matter what happens, it ismy responsibility to see to it that Miss would not be involved
in anything dangerous. Please rest assured.”

“...S0 are Daddy and Grandpaalright?’

143 ?1

“Did Heiwajima Shizuo onii-chan do something to them?’
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Time seemed to have stopped in the room.

Shiki had heard from Shinra that Heiwajima Shizuo had brought Akane here.

But everything before Shizuo brought Akane to this apartment—including how Akane had
met him—Shinra had omitted saying “ She told me all that when she was having afever. It's
probably better if you ask Akane-chan to tell you about it yourself after everything has camed
down.” It made sense, and it was what Shiki was planning to do.

Why?

There was no way Miss should have been told anything about Shizuo’s trouble with
Awakusu-kai.

Or did Shizuo tell her something?

Though the alarmed expression on Shiki’ s face lasted but for a couple of seconds, Akane
still noticed.

She asked in an unsettled voice, “...! So Heiwajima Shizuo did something, right!?’
“No, he didn’'t. There’ s nothing to be worried about, Miss...”
Shiki assured her with a smile. Akane, however, looked asif she hadn’t heard him as she

shuddered and muttered to herself.

“I knew it...l should have killed him after all...”

e

What did Miss.. just say?

Akane' s voice was too small for her message to be clear, but Shiki had definitely caught the
words “should have killed him”.

The entire situation began to feel strange to Shiki.

He began to realize how different Akane was now from the time before she had run away
from home.

She had always been more mature than the average kids her age. On top of that, she was
shocked at finding out what her family did for aliving.



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 189

But the Akane in front of his eyes was still strange.

Shiki considered this for amoment. Akane reminded him of some people he had dealt with
before.

She' s like those women on the verge of collapse because they had no way to pay back their
yakuza loans...

The idea, however, flashed for only a second across Shiki’s mind. He did not believe that
Akane would be in as desperate a situation as those women. But her mental state definitely
warranted attention.

“I"m sorry, but what...did you just say, Miss?’

Just as Shiki, thinking it was appropriate to verify his doubts first, asked in a serious tone—

One of his subordinates cut in at an inappropriate time.

“The Young Head's car. It' shere.”

“I see. We'll be downstairsin amoment.”

Shiki pushed his doubts to the back of hismind for the time being as he walked down the
stairsto the first floor, taking Akane with him.

“Thank you for taking care of Miss Akane. We will be in contact with you shortly. | still
have alot of questions | need to bother Celty-san with concerning what happened last night.”

Shiki bowed deeply as a goodbye while Akane waved at Shinra smiling.

After seeing them off, Celty sat back on the sofa.

[What happened exactly? How is Shizuo involved?]

“Yes? What happened?’

Sipping anew cup of coffee inside the room, Shinralooked at Celty’s PDA and asked.

[Shiki-san kind of froze when Akane-chan mentioned Shizuo.]

Celty wanted to hear as much as possible before she |eft to follow the car.

Seeing Celty’ s serious expression, Shinrashrugged as he answered.
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“Ah...l don't really have an idea either. But it looks like the Awakusu-kai folks are after
Shizuo.”

Shinra smiled hollowly at Celty.

Celty, however, realized immediately that only the corners of hislips lifted alittle; his eyes
remained unsmiling. To her it was enough of a clue to suggest that the situation was serious.

[I see. Thisis getting more people involved than | thought.]

Even Mikado and Anri could end up being involved. Celty regretted accepting the job at
that thought.

But now that she had met this Akane girl, Celty could not abandon her responsibilities to
her.

Akane-chan stayed here for a night...
Will the weird duo target this place too just because of that?

It felt unlikely, but Celty decided that she could not risk it while the duo’ s true identities
still remained unknown.

While Celty double-checked the security system in the apartment, Shinra spokein a
lighthearted voice.

“Anyhow, Awakusu-kai was after Shizuo because of atotal misunderstanding, so | think
it'sgoing to befine. ...Thereal question is—why did |zaya set this up in thefirst place?’

[What? This has something to do with |zaya, to0?]

“It would seem so. If Akane-chan wastelling the truth, that is...unless, of coursg, it was
actualy lzaya simposter.”

Shinra s hollow smile finally reached his eyes thistime. Celty smiled back at him with a
movement of her shoulders and typed on her PDA:

[I can’t think of anyone on earth who can impersonate him. Apart from himself, that is]
“Yeah, you're quite right.”
Shinra chuckled.

It's about time | set out.
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Thinking that Shiki and the others should be driving away any moment now, Celty had only
just stood up from the sofa—

—When a deafening explosion from the outside stopped her dead in her tracks.

1?
What!? What!?

Thinking that it might have been a gas explosion or something, Celty turned abruptly to
look for Shinra

At the same time, Shinra flung himself on her and shielded her with his body.
!
What are you doing, Shinra?

“Celty, it’sdangerous! Hit thefloor! It’s got to be aterrorist attack! There' sintense light
downstairs outside the window!”

[Cam down! I'll be aright. Y ou take cover under the table, Shinral]

Was that the right place to go in the event of an explosion?

Shinra doubted that, but he had no time to think.

Celty, on the other hand, was having even less relevant thoughts in this dangerous situation.
Shinra.

Don't tell me you were trying to protect me...?

Celty felt a surge of warmth in her bloodless chest. As she turned to look outside the

window—

—Her unique “vision” was able to capture, through her helmet, Awakusu-kai members
covering their eyes or ears as they crouched on the ground, a motorbike leaving the scene of
commotion at an alarming speed.

After that, she was able to make out Akane' stiny figure in the rider’ s massive arms—



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 192

Celty jumped out of the window and straight off the balcony.

I

Several minutes ago, near Kawagoe Highway

“Hey, Aoba, how long isthiswalk gonnatake us?’

“If they try to corner uslikethis, it's gonna be ahell of trouble.”

Several of hisfellow youths complained as Aoba was about to follow the black thread into a
narrow aleyway. Unlike him, they were not interested at all in the thread extending its way out
of the abandoned factory.

Aoba smiled dightly at that and replied.

“Don’'t say that. Think about this. Isn’t it unusual enough that there would be such along
thread on the street? See, you can't cut it. It's elastic like rubber, but it doesn’t get thinner as you
pull it. It feels like condensed smoke on your hands.”

“l don't give adamn how it feelslike.”

“...It'skind of the discovery of the century for me. Anyway, that aside, did Gin ever call?’

“He texted. Said he was watching Kadota fight the head of Toramaru from the corner of
Second Ground. They’re still not finished.”

“It’ saready along fight. But then again, Kadota is the well-rounded type. He' s formidable
in both short and long fights... Can they manage to take the kidnapped women there before they
finish?’

Aobawas halfway through his analysis when a deafening noise reached them from the main
Street.

u!?1

Pedestrians stopped. Drivers braked. The street was filled with yelps and screeching sounds
asif silk was being torn apart.

“What the...!?”

Aoba ran to the crossing on Kawagoe Highway and looked carefully.
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He saw ablack car parked on the side of the street.

It did not take Aobalong to figure out that the black-painted private car* belonged to some
kind of violent organization.

* Black-painted: cars painted black are associated with violence organizations in Japan.
“...Yakuza?
Several men were crouched on the ground as Aoba and the boys watched in shock.

Aoba quickly decided that the one who caused this commotion was not among these men—
but a motorbike thundered its way into the scene.

Aoba thought that it would head straight for the black car—
But instead, the rider rushed into the scene of commotion only to scoop up alittle girl.

The massive man on the motorbike |eft the scene straight afterwards without even slowing
down—

—And rode into a different alleyway than the one Aoba and his friends wereiin.
“What just happened exactly...?’

As soon as he came to, Aobarealized that the black thread was extending out of the
alleyway and following the leaving motorbike.

The boys were about to walk onto the main street to see what was happening when they
Ssaw—

—From the apartment beside the black car—

—A welirdly-shaped black figure appear from the fourth or fifth floor.

“The Black Motorbike...!”

Aoba was sure of what he saw, even though it was only for an instant.

The figure in the black rider suit flew off the balcony and landed on the ground.
From its arm, black rope-like things were glued to the balcony it just flew off of.
The Black Rider used them like rubber ropes and landed himself on the ground.

As soon as Aoba had witnessed this unusua sight—
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His eyes shone as he muttered, “Found you...”

The gleam in his eyes was, however, very different from the onein Mikado’ s when he had
first seen Celty—

It was the cold and merciless gleam in a snake' s eyes upon finding its prey.

I

One minute ago, in front of Shinra’'s apartment on Kawagoe Highway

«...Daddy!”
“Akane!”

At the entrance to the building, the father and the daughter saw each other for the first time
in days.

The intimidating man walked towards the girl who was hiding herself behind Shiki.

Akane was ready for her cheeks to be dlapped. However, what did end up touching her were
her father’ s strong, warm arms.

Awakusu Mikiya knelt down and embraced his daughter’ s shaking frame.

Even though Shiki and the guards were al looking, Mikiya still let afatherly expression
appear on hisface.

“It'sOK if you don’t like me or Grandpa, but don’t worry your mom like this.”

The girl felt confused for a moment, but ended up clutching her father’s deeve and
apologized.

“...Sorry...sorry! I'm so happy you're safe, Daddy...!”
As he looked at them, Shiki concluded that his ears might have been indeed deceiving him a
moment before.

But—
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She ran away from home, yet she looks so ready to return to Mikiya-san.
Thisis still kind of strange.

..."I’'mso happy you're safe” ...?

Why would Miss be worried about Mikiya-san’ s safety?

Shiki sensed that something was still not right. At that moment—

—He saw asmall object flying towards them from the street.

?

?!

As soon as he realized what it was, Shiki covered his face and heart, ready to run—

But it was aready too late. Before his brain could command his feet to move, the “thing”
had turned into a flash of light—the next thing he knew, the air was filled with deafening noise
and blinding light, and everyone around him could no longer see nor hear.

Explosion.

The world was suddenly swallowed by a darkness named light.

Shiki and Mikiya were the only Awakusu-kai members to realize what was happening.

A flashbang.

It was a specia kind of grenade that disoriented people by releasing intense light and sound,
made famous because of its frequent usage by the police in hostage rescue and other situations.

Mikiyawas completely deafened by the sound, but enough of his vision remained for him to
make out what was going on. The flash grenade had been aweaker one. In addition, he had his

back turned towards the center of explosion when it happened because he was hugging his
daughter.

Realizing that it was an attack, he shielded his daughter with his arms and looked around—

But his deafened ears did not catch the sound of a motorbike approaching.
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A man jumped off the motorbike that popped out of nowhere in front of him.

His eyes, already invaded by blinding light, could only make out the figure of a massive
man wearing afull-faced helmet.

The considerably taller man grabbed Akane' s arm and tried to pull her away from him.
“Y ou bastard!”

Mikiya straightened up immediatel y—Dbut the man grabbed his collar with one hand and
lifted him off the ground with ease.

113 I ”
After that, the man threw him towards his black car and away from Akane.

Mikiyafelt his back crash onto the side of his car. The impact was so strong that his lungs
felt asif they were crushed.

But he struggled to his feet anyway and turned towards the savage man who had appeared
abruptly on the scene—

Only to find he was aready |eaving the scene on his motorbike with Akane in hisarm while
the Awakusu-kai members remained momentarily blinded.
Only one other man witnessed the scene up close besides Mikiya.

It was Shiki, who had been covering his eyes with his hand. Even so, he still experienced a
brief whiteout owing to the amount of light that went through the dlits between his fingers.

It was perhaps only appropriate to call it luck that he had taken measuresin such atimely
manner against an immediate flash of explosion.

The explosion still rang in hisears. The sight in front of him was his boss being thrown onto
the car.

As soon as he realized what was happening, he rushed towards the motorbike as well. But it
was already speeding up.

That kind of strength...
He was reminded of the mutilated bodies of the murdered subordinates.

But that man was definitely not Shizuo.
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Shizuo isway shorter.
The man aso had adramatically different build from Shizuo’s.

Of coursg, it could aso have been Shizuo wearing a muscle outfit and shoes with hidden
heels—except that Shiki already considered it unlikely that Shizuo was the culprit.

It was, however, not the time for such deliberations.

As soon as the ringing of the explosion faded, the first thing Shiki did—
—Was to push a confused Mikiya into a safer, bullet-proof car.

And then he saw it.

His recovered ears heard it.

Mikiya was yelling something to the rider on the leaving motorbike.

And what he heard was—

I

Somewherein Ikebukuro

“...-kun.”

“...-kun. Mikado-kun!”

A familiar voice sounded in his misty consciousness.

Who isit?

Ah, Sonohara-san.

In its own emptiness, Mikado' s consciousness was able to reach that conclusion.
“Mikado-kun, are you alright? Please hold on!”

As his senses dowly began to sharpen, Mikado realized that her voice sounded different.
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Ah, thisis unusual.

Sonohara-san is sounding so worried.
What happened?

As his senses sharpened further, Mikado realized that he himself felt different, too.
Hm?

My body hurts.

Why?

What did | do?

Ah..right.

| was beaten up.

Then.. then...

Sonohara-san...eh, why?

Mikado’s mind was finally clear. He opened his eyes, curious about what was going on
right now. But his vision remained too blurred for him to make out what was happening.

It looked like he was lying on the ground, and Anri’ s face was floating somewhere above
him.

“Ah...Sonohara-san...”

“Mikado-kun! Thank God...!”

Though he could not make out the expression on her face, Mikado recognized relief in her
voice. It made him feel both guilty and grateful. Upon remembering what had just happened to
him, his chest felt asif it was going to explode with shame.

Ah, right.

| was beaten up badly.

Speaking of which, | haven’'t heard Sonohara-san sound this worried since Masaomi fell at
the abandoned factory.

I’m so glad.
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At least she worries about me as much as she worries about Masaomi.
Mikado’ s thoughts were so blurred that he was confused as to where to begin.
Speaking of which, where are the men who...

Did they leave?

If they were still around, Anri would be in danger.

Mikado struggled to sit up despite the pain.

At that exact moment, however, a shadow appeared in his blurred vision.
“You...you monster...!"

Eh?

It was one of the three men who had been torturing him.

Heraised hisarm, looking asif he was about to hit Anri with asilvery object.
Danger!

Mikado was about to push Anri aside when—

Before he could do so, ametallic clang ricocheted throughout the alley.

Anri’ s upper body was twisted dlightly sideways. Something silvery was extending out of
her arm.

A stedl pipe...?
No, a katana...?

In the next second, the silvery weapon hit the man’s temple. His giant figurefell like a
puppet with its strings cut.

Mikado was reminded of what happened months ago.

When he had arrived at the abandoned factory to rescue Masaomi from the crowd of Y ellow
Turbans members, Anri had stood there holding akatanain her hands.

...Thisisthe Sonohara-san | do not know aboui.
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Mikado'svision finally recovered as the silvery weapon was sucked back into Anri’sarm.
“Um...areyou dright...?”’
“Y-Yeah.”

Mikado sat up slowly—and saw three men, the one who had just fallen included, lying
unconscious on the ground.

“This...”

Anri lowered her head and remained silent.

It was obvious that “something” had happened just now.
But Mikado had no idea exactly what it was.

None of the men were bleeding, but they had bruises that looked asif they were from being
hit by thin steel sticks.

Anri was obvioudy knew, but she did not speak.

And there was the thing | saw a moment before...

It was probably not a hallucination.

Everything made Mikado curious. But seeing Anri’ s unsettled expression, he shook his head.
“It' sdright. | won't ask any questions.”

A soft smile appeared on his swollen face.

“T-Thank you, Mikado-kun...”

Looking relieved at Mikado' s recovery, Anri touched his shoulder, smiling timidly.
“Um, areyou redlly aright? Should we call an ambulance...?’

“No, thank you. | can stand up on my own.”

Mikado struggled to hisfeet immediately to reassure Anri.

Yeah, it's already decided, isn't it? Our secretswill have to wait until Masaomi comes back.
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It was probably not something they could just explain in one or two sentences, anyway.
A high school girl holding a katana and making it disappear within seconds without a trace.

It was by no means something one could understand with common sense. But it was not
Mikado’s concern at the moment.

That was because he was overwhelmed by emotions far stronger than his doubt about Anri.

| haven't...

| haven't been able to do anything.

| couldn’t do anything about those men...and Sonohara-san had to save me.

My weakness...put Sonohara-san in danger...

Bashing himself in his mind did not mean that he could do anything to remedy the situation.
Feebly, he tried to reassure Anri.

“There’ sno need...I’'m fine.”

“S0...should we at least go to the hospital or Kishitani-sensei’s apartment...?" Anri
suggested, but Mikado shook his head.

“1 have no broken bones, so I'll be alright...also, we have to go...to Kadota-san...to Raira’s
Second Ground...”

“Eh...7?
Anri looked confused at Mikado’ s words.

Mikado lowered his eyes as he saw the doubt and concern on her face. Looking at the
ground, he muttered.

“I"'m sorry...but | have to go right away...to save the girls...they were going to use them as
hostages...and judging by what they said, they’ re probably not going to let the girls go after the
fight.”

“Mikado-kun...I think it' s better to let the police deal with this...”

“No! If wetry to aert the police, who knows what those men are going to do to the
girls...and Kadota-san will be in trouble too if the police getsinvolved.”
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Anri felt that Mikado was only speaking half of the truth.

Anri was not completely ignorant about Mikado.

She knew that Mikado had some kind of special tieto Dollars.

Mikado was probably worried that involving the police would spell trouble for Dollars.
After abrief silence, Anri inhaled silently and spoke.

“Then I'll go, too.”

“Wha...”

“...Youdon't want to call the police, right...? Then I'll go with you. | want to save

Kamichika-san and her friends, too.”

Anri paused for amoment, asif hesitating, before adding, “ ...l want to...be of some help to

Mikado-kun.”

She said it with a sort of determination.
Mikado understood her thoughts immediately.
The figure of the girl with akatanafilled his mind.

He knew what it meant—even if she was going to risk exposing her secret identity, she was

going to help Mikado.

Mikado did not know what her secret was, but he knew that it must be important to Anri.
The boy lowered his head, hesitation written all over hisface.

But Mikado knew that no matter what he said, Anri was going to follow him. He decided to

accept her determined offer asreadily as he had accepted his own selfishness.

“l see...let’s go, then.”

The boy nodded emphatically and left the alleyway with Anri.
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Shortly afterwards, afemale figure in arider suit appeared from its hiding spot in the
aleyway.

The female figure had probably heard them talking. She muttered “Raira s Second Ground,
huh.” and returned to her motorbike parked nearby.

“Boy and girl, you are ssmpleminded. The correct solution, contact the police force
immediately. Other responses are but driven by nothing but egoism, wishful thinking, or hopes.”

Vorona—the female—had witnessed the scene where Anri took down several stronger men
with the back of her katana.

“In addition, this way it would be possible for me to finish the bespectacled girl off before
the police force interferes.”

As she muttered these words, she heard Slon’ s voice over the wirelessinstalled in her
helmet.

“Vorona, you hear me?’
“l affirm.”

“1 got our target, Awakusu Akane. She' s not hurt, probably just in shock. I’ ve taken her into
the truck back at the base. No one’' sfollowing us.”

“Exceedingly splendid. Please analyze the exact orientation of Raira s Second Ground and
send it to me. Also, please move the truck close to that place.”

Vorona gave out her ordersin a calm voice after listening to Slon’ sreport.
The corners of her lips, however, were curled into a confident smile.

“Thisis making me positively festive. We're going to finish the jobs in one go today.”

“Once the jobs are finished, | can concentrate on the conquest of the Black Motorbike for as
long as | like. Serendipitous.”

I

Back side of Raira Academy’s Second Ground, Ikebukuro
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Compared to the area closer to the Station, the open space here was so devoid of traffic that
it was hard to believe that one was still in Ikebukuro.

What was once originally acool and comfortable spot in the shade of trees now smelled of
blood.

“Hey...just how sturdy are you, man?’

The one who spoke was Kadota, blood dripping down the corner of his mouth and a
Sizeable swollen bruise on hisright eye.

He said so in adightly shocked voice while sitting on a paving stone between the asphalt
and the grass.

“Had you been alittle more well-rounded | would be the one lying on the ground right

now.
Rokujou Chikage lay sprawled on the ground severa metersin front of him.

The bandages on his face were drenched anew in blood. He looked like he had difficulty
breathing.

Chikage opened his mouth slowly as he heard Kadota speak.
“Nah...you're just astough, so | wouldn’t be so sure. Speaking of which, if you were
planning on pulling your punches just because | was injured, | would never have challenged you

in thefirst place...you didn’t, did you?’

“Well, | did spare your life, and you can call that pulling punches if you want...but mostly |
did it because | didn’t fancy theidea of alifein prison.”

Kadota gave a hollow smile.

Chikage returned that with a dry laugh and raised hisleft arm to check the time on his watch.
“Ah...don’'t tell me | passed out just now?’

“You did for alittle while. But then | was about to fall aswell.”

“For real? ...Damn, it’ sthe first time I’ ve lost two fightsin arow. Feels bad, man.”

Even though his words were bitter, Chikage somehow remained smiling.

“If you are talking about the fight with Shizuo, | don’t think that should count.”

Kadota silently got to hisfeet and walked to Chikage' s side.
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He looked down at Chikage, but not in a contemptuous way .

Looking at Chikage, Kadota suggested, “Hey, I’m not asking you this because | won the
fight or anything, but can you tell your Toramaru friends to get out of Ikebukuro now?’

“Ill put out some feelersto find the ones who did the thing back in Saitama and make them
apologize somehow. Can you just be patient until then?’

“...Areyou saying that Dollars memberswill sell their fellow Dollars members out?’

Chikage gave a“hmph” at Kadota s suggestion.

Kadota, however, did not look displeased. Instead, he replied with a mischievous grin.

“Dollars has no rules. Which means, of course, that there’ s no rule saying we can't sell
other Dollars members out even if we don't like them...also, I’m not doing this on Dollars
behalf. I’'m doing thisfor myself, for Kadota Kyohei. | don’t like those guys, so I'm going to
help you find them. That’sit. Got questions?’

“You, man, are a scoundrel.”

Chikage laughed on the ground.

Kadota, too, smirked from the bottom of his heart.

“Of course. Dollarsisfull of scoundrels. What did you expect?’

The duo laughed hard in unison. A harmonious atmosphere surrounded them. However—

“You can quit your shitty friendship game now, Ka-do-taaaal!”

A voice cut in, loud and vulgar, breaking the temporary peace.
113 ?1
“What's up?’

Kadota and Chikage turned in the direction of the voice—and saw some twenty hoodlums
heading their way.

A young man who looked like the leader of the group spat on the ground and yelled.
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“Making friends through fights? Thisisn’t afucking manga. Or isyour brain rotting from
hanging out too much with otaku bastards like Y umasaki?’

Kadota, on the other hand, looked back at the gang of intruders with an unchanging
expression.

“There are plenty of examplesthat aren’t in manga. Are you going to laugh at them too?”’
With a pitying glance towards his opponent, Kadota continued.

“Ah, right, | forgot. Y ou don't have friends.”

“Wha...!”

The delinquent’ s eyes widened. To mock him further, Chikage got back to his feet and
spoke to Kadota.

“Don’t remind him of what apitiful creature heis. Just ook hisface. | don't think he even
hasagirlfriend. Don't bully the lonely ones.”

“...What! Yer...!”

The man yelled as the tip of his nose turned scarlet. Kadota, however, did not even bother
looking at him.

“Speak Japanese. Thisis Japan.”

His haughty attitude provoked the delinquents further. But remembering that they had
overwhelming superiority in numbers, they regained their composure.

They soon began to mock Kadota and hisinjuries.
“Look at that, you're all tattered! Y ou think you can fight us like that?’
“...Why would | want to fight you?’

“Shut your mouth! Y ou’ ve been irritating me since long ago, Kadota! Walking around
thinking you're Dollars boss or something when you haven't actually done shit!”

“Huh?’
Kadota had never even thought about it.

But Chikage had said the same thing to him when they first met.



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 207

It looked like that the situation had already gotten out of hand before he could even realize
it. But still, Kadota did not understand why on earth he gave that impression.

“There are no bosses in Dollars. Everyone is the same. That’swhy you're apain in the ass
when you walk around thinking you’ re one!”

“1 don’t remember ever walking around thinking | was boss or anything...”

Kadota scratched his head sighing and walked a step towards the men.

They could not help but stop moving and take half a step backwards in alarm.

Kadota was a famous expert at street fighting. Even though the men did not think that he
could win against all of them single-handedly, none of them wanted to be the first oneto take his

blows.

In the tense atmosphere, Kadota asked in a straightforward voice and without hesitation:

“Speaking of which, who the hell are you?’

These words from the bottom of Kadota' s heart were enough to send these men into arage.
They feared him, or at least were grudgingly aware of his existence. This was the best
opportunity to claim his position for themselves—before this they had just never had a chance—

but their opponent did not even know who they were.

To agroup of delinquents who could usually do asthey pleased on the streets in the name of
Dollars, it was the worst insult they could think of.

“...We'rein luck today. We get to kick both Toramaru’ s ass and Kadota s!”
They said it to conceal their humiliation.
One of them pulled a nightstick out from inside his clothes, veins popping on his temple.

“We'll be alittle more famous once we' ve kicked Toramaru’ s ass. But just alittle
more...since it’s nothing more than a pathetic little gang from Saitama!”

The man laughed and aimed his nightstick at Chikage' s face.

Only that—
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—With a sharp metallic clang, the specialy made nightstick was stopped before it could hit
Chikage' sface.

“Huh...?

The man saw a stick-like object appear asif out of thin air in Chikage's hand.

Its handle and sheath were painted a varicolor pattern, mainly in red and black.

It looked like a short sword, only without a guard.

“What the...?’

The delinquent was confused at the sight of the strange stick-like object blocking his attack.
Chikage ignored him, however. While his right hand remained on the handle, he put his left hand
on the red and black sheath and pulled with force.

A faint metallic sound was heard, and the silvery stick revealed itself.

From adistance, it looked exactly like a short sword or adagger. The men’s faces changed
instantly.

But as they looked more closely, they realized that it was a weapon with a unique design.
It looked like a dagger, but it did not have ablade. Instead, it was blunt and heavy with a
steely shine. At theroot of the stick a key-shaped branch protruded from the metal surface. To

someone who had never seen it before, it would probably look like afusion of ametal
nightstick* and katana.

* Metal nightstick (jitte): a weapon used by Japanese policemen in the Edo era.

Only Kadota appeared not unfamiliar with this weapon. He regarded Chikage and the
“object” with interest.

“Kabutowari, | see. Pretty cool.”

“Yeah, got it in asouvenir store on atrip to Kamakura.”

“Oh, | know that place. The storeright in front of the Eyes of Buddha, right?’

“You know that place too? That store is kickass. | got other stuff too, but this one seemsto
like me. There was no one around to teach me how to useit, so I’ ve kind of developed my own

system.”

They continued chatting despite the dire situation they werein.
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The delinquent with the nightstick was further agitated at being ignored.
He raised his hand high and made a move to split Chikage' s forehead open—
Chikage reacted fast in that split second.

Almost as soon as the man began to raise his arm, Chikage twisted his body and thrust the
blunt end of the kabutowari towards his nose.

A dull thud later, the man’s eyes began to roll uncontrollably.

After a couple of seconds, hefell on his knees, blood squirting from his nose like afountain.
Several meters away, the other delinquents gasped at the sight, sweating.

WEe're at an advantage here.

The fantasy was quickly washed away by the fountain of nosebleed.

“S0? Y ou were saying?’

Chikage kicked the kneeling man to the ground, put his foot on the man’s head and grinned.
His face looked completely different from when he was laughing in unison with Kadota.

“...Hey. You were actually the one who pulled the punches when we fought, weren’'t you?’
Kadota asked, frowning.

Chikage shook his head and answered, “No. When my opponent’s not using aweapon, |
don’'t use any either. That'stheway | doit. | wasn’t pulling my punches with you. But I’ m not
going to have mercy on them now. That's all thereisto it.”

As he said so, Chikage tapped his shoulder rhythmically with his kabutowari and announced
with aruthless smile.

“It'skind of hard to take on al of you at once, I’ [l admit...but | guarantee you that the first
five to try anything will end up losing an eye or breaking a collarbone.”

113 . ! ”
The men looked at each other, holding their breath.
They were sure that they would not lose with the number of men they had. But none of

them wanted to be one of the “first five”. The assurance that they would win only made each of
them more obsessed with not getting themselves hurt.
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Asif to pressure them further, Kadota stepped forward.

“Since you wanted to kick my assaswell, | guess you won't complainif | pulled off five
more of your ears, will you?’

“...You think you can lick us?’

Finally one of the self-proclaimed Dollars men spoke, but his voice was aready weak.
They were different.

By now the men had to admit that the duo in front of them was far above them.

They were two injured men, yet they looked more formidable than twenty.

But it was too late to back off now.

The man who looked like the leader of the group made a bitter face and gave asign to
someone lurking in the back of the warehouse—where Kadota and Chikage could not see.

The plan was to show them those after we beat them up a little bit, but...

Or they might have decided to resort to the “trump card” sooner because a strange boy had
just caled them “low” —

As soon as the kidnapped girls were pushed out of the back side of the warehouse—

Chikage' s eyes widened in surprise. As soon as he realized what must have happened, he
gritted histeeth furioudly.

The girl looked into Chikage' s eyes and said apologetically:

“...Sorry, Rocchi. ...We got caught.”

I

Road to the back side of Raira’s Second Ground
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Mikado and Anri arrived at the track field dlightly later than the gang of delinquents.

They moved as discreetly as possible from shade to shade towards the warehouse, making
their way to the open ground where Kadota and the others were.

Shouts of “Kabaddi!” were still coming from the track field. No one would have believed
that there was actually afight going on where they were headed.

In fact, the warehouse was such a seldom-visited spot even by members of the sports clubs
that it hardly even counted as part of the academy. The sports clubs mostly brought their sports
gear from the academic buildings, rendering the warehouse almost completely unnecessary.

As he considered these attributes of the Second Ground, Mikado realized that it was a spot
where an ongoing fight would hardly be noticed, et alone be reported to the police.

Text messages from the Dollars mailing list would sometimes report that members were
hanging out here both during the day and in the evenings.

Mikado had considered sending atext message saying “We can't use girls as hostages. Let’s
go stop them!”, but he deleted it, worried that other members would call the police and get
Dollarsin unnecessary trouble.

...No, till no.

Girls who had nothing to do with the gang fight had been kidnapped. It was not the time to
debate whether it was “unnecessary trouble’ to alert the police. But Mikado’ s mind was far from
calm enough for him to decide rationally.

Also, sinceit’sareal crime, | don't think anyone would want to get themselves involved...

At the time of itsfirst gathering, Dollars was more like a club, and its members mostly
showed up because they were interested in the idea.

But he felt that ever since that gathering, Dollars had been changing.

“Dollarsisrea.” Once thisfact was confirmed, people began to use the “power” invested in
Dollars name.

Mikado did not reprimand them or try to stop them. He knew that he did not have the right
to do so.

But that was exactly why things happened the way they happened.
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He did not know what Aoba and his gang were after, but he knew that the possibility had
always been there that things would turn out like they turned out now.

It'sall my fault.

| haven't been able to do anything...

2?

Mikado sensed that something was amiss from his thoughts.
But he had no ideawhat it was. He simply kept waking.

From the back side of the warehouse, he saw the same gang of delinquents standing
opposite two men.

The delinquents looked like they were using the girls as hostages. The man right next to
Kadota was probably Toramaru’ s leader.

“...We have to figure out away to approach them from the back and help the hostages get
out...”

But Mikado had neither a concrete plan nor any preparation; there was not much he could
do.

He could try to scare the men by pretending that he was calling the police, or confound
them with afire extinguisher from the warehouse—

Mikado weighed these options in his head.

Without turning around, he said to Anri, who was walking behind him, “I’m going to try
something, if | fail, Sonohara-san, please call the police...”

CLANG

A strange metallic noise interrupted him from behind his back.
“Eh...?
Mikado turned around—

What he saw was aweird sight to behold.
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A katana had appeared out of nowherein Anri’ s hand and stopped the knife in the hand of a
person who had appeared out of nowhere wearing a full-faced helmet.

1?

At first Mikado thought it was Celty. But the colors of therider suits were different.
The person had a curvier body than Celty did. It was probably a woman.
W-Whoisthis...?

Mikado was confused. The woman in the helmet, however, took no notice of him as she
thrust her knife a second—and a third—time at Anri.

Anri blocked those with her katana and made a move to sash her opponent’ slegs.

The assailant dodged her attacks by ahair’ s breadth and swung the knife at her again after
taking severa steps backwards.

“S-Sonohara-san!”

Mikado could not help but yell. He did not understand what was going on.
“...Please run away!”

Anri said briefly to Mikado as she took a giant step forward, wielding her katana.

Her opponent, however, had retreated to a spot further away than necessary in the
meantime—

She produced a certain object from the pouch on her waist, pulled its safety pin and threw it
at Anri.

Eh?
At somelevel, it was the kind of “unusual” happening Mikado had been hoping for.
What is that?

Y et at the same time it was so completely different from what he had imagined—the object
flew straight towards Anri and Mikado before the latter could even mentally prepare himself.

Agrena-...

The object was but meters away from him. Mikado felt more disoriented than ever—



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 214

But blinding whiteness took over his vision in the next second, blowing up his confusion
along the way.

I

“Huh...?
“What’ s happening?’

With Rokujou Chikage' s girlfriend as their hostage the men had reversed the situation to
their advantage.

In their peripheral vision, however, there was suddenly blinding light.

They saw the mysterious light flash like an explosion from the shade on the other side of the
warehouse.

There was no noise, and the light disappeared right away—but it was still so eerie aflash of
light that the men stood glued to their spots.

Kadota and Chikage, who too had taken notice of the light flashing behind their backs,
turned around with widened eyes.

Seconds.
The men were distracted by the afterglow for no longer than 10 seconds.

Had they been more experienced street fighters or people who had seen that kind of light
before, they would have refocused faster.

But these men were neither.

Asaresult, mere seconds of inattentiveness made an astounding difference.

A man felt something sprayed onto his arm.
“...Huh?

He was the one who was holding a knifeto Non’'sthroat. A mysterious liquid had been
sprayed onto the arm he was holding the knife with.

The man looked at his own arm not knowing what had just happened—



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 215

“Cian.”

A young man with danting eyes and looked like he had some Caucasian blood in him
appeared in front of them.

“Y-Y umasaki!”
The man yelped. He had realized something.

Namely, that his arm smelled of a certain volatile liquid—and that Y umasaki was holding a
can filled with lighter oil in his left hand and a Zippo in hisright.

“Uwah? Wait...walit, you bastard!”

The man tore himself away from Y umasaki, yelping.

Y umasaki seized the chance to grab Non’'s hand and take her away from the gang of men.

“Ah...y-you bastard!”

“The hell you're doing?”

“When did you get here, stinky otaku?”

The men yelled and charged at Y umasaki—

But several other men placed themselvesin their way.

There were about five of them. They looked very different from this gang of delinquents.

“Ah, it looked like everyone was going away for Golden Week, so we only managed to get
these people to come. But they’re the best! With full Musou power gauge! Dance Dance
Revolution!”

“...1'You...areyou all Kadota sunderlings...!?

The leader of the delinquents yelled. But it was too late: the intruders had begun to attack
the men still holding the girls hostage.

“W-Wait...uwah!”
To hold the girls or to release them and attack back?

There was not even time for the men to choose before they were beaten up one by one.
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The girlsran hastily towards Y umasaki as soon as they were released. The men ran after
them and were, naturally, about to corner Y umasaki.

But in front of them there was an orange flame.

“Eat that! Scientifically speaking, thisis called Pyrokinesis. How I'd love to be in Komoe-
sensai’s class*!”

* Komoe-sensei: Tsukuyomi Komoe, a teacher at the Academy City in Toaru Majutsu no Index.
“Huh!?’
The men, feeling the heat, stopped dead in their tracks.

The can of lighter fluid had disappeared from Y umasaki’ s hand. In its place, he was holding
what looked like a spray bottle.

“Whether you' re agood kid or abad kid, don’t try to imitate what we do!”

Y umasaki grinned and released his finger from the spray.

It was a simple flame generator made using a spray bottle of flammable liquids and alighter.

When handled wrongly, however, the spray bottle would leak and cause serious explosions.
There were often reports of such accidents and ensuing fireson TV. It was a very dangerous

thing to do.

Y umasaki understood thiswell, but he used the spray and the lighter to threaten the
delinquents anyway.

The fire from the spray nozzle had disappeared, but the fire on the lighter was still on. None
of the men moved another inch towards Y umasaki.

As soon as he saw familiar faces among the intruders, Kadota shouted in surprise.

“You guys...”

A woman in black—Karisawa—suddenly appeared from behind his back.

“Well—to tell you the truth, Dotachin, we were planning on watching you and seeing if we
could steal some moves from you. But these weird guys aready stole the best spots for that, so

we decided to hide ourselves and see how things turn out.”

“...Speaking of which, how did you know we were here?’
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“You'll know once you' ve checked your Dollars messages. By the way, why was everyone
standing with their mouths hanging open just now? Though thanks to that Y umacchi was able to
save the girls.”

“Ah, that’ s because there was a flash...”

Kadota turned again in the direction of the blinding light to check—

—And heard theroar of athousand engines coming from the opposite direction.

Kadota turned around and saw ridersin leather jackets appear from in-between the trees
outside the fence.

They looked like they were trying to see what was going on here. As soon as they realized
that there was no way to enter, they parked their motorbikes on the road and climbed over the
fence.

These were the men who were attacking Dollars members everywhere el se.

They had made a Dollars member call hisfellow members, but hisface suddenly changed.

One of them found it suspicious and grabbed his cell phone to look at the text message on
it—and saw a photo of their leader entering a place that looked like a park. The next message
came with a photo of their leader’ s girlfriend.

So they summoned every one of their men still standing and headed straight here to find
their leader.

Chikage, upon seeing his men, muttered in surprise.
“Why arethey here...?’

His eyes were still widened and his mouth hanging open—but Chikage was already at the
center of the gang of delinquents.

“Ah...?7" “Wah...!” “What areyou...?”

Already distracted by Y umasaki, the men panicked when they saw Chikage approach them
so swiftly. They tried to grab his collar, but—

Thefirst oneto charge at him fell after he was kicked squarely in the balls.

The second, who raised his chunk of log, lost two front teeth to the tip of Chikage's
kabutowari.

The third pulled his knife and swept the blade at Chikage' s arm.
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But hisfirst attempt was blocked by the hook on Chikage' s kabutowari. Chikage twisted his
wrist, and the man’s blade bent.

“Wheat...argh!”

Chikage hit the man hard in the face as he lost his balance. Just like that, he took down three
men in a second.

“You bastards...if you' ve got the guts to go around kidnapping other peopl€' s girlfriends,
you know you deserveto die, don’t you?”’

At the same time, Toramaru members who had climbed over the fence began to call out to
him.

“Captain! Areyou aright?’

“Yeah!”

Chikagereplied leisurely.

Toramaru members asked with rage in their eyes:, “Can we finish them off, Captain?’
“Ah, no.”

Chikage looked around and said in aloud voice as he thrust the kabutowari into the clavicle
of the man who dared approach him from behind.

“Nah, it'll be hard to tell who’swho at this point. You guys, just fight off whoever’s coming
for you or me. I’m going to finish them off, so you guys can just put them to some good sleep.”

His tone was lighthearted, but the anger concealed in his voice was threatening to come
through.

One of the delinquents felt it and realized that things did not bode well for them. He turned
his back on Chikage and tried to run, but—

—Before he could do so, an arm had coiled itself around his throat.
“What now? Y ou want to run?’

“K-Kadota...”

“But | want to play.”

After sending the man to groan on the ground with a clothesline, Kadota laughed bitterly.
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“...There are peoplelike thisin Dollars now? Looks like Dollars can only go downhill from
here.”

I

One minute ago, beside the war ehouse

Vorona closed her eyes as the light threatened to blind her.

What she had thrown at Anri was a weakened flashbang. Unlike the type Slon had used in
front of Shinra s apartment, this flashbang was amost noiseless. All it did was give off blinding
light.

Vorona s helmet had a specia safety light hood installed in it. But for Anri and Mikado, the
flashbang would explode right in front of them. Even if they closed their eyesimmediately they
would still be temporarily blinded.

They would remain unable to see for longer than mere seconds, but it would not be avery
long while either.

Voronawas not about to let the brief window of opportunity go. To complete her mission of
“Injure Sonohara Anri enough to make her unable to move for awhile’, she thrust her knife at
the girl’ s abdomen.

But—

The girl with the katana reacted amost immediately and blocked her attack.

A metallic clang was heard. The girl proceeded to dide the blade and swing with force at
Vorona slegs.

Vorona jumped and dodged the blow expertly. Assuming that any contact with the blade
was likely to be dangerous, she leaped further backwards than necessary.

She saw my attack?

The girl’saim was so accurate. Voronalooked at her face and could not help but hold her
breath.

Anri’s eyes were bright red like they had been the previous night—maybe even brighter.
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Her eyes were glowing.

That was enough to tell Voronathat the girl was something very different from humans.

Voronalooked at Anri and smiled calmly.

There were things she did not have any knowledge of in this world.

Was she human? Or was she something else?

To her, whose only goal in life was to see how strong or ephemeral human beings can be,
these were all objects of interest—be it the monster girl with a human form or the Black

Motorbike.

Seeing Mikado crouched on the ground, hands covering his eyes, Vorona spoke as she kept
up her footwork.

“That boy, seems merely human. Pity, pity.”

“...I'won't forgive you if you do anything to him.”

Anri narrowed her eyes as she muttered her response.

Vorona smiled and said, “One question. Could you acknowledge an answer?”’
Anri stopped momentarily as she heard Vorona

“Are you human? Monster? Which one?’

Vorona asked as she approached Anri. As soon as she was back in the attack range, she
raised her knife again.

Anri blocked her knife and answered in her own way.
“...I am not human. | am not a monster, either.”

It was hard to tell if Vorona had heard her or not. She stepped aside quickly and pressed a
switch on the handle of her knife.

The blade sprung forward from the grip and flew towards Anri’ s abdomen like a bullet.
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Anri, however, repelled it by twirling her body—and continued to answer Vorona' s
guestion.

“I'm...just aparasite.”

Anri’svision was actually far from recovered.

The flashbang had blinded Anri, and she saw nothing but white—but inside her body, Saika
detected everything.

A lovable human'’ s heartbeat, breathing, footsteps, and even the movements of the muscles.

Even the tiniest sounds made in the wind by the blade the human was wielding—

Saika was able to feel every sound that was coming from this human.

It was all because of her twisted love.

Voronawas not aware of Saika’ s existence, but she knew that Anri’ s katana was something
unusual. She assumed that it would be futile to try to bend it. If she used a gun, she would risk
fulfilling the “Do not kill the target” requirement.

The seriousness of gun wounds tended to be greatly exaggerated in Japanese media.

If Anri made her katana disappear again, the entire situation would look just like an
ordinary school girl getting shot by violent gangsters.

If the incident was publicized, it would be hard for her to ever find another job in Ikebukuro.
In fact, it would become hard for her to even stay in this city.

Yeah, right...
Vorona came up with an idea and decided to try it on Anri.
She leaped, took out another knife from her pouch and walked towards Mikado.

Anri hastened to follow her—but VVorona did not do anything to Mikado. Instead, she kept
running as if to lure Anri somewhere, casting backward glances every now and then.

Anri’svison was dim. She ran after her opponent, relying on Saika' s perception of her
surroundings.
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Judging by the flashbang and the strange bullet knife, it was not agood ideato fight her at
anything but a very short range.

That was what Saika’ s fighting experience told Anri, so she began to run after Vorona
Part of the reason was aso that she did not wish to get Mikado involved—

But that led her into even deeper chaos and commotion.

Because the place Vorona was heading for—

—Happened to be the very spot where gangs of delinquents were fighting each other.

I

Somewherein Ikebukuro

“Oh, Aoba? Listen. Things have gotten interesting over here.”
“Interesting?’

Face unchanging, Aoba listened calmly to hisfellow Blue Square member’ s report over the
phone after sending him to spy on Kadota.

“Let me see—after an awesome fight, they realized the power of friendship, and then a
bunch of weird guys came and used hostages, but bang! Light was everywhere and we got a big
fire too!”

“...I'wasafool for sending Gin on a spying mission.”

Aoba sighed heavily and gave out ordersto the fellow member named Gin.

“Listen. Just tell me what’ s happening in front of you right now.”

“OK—hmm. Someone in arider suit just camein...and it’ s not the one in the black rider
suit back at the factory, it's someone else coming in with aknife...”

What’ s going on?

| should have gone there myself after all—
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Just as Aoba thought this, hisfellow member told him something that confused him even
more.

“Ah, the one in therider suit is...fighting a woman with a katana. What’ s with this woman?

Eh...looks like she' s wearing red sunglasses or something. Her breasts are fucking huge. God,
shefightsaswell asus! Awesome! What' s with those moves?’

The report still made no sense, but Aoba till realized that something was wrong. He
immediately told Gin to send him a photo or video.

L ess than aminute later, Aoba gasped as he looked at the photo attached to the message.

It was a girl with akatana surrounded by other people.

The photo was dightly blurry, but the person was definitely someone Aoba knew.

“...Anri-sempal 7’

I

Several minutes ago, theroad to Raira’s Second Ground

Thisissuch a pain.
Celty hid herself from view on the rooftop of a certain building and looked down.
What she saw there was a truck.

There was no mistaking it. She knew that it was the truck her female assailant had used to
park her motorbike in the night before.

On the truck there were firearms she had only seen in movies, games, or news reports and
documentaries about warsin distant countries. It had hardly been aday since one of those was
fired directly at her by her femal e assailant.

She should beinside, but...

When Akane left the apartment, Celty did more than just watch her leave.
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She wanted to make sure that her bodyguard job was done perfectly. That was why she had
attached a thread of shadow on the girl’s clothes. To avoid accidentally getting the girl hurt,
Celty made the thread fedl like liquid or smoke; it was infinitely elastic, so it would not hurt the
girl even if it was caught around her neck or finger.

But even Celty did not expect that her physically impossible thread to prove useful within
minutes.

Following her shadow, Celty reeled it back into her body and tracked Akane down—
—And ended up discovering the truck.

Celty exercised caution. She rode to the rooftop on Shooter, who had turned back into a
motorbike, and made sure that the opponent did not notice they were being followed.

On the way here, she was shocked when she ran into an employee loafing on hisjob on the
rooftop. But since she bowed immediately and took off, it did not cause much of a commotion.

But what exactly should | do?

I’ ve never really had to save hostages before...and | don’t even know what’ s happening in
the truck.

Maybe Akane had a knife pressed to her throat or explosivestied to her body that would be
triggered if she tried to run away.

Celty hoped that the opponent would not do something like that. But since they had fired a
rifle on the street, nothing they did would come as a surprise.

Speaking of which, why here?
This...I remember this place...

Celty looked around. She saw Raira’s Second Ground, where the girls soccer club and
Kabaddi club were practicing.

Kabaddi. Looks like fun.
But | can’t say “ Kabaddi Kabaddi”, so there’s no way they'll let mejoin...
With such thoughts on her mind, Celty looked further away.

Further down the track field she saw the roof of the warehouse surrounded by trees. Kadota
and the mysterious guy should be right on the back side of it.

Will they be OK?
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Seems like that Kyohei guy is a good fighter, so he should be alright. I’m more worried
about Mikado and Anri.

Where arethey...
Celty looked around the truck, concerned about the safety of her friends—

At that moment, Celty, who had avision like that of humans, perceived a flash of blinding
light in her peripheral vision.

1?
It was obvioudly not a natural light.

Compared to the lights for illuminating purposes, it was more likely to have come from a
small explosion of some sort.

The location was right next to the back side of the warehouse.

People on the track field probably did not see what was going on because the fence was
blocking the view. But Celty realized immediately what was going on from her rooftop.

She had thought that the noise of an explosion had merely been delayed by the distance, but
after waiting for many more seconds, the sound of an explosion till did not come as she had
expected.

Why...?

Celty had abad feeling. However, knowing that unnecessary action would only make things
worse, she instead directed her attention towards the truck parked at the entrance to the track
field.

Eh?

As soon as she saw what was going on there, Celty bent forward as far as she could from
the rooftop without thinking.

Why? ... Why is he here?
Don't tell me he' s here to help Kadota and the others?

She saw someone walk in adignified manner through the entrance to the track field—

Namely, aman in abartender suit composed of contrasting white and black shades.
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¢

Beside the warehouse

Everything suddenly fell quiet again on this side of the warehouse.

A boy groaned on the ground as fighting noises came from the other side of the warehouse
and shouts came from the track field.

“..Uh..”

It was Mikado, who was still temporarily blinded by the flashbang.
But he still heard every word the attacker and Anri had said.

“That boy, seems merely human. Pity, pity.”

The syntax sounded weird, but Mikado understood very well that it was meant as a
contemptuous remark towards him.

Just because he was a mere human.
Mikado was feeling shocked, but it was not because the reason had made no sense.
A mere human.

Mikado felt shocked because someone else had just decided for him that he was “amere
human”.

To be more exact, the fact that he felt shocked at being called a mere human was enough to
shock him.

What...am[?

I’m just curious about unusual things.

There' s no need for me to become anything unusual myself...
In his confusion, Mikado remembered what Anri had said.

“...1'won't forgive you if you do anything to him.”
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| was the one being protected.
| wanted to protect Sonohara-san, but it turned out to be the reverse...
...But haven’t | known from the very beginning?

Sonohara-san beat those three men in a second...

...No, what am | thinking about?

That’ s not what | wanted to say.

Eh?

Thisisweird.

What.. what exactly...did | want to think about?

Mikado thought that his brain must have been fuddled again by the light.

He tried to reassure himsalf that that was the case. However, he was reminded of what Anri
had said just a few moments ago.

“1I'm.. just a parasite.”

...What was she talking about?

She had said the same thing when we had first met her.

But she’ s no longer dependent on Harima-san or anyone else...

Black emotions surged in Mikado’ s heart yet again.

Thelast time they did, he was feeling contempt for the man who was kicking him.

But now—it was anger towards himself.

All things considered...I’m more like the parasite.

He had founded Dollars. But that was it. He was not capable of anything, but despite that he

somehow felt asif he was special. He had never wanted to see himself as anything special, but he
had only just realized it now.
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That when he was called a“ mere human” and not treated as a worthy opponent by the
mysterious assailant, he felt so humiliated that he could hardly stand it.

|...what a despicable human being | am...

Mikado felt ashamed of himself.

But he struggled to his feet anyway, trying to think of what he could do.
The burning whiteness in front of his eyes was receding.

As hisvision dowly began to recover—

He saw aman in abartender suit standing right in front of him, a motorbike on his shoulder.
“...1? S-Shizuo-san?’

“Ah...just like | thought. Um, yeah, that. You're...Celty’sfriend...Ryuugasaki? | saw you
at the hotpot party at Shinra's.”

“Yeah...um, it's Ryuugamine.”

“Oh, right, right. Sorry.”

Mikado was back in shock after the strongest man in Ikebukuro appeared out of nowhere
right in front of his eyes. He had a motorbike on his shoulder, but he made it ook as effortless as

adancer walking around with his cassette player.

The “legend” in front of him made him feel even more disoriented—Dbut Shizuo continued
inacam voiceasif to help cool his head.

“Ah—right, you'rein Dollars, aren’t you?’
“Eh? Ah, y-yes.”

“1 see...it would be kind of rude to not tell anyone. You're aRairakouhal, so I'll just tell
you...”

Mikado nodded fiercely. Shizuo looked away somewhat apologetically.
“I’m quitting Dollars. Sorry about that.”

Eh?
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“...En?
His bewilderment was faithfully conveyed by hisvoice.
“W-Why isthat!?’

“Didn’'t you see that text? | don’t want to be breathing the same air as people who go around
kidnapping women just for alittle fight. That'swhy.”

Shizuo began to walk in arelaxed way again after calmly finishing this sentence.
“So from this moment on, I’m no longer in Dollars or anything else.”
Mikado could not stop him. All he could do was wait for his vision to go back to normal.

All the while hoping against hope that this conversation—in fact, this entire day—had only
been a dream.

I

Back side of the Warehouse, Raira Academy

“Hey, isn't that Anri-chan?’

A woman in arider outfit and agirl wielding akatana.

In the vortex of battle no one seemed to have noticed their sudden arrival except for a
certain few. Y umasaki, who had just hel ped the hostages escape through the back entrance,
returned to see the figure of agirl he knew and was flummoxed.

It was most fortunate for Anri that she arrived only after Kamichika Rio and her other
classmates had |eft the scene.

“Heh, that’s Anri-chan.”

Karisawa, who had been watching as Kadota and the others resumed fighting, turned her
gaze towards Anri.

A girl fighter with blood-red eyes ablaze and a katana in her hands.
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Whether out of coincidence or the synchronicity of their souls, Yumasaki and Karisawa
muttered “ Shakugan no Shanal 7’ at the same time in two places despite not being within each
other’ s earshot.

“Isthiswhat they call a predictable twist of fate? Anri-chan turns out to be a Flame
Haze...”

Next to Yumasaki, who was muttering things that were very obvioudy wrong, agirl’svoice
sounded.

“Huh—that’ s Rio’sfriend. I's she in the kendo club or something?’
“What—why didn’t you run away with the others?’
“*Cause Rocchii is still here ~”

Non, (one of) Chikage' s girlfriend(s), stared at Anri asif she saw something extraordinary.
As she looked past Anri, however, her eyes bulged in amazement.
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“Wow ~ looks like we have areal lion on the scene now.”

Hearing what she said, Y umasaki turned away from the fighting masses to look in the other
direction—

“...uh”

The one who was walking leisurely towards them with a motorbike on his shoulder was
none other than the God of Wrath himself.

I
Her vision as Sonohara Anri returning to her and her perception of her surroundings back to

human, Anri felt arush of fatigue and numbness permeating her limbs.

Since Saika s battle instinct had taken control of her and set her eyes on fire, she had arrived
against her conscious will at the center of the Dollars conflict.

If somebody | know sees me, I’ [l bein trouble.

Just as she attempted to shove away such anxiety as mere “happenings on the other side of
the picture frame”—

Something kept her from doing that, namely, “—if Mikado, Masaomi or Mika sees me,
they’ Il probably keep their distance from me.” That message penetrated the picture frame,
making her hesitate in her movements for afraction of a second—

Vorona was able to sweep her legs under Anri and Anri fell imbal anced.

Not about to miss this opportunity for an attack, Voronathrust her knife forwards—

Only to have it clash with another metal object: a weapon that looked like a hybrid of a
metal nightstick and a short sword.

“...KABUTOWARI ...”

Vorona, who had at some point obtained knowledge about this Japanese weapon, glared at
the man who had intercepted her attack as she muttered.

“Obstruction, is not appreciated. 1, will become bad-tempered.”
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Her voice signaled imminent danger, yet Chikage, the one who had intercepted her attack,
just laughed and shook his head.

“Not that | don’t enjoy a good cat fight between girls every now and then...but wouldn't it
totally defeat the purpose if you hurt each other’ s beautiful faces and bodies with knives like
this? I’ d suggest you go with mud wrestling.”

Though he could not see Vorona s face through the helmet she was wearing, Chikage had
decided what stance to take the moment he saw it was afemale.

He had also stopped Anri’s arm with his other hand. Within that fraction of a second, he had
made sure that neither of the two girls would be hurt by each other’ s blade.

What’ s with this guy.
Looks like he' s pretty good at this, despite being an amateur ...

Voronadowly looked up at Chikage' s face while trying to decide whether he would be a
worthwhile “opponent” for her. But—

“LL2L17

She was no longer looking at Chikage. Something she saw right past his shoulder had
transfixed her.

Namely, the sight of aman in abartender suit carrying the motorbike she had been riding on
his shoulder and walking towards the center of the battle—a sight that made her serioudy begin
to doubt her eyes.

I

In hisusual bartender suit and with a motorbike on his shoulder, Shizuo’ s figure stood out
so much that it made the entire fighting mass—who took virtually no notice of Anri and the
others when they had arrived on the scene—freeze in their action.

The Toramaru guys who were not familiar with Shizuo’s name issued a collective “Hah?’
while the Dollars members who knew more about Shizuo went into afit of “Shi—Shizuo’'s
herel” asfear took hold of them.

The never-ending fight between delinquents stopped in a heartbeat at the mere sight of
Shizuo.
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“Hey, you'rethe...”

“Shizuo?’

Chikage and Kadota both spoke to Shizuo as he glanced around to make sense of the scene.
“...Heard of this plan to hold women hostage... how did that turn out?’ Shizuo asked flatly.

The tone in which he said it was so steady that anyone who did not know better would have
taken him for an even-tempered youth.

Inside Anri’s body Saika s incessant “cursings’ rose in volume and intensity as she turned
her attention to her aggressor whose knife was till held immobile by Chikage' s kabutowari.

Her aggressor—V orona—did not move.
The man whom the delinquents had just called “ Shizuo”.
Why was he carrying Vorona' s motorbike on his shoulder?

Moreover, how did he just carry a 100kg+ motorbike on his shoulder like that asiif it were
nothing?

Slon and Samiawould probably be able to if they tried, but even they would have to use
more than one hand. Not to mention Slon and Samia’ s builds were way too different from this
guy’ sto begin with.

But before she actually thought about any of that, her body had begun to shudder with
curious delight the moment her eyesfirst fixed themselves on Shizuo. This fact had caught her
attention.

What is this.

Thiswas an entirely new feeling for her, one that was perhaps close to the ecstasy Saikafelt
in Anri whenever she saw Shizuo.

You could call it instinct, or smply the “soul” that had been crystallized and recrystallized
to extreme polishedness after years of fighting experience—

Voronaknew it from the moment she set her eyes on Shizuo.

That the very existence of this man standing before her eyes right now was about to blow
away her common sense.
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Every brain cell she possessed was screaming for a fight with the man before her eyes; yet
every muscle in her body yelled “Just run!”

It was impossible for ordinary people to recognize this quickly just how dangerous Shizuo
was.

They only learned from witnessing with their own eyes the “result” of pissing off Shizuo—
in the form of aflying vending machine or flying car, or sometimes their own flying bodies.

But like certain breeds of wild animals who had developed a sharp sense of danger—all the
training and experience Vorona had had since a kid made Shizuo’ s dangerousness immediately
evident to her.

It was asimilar feeling to having the gun of atank pointed at your head. Or on an even
more massive scale, the same feeling of absurdity as having a continental missile pointed in your
direction.

This completely novel feeling had seized her entire being—blood rushed to Vorona's
cheeks in waves of unstoppable excitement.

“Ah, thanks to Yumasaki and Karisawa the hostages were safe.”

“Oh yeah? That’ s good. By the way, whose motorbike is this?’

As Shizuo asked this, the rider wearing afull-faced helmet raised her hand timidly.

“My, motorbike.”

“Hmm...? Ah, that so. Sorry about that. | thought it was those scums’, you know, the ones
who took women hostage...thought I’ d throw it at their heads. Well sinceit'snot, I’ d better not

break it.”

Shizuo talked as if what he was saying was not scary in the slightest as he put the motorbike
back onto the ground.

“By the way, who are you? Looks like you wear the same kind of stuff as Celty. You a
friend of hers? ...What have you guys been doing, anyway?’

Glancing at Chikage who was holding off both girls' blades, Shizuo tilted his head.
“1 see. So thisiswhat they call abloody love triangle.”
“Nah, it’s nothing like that.”

Chikage retorted quickly. Shizuo, however, smply went on to ask the next question.
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“S0...who exactly were the scum that took women hostage?’
He said thisin a perfectly calm manner.
But to those who knew Shizuo, there was little doubt as to what was about to come.

Their gazes naturally turned to one certain gang leader and thereby answered Shizuo's
guestion.

“Hhhhh...oy, you guys...”

The guy’ sthroat suddenly turned so dry that it felt as it was burning. Half-exasperated—
“...$0...50 WHAT! HUH?’

He pulled the butterfly knife from his butt pocket and charged at Shizuo.

HDI E! ”

It was obvious that he was not skilled with the knife at all. Shizuo only had to hit his
frantically waving arm leisurely from the side—

A dull crackling sound.
Y et the knife did not fall to the ground.

The guy, still having no sense what was going on, made for Shizuo’ s abdomen before he
realized that his knife was already gone—

“HUH...?

Then he saw it.

Hiswrist had disdocated and his entire hand was dangling due to gravity.

“Ahhh... AHHHHHHHHHHHH?

His brain registering the pain at last, the guy screamed at the sight of his own hand—
“...YOU'RE TOO FUCKING LOUD, YOU SCumM!”

Shizuo grabbed the nape of the guy’ s neck, swung him around, and simply threw him as far
as he could.
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Even the scream died in his lungs as the guy followed atrgectory parallel to the ground.

The entire weight of his body pierced through the air more forcefully than any human
cannon ball action at any circus—eventually making a hole in the fence more than ten meters

away.
The guy passed out with his limbs bent in absurd directions.
Shizuo, after seeing this, turned his glance to the rest of the gang still around him.
“Hhhhh...” “T-Thisis bad—"

Seeing their leader being punched into unconsciousness, every Dollars member except
Kadota and his gang were busy running in all directions.

“...Redly, they piss me off even when it sthelast time | deal with them...”

His fuming anger till not completely subsided, Shizuo stared at the backs of the running
men while briefly gritting his teeth.

About time | make a run for it myself and get back to looking for that flea.

Whatever | didn’'t get to do to these scum I’ mjust gonna do to every one of that bastard’'s
limbs.

With these thoughts on his mind, Shizuo made a move to leave the scene—

As he turned to look, however, the woman in the full-faced helmet stood in hisway only a
few meters from him.

“?...You got something to—"

The exact second he asked—something flew towards his chest.
“Ahhh...?”

Namely, the tip of ashiny silver knife.

Though he was not aware of this, this was the same Spetznaz ballistic knife attack that had
been directed at Anri a moment ago.

The next second—
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The knife, which sunk only 5 millimetersinto his chest, fell to the ground.

Time had stopped dead for everyone who saw this scene.

Everyone who knew Shizuo even marginally was envisioning the woman in the rider suit
being thrown into the air.

Before anyone could even think of why on earth the woman had had the guts to try to kill
Shizuo—the natural result of her action had preoccupied everyone' s brain and the sheer terror
seemed to have stopped the flow of time.

On the other hand, the woman was the only one till able to move in this place where time
itself had frozen over.

Quickly turning her back on Shizuo, she ran towards the main entrance of the Raira Second
Ground.

It took him a moment longer, but Shizuo had now realized what she had done to him.

Seeing the cut in his clothes and the blood forming a stain on his shirt—Shizuo slowly
began to speak.

“...I'm not interested in beating up women...nor do | want to do that...”

However, her very act of stabbing him with a knife brought to his mind the face of a certain
man he usually referred to as “the flea’—aqritting his teeth, Shizuo sprung off the ground.

“BUT | GUESS YOU'RE AT LEAST READY TO HAVE THAT EXPENSIVE-
LOOKING HELMET CRUSHED TO A PULPIN THESE HANDS, AH?
IR
Vorona switched the wireless on in her helmet as angry roars reached her ears from behind.
She called out to Slon.

“1’m returning to you 30 seconds from current. Requesting firearm at ready. Presently,
presently.”
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“What? Wait, what happened? Did the Black Motorbike turn up again?’

“I rgject. I'm afraid the one who did turn up was human. No, at least | want to think the
creature to be human. It is hard to be believed, but | am currently enraptured. | now exist at the
middle point between ecstasy and terror.”

“What are you talking about...? Anyway, it scemslike you'rein abit of trouble. I'll open
the rear of thetrailer and get the engine to start any moment you' re ready, so come right now!”

“Understood.”

The moment she nodded, VVorona saw something fly past her at an intimidating speed.

My, motorbike.

Just like the man who had been thrown onto the fence, her motorbike had been thrown
horizontally past her.

The motorbike hit atree trunk and broke. As soon as she understood what was going on,
Vorona kept on running without turning back.

He probably didn’t aimit directly at me.
What a naive man.
However .. there' sno way | can smply dismiss him as an amateur, either!

The pressure she felt was as if afighter jet were flying behind her, its rotary machine guns
amed at her back.

Beads of cold sweat dried on her back as soon as they crept their way down.

He' s different from the Black Motorbike. He' s different from the bespectacled girl, too.
There' s no such eerie incongruity in him as there isin those two.

Thisman is, without question...a human being!

In her fear for this “human being”, the woman detected a trace of happiness—and kept on
running.

Because she wanted to confirm the “vulnerability” of the human being named Shizuo using
the weapons in the truck and every single skill she had.



Chapter 5 Everything Is Solved and Detonated 240

But her unprecedented rapture did impair her judgment.
She did not consider a certain possibility.
An extremely important one at that—that there might be other “opponents’ waiting for her
near where the truck was parked.
I

On therooftop of a building near Raira’s Second Ground

What’ s going on?
Celty felt the disturbance in the air around her.

She heard something that sounded like Shizuo bellowing. Before she knew it, the truck’s
rear door was starting to open, and she heard something crush asif into awall and break.

Wh...what’ s happening!?

Celty hastened to focus on what was going on right in front of her—but what she saw was a
femaefigurein arider suit fleeing from the entrance of the Second Ground.

That’ s the one who attacked me yesterday!
And the one to appear after her—
Huh?

Shizuo!?
I
Running after the woman, Shizuo saw the rear door of atruck parked outside the Ground

begin to move.

Just as he thought it was a mere coincidence, the woman in the rider suit leapt onto the truck
through the open rear door.

Thetruck started at the same time and was about to flee.
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“You running away?’

Shizuo made his way to the back of the roofed truck and was about to jump onto the truck
himself.

However, in the next second, Shizuo was treated to a weird sight.
The woman wearing the helmet was holding arifle that was only seen in movies.
He saw it in the exact second she held it up and was about to aim it at him.

But what caught his attention was something behind the woman’s back: the figure of alittle
girl, tied up and gagged, near the front of the bed of the truck.

...Huh?

He happened to have become more familiar with the girl’ sface and clothes than he would
have cared to be.

It was the girl whom he had met in awhispered “Die!” and a sparkling electric shock.
Akane!?

Why is she here...

In the second he stiffened with shock and doubt, his opponent had aimed therifle at him.
Damn.

Thisis gonna give me lead poisoning!

With such completely out of ordinary concerns upon being aimed at by arifle, Shizuo ran
towards the unstaffed parking lot opposite the Second Ground.

Several lead bullets pierced the air where he had been standing only a second ago.

The shots were amost noiseless, presumably thanks to the use of suppressors and subsonic
bullets.

“Che...”
What the hell do these guys want!?

Anger and confusion co-reigning in his heart, Shizuo contemplated thisin his own way.
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Why is Akane...

Why are Akane' s kidnappers attacking me?

What do Akane and | have in common...

At this point, he was reminded of what Akane had said this very morning.
“...lzaya onii-chan.”

.

| see...so thisiswhat it’s all about.

That flea...he tried to use Akane to kill me...and when that failed, he even had the gutsto
hire someone else to silence Akane...

His resulting analysis was half wrong, however—
He thinks I’ mthat stupid...

HE THINKS I'M THAT STUPID THAT FUCKING FLEA BAS
TARD!

As hisenemy’s face came to his mind, Helwajima Shizuo’ s anger level was officially off
the charts.

L ooking around for something to use—
He found arusty car parked in acorner of the tiny parking lot, a sheet of notice paper on its

windshield.

[We are compelled to treat this car as an abandoned vehicle since it has remained
unclaimed in this parking lot for half ayear. If you are the owner of this vehicle and wish tofile
acomplaint, please direct it to the following address—---- ]

Upon finding a car with such anotice, Shizuo let an infuriated grin appear on his face as he
walked towardsiit.

I
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“1 hope for momentary stopping of the vehicle, Sion. Thefirst bullets were dodged. His
instantaneous power is above my imagination.”

“Understood.”

Vorona kept her rifle ready as she watched for anything unusual from the back of the truck.

It was also possible that Shizuo would climb over the fence from the parking lot and come
back for her, but whatever he chose to do, the only way to get to her was through this open truck
door.

Listening to the dight breathing coming from behind her back, VVorona complained to Son.

“At least hide her in abag or under a sheet. Was that impossible?’

He might have seen it.

If | let him escape, he may alert the police and get usin trouble.

...Now | have a reason to kill him.

...Thisis making me so happy...

As Vorona was having such thoughts on her mind, Slon at last realized that she had been
talking about Awakusu Akane. He began to protest in atired voice.

“You're asking for too much. | was fleeing from awhole bunch of yakuzain the middle of a
metropolis. And | came here because you told meto...”

“Silent. Please fall silent.”
H?1

Voronarealized that a strange sound accompanied Slon’ s talking voice.

Am | just imagining things?
But the next second—

A huge “something” rolled its way to the middle of the road from the parking lot, making
exaggerated metallic noises along the way.

“...Yro (What)?"
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As soon as sherealized what it was, Vorona let out agasp in Russian.

It was the same sound she made when Anri had pulled a katana out of her body.
Which means that she saw was just as weird—in fact, it was even more surreal.
“Oi...Vorona, the hell is that!?’

“...1 hope for the starting of this truck. Immediately!”

“G-Gotchal”

Slon’ s voice sounded anxious.

He had probably seen “it”, too, in the real-view mirror.

In the openings of Western films, you would see tumbleweed rolling.

Like an enormous ball of tumbleweed, a passenger vehicle was rolling down the road—

Passers-by and residents who witnessed the scene from afar would tell storieslikethis:

“A blond bartender was kicking a scrapped car around like a soccer ball.”

But the only ones who believed their stories were those who had lived in Ikebukuro and
seen the legendary Helwajima Shizuo in action.

Voronawas an experienced fighter.

But thiswas till completely new to her.

Had her father Drakon, Lingerin, a mercenary who had been in many wars, or an adventurer
been in her position, they might have been able to figure out a proper response synthesized from

thelr past experience—but Voronawas still too young to pull that off.

She had made up for her young age with the intengity of her experience and reading, but
still,

[Q: When acar is rolling towards you, what should you do?]

...She had never read a book with an answer to such a question.
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Maybe there was one in avideo game strategy guide somewhere. But Vorona had never
played one single video game.

In a split second, she felt like she saw afigure running between the rolling car and the
parking lot.

She hastened to pull the trigger—

But the car flew towards her before she could do so.

I

Vorona stepped back, and the car fell to the ground just before it was about to hit her.

With a deafening clang the massive object rolled around some more behind their truck.

That was close...

Whereishe...?

She thought the bartender was right behind the car, but he was nowhere to be found.

|

Was the car only meant to divert my attention?

Realizing what her opponent’ s intent had been, V orona decided that he must be hiding
somewhere and looked around for afigure in a bartender suit—

But she did not notice it.

It was aforced feat of parkour.

Shizuo began to run as soon as he kicked the car. He used the fence and the electric polesto
climb to the second floor of the apartment building beside the parking lot. Running on the edges

of balconies, he kept up with the truck asit drove along the way.

AsVorona edged closer to the open rear door—Shizuo jumped into the air.

Shizuo literally flew into the truck from a skewed angle.

From Vorona s point of view, it must have seemed like he teleported himself.
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Voronaamed her rifle at him without a single unnecessary move. But Shizuo’'s
instantaneous strength won by a hair’ s breadth.

Shizuo immediately grabbed the barrel of the rifle and smply squeezed with force.

The barrel of the rifle was effortlesdy bent like a straw. Vorona decided that firing therifle
would be risking accidental discharge and let go of the rifle immediately.

She bent her knees swiftly and tried to get her opponent off the bed of the truck with a
Kick—

But Shizuo put his hand on the truck’ sinside wall and let her foot fall on him.

Shefelt asif she had kicked the truck’ swall, or an iron statue that had fused part of itself
with the wall.

...Ther€' s no way to...fight him.
She hopped off the ground with her numb feet so that she was further away from Shizuo.

At the same time, she pulled her spare firearm from next to her foot and aimed it at
Shizuo—

But where...!?

The pistol in her hand was one of fairly small caliber. Its bullets did not penetrate very well.

Usually it would be the easier weapon of choice to wound and kill people. But when it came
to the man right in front of her eyes, she doubted that its bullets would even go through his

impregnable wall of muscles.

The Spetznaz ballistic knife attack had ended up barely scratching his skin.

His eyeballs...can't possibly be astrained as the rest of his muscles.
Voronaimmediately raised the pistol, aiming it at his face.
If I could have my way, | would have wanted to fight you for longer.

.. 0rry.
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The apology could have been to her opponent or the desire inside her doomed to remain
unsatisfied. But there was no time for her to deliberate.

Before Shizuo could react, Vorona pulled the trigger—

Pulled the trigger—

Pulled the trigger—

But she could not.

1?

The trigger smply refused to move beyond a certain angle.

As she looked at the pistol in her hand, she saw black shadows coiled around it.
What!?

Black Motorbike...!

She turned around in haste—and there was the rider in black on the motorbike right behind
thelir truck.

A motorbike with a silent engine.
Vorona had not expected such a superior motorized vehicle for discreet operations to exist.
From the wireless inside her helmet a voice sounded.

“Hold on to something close to you!”

Celty felt relieved as she saw that the pistol in her opponent’ s hand was indeed unmoving.

Even if it was Shizuo, it was hard to tell what would happen if the pistol had been fired at
his face at such close quarters.

Well, usually people would just die...
But still...Shooter, you did a good job holding back your neighs.
I’ll just hold the strange woman down with my shadow and.. .!

Celty raised her right hand at the thought and made new shadows extend from her hand.
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But before she could do more—

The truck, which had sped up considerably, suddenly braked hard.

No...!

Celty did the motorbike sideways as the back of the truck threatened to bump into her.

But she was a moment too late—Shooter bumped into the back of the truck and they fell
over.

Celty quickly released more shadows towards the road, transforming them into a spare tire
and forcing the motorbike back into its position.

What did they think they were doing?!

Whereis Shizuo...!?

She sped up again to follow the truck, trying to see what was happening inside it.

And what she saw was—

Shizuo’ sfist had penetrated the wall dividing the trailer into two parts immediately when
the truck braked.

He had used it as a handle to keep his balance—

But the girl he saw right in front of it caught Shizuo’s attention.

That’s Akane. There's no mistaking it.

In that second—Shizuo saw part of the truck’ sload threatening to dlide and fall as the truck
braked hard.

Asthese thingsfell on the table, several unsheathed knives sitting on it were knocked of f—
and about to land right on Akane.

Before he knew it, Shizuo had pulled his arm back from the wall and jumped off the floor of
the truck.

Part of the floor collapsed due to the overly strong impact.
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Shizuo’ s body was propelled towards Akane with the speed of a bullet, shielding her from
the several blades that ended up falling onto his back.

Shizuo felt adight ounce of pain on his back, but he could not care less. Instead he looked
back at the rear of the truck.

As he did so, he saw Celty, who had resumed her chase on her motorbike.

Shizuo held the tied-up Akanein his arms and stood up quickly. Like awild beast, he
jumped from the floor of the trailer—

!

Vorona, thinking that he was going to attack her, readied herself—

Asif paying no attention to her, however, Shizuo jumped off the trailer.

Had it been severa years ago, it would have been hard to imagine Shizuo doing something
like this.

No one would have expected that he would be able to place the safety of someone else—a
girl he had barely just gotten to know at that—before his own raging anger at its maximum.

However, ever since all the trouble with Saika, Shizuo had come to know how to use his
strength. Right now, he decided to jump off the truck because he put Akane's safety first.

Though his act of jumping off afast-moving truck would only seem like he was exposing
the girl to even more danger—

As soon as she saw Shizuo jump, Celty had made a net with her shadow. It kept Shizuo and
Akane from falling to the ground.

Shizuo held Akane tightly in hisarms asif to protect her. Even if Celty had not made the
net in time, Akane would probably have remained unhurt.

But for Celty, the thought was—

...If a dump truck crashed into them...Shizuo would probably be fine, but Akane-chan would
definitely have died...

Shefelt cold sweat trickle down her heart as she thought about how reckless her friend’s
actions had been.
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On the other hand, the truck merged into the traffic on Meiji Road while Celty was lowering
Shizuo and Akane to the ground.

Celty gave up the chase for the same reason as yesterday.
...Well, aslong as Akane-chan is safe.
Celty thought as she turned to ook in Shizuo’ s direction.

She watched Akane, who had just been untied, grasp onto Shizuo with her shoulders
trembling and her eyes looking scared.

Good.. .everything' s alright now.

Celty felt relieved upon seeing them safe and sound.

But then Akane muttered something strange.

“Why...?

Shizuo tilted his head as he heard Akane' s voice and looked back at the little girl.
“Why...I...I amtrying to kill you, Shizuo onii-chan, why did you save me...?’
“...Did | hear the present continuous tense?’

Huh?

Shizuo laughed bitterly. Akane looked at him with questioning eyes.
“Because...because...”

“Well, whatever. | don't care...are you hurt?’

“No.”

“That's great.”

Akane nodded. Instead of the forced smile he had shown her this morning, Shizuo smiled a
very Shizuo-ish, powerfully reassuring smile thistime and stroked the girl’ s head.
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“If you did get hurt, then killing me would be last thing you should think of doing.”

Akane felt confused for amoment as she saw Shizuo smile—but finally she smiled back
dightly and nodded withasmall, “...Yes.”

What happened between these two?
Eh, um, eh... Serioudly, what?

Speaking of which, Shiki-san and Akane-chan had a conversation that kind of sounded like
this before we came here...

Celty did not know the details of what happened between the two. That was why the
conversation sounded inexplicably weird to her—

However, satisfied to see the two smiling at each other, she simply sent a text message to
Shiki’ s cell phone.

I

Second Ground, Raira Academy

“So what was the rumpus all about today?’ Y umasaki asked.

After hesitating for amoment where to begin, Kadota sighed before answering.

“...Wéll, we can talk about that over dinner.”

The delinquents had fled, and the gang of Toramaru members had broken up on Chikage's
orders. Only Kadota's lot remained behind in this place where there had been some forty people
fighting until just now. The girls, after running to a safer place, had left aswell. They had said
that they would alert the police of the kidnapping attempt, so the men lying unconscious beside
the fence would probably get taken away soon aswell.

“Speaking of which, we'll bein trouble ourselvesif we don’t leave before the cops get
here...should we go to Simon’ s place?’

“Ah, | think Russian Sushi is closed for this evening.”
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“Wheat, for real?”’
Kadota' s shoulders sank dightly.

Karisawa suggested, “ Should we go to the Taiwanese place next to Russian Sushi then? The
one right above the game center.”

“Ah, you mean the one close to the bowling place...? Good idea. Too bad | forgot to ask
Chikage to come with us.” Kadota muttered.

Just as the decision seemed agreed upon and the conversation about to be finished,
Karisawa said something unnecessary.

“You know, it seems like Dotachin’s been nurturing some kind of friendship with that
Chikage person after the fight!”

“The way you talk creeps me out. If you're trying to say something, just say it.”

“Then I’'ll just say it! For meit’sjust one of those ‘ Thanks for the BL fantasy bait, it was
delicious!” moments!”

“...Lookslike there are things 1’1l have to kill you for to make you understand.”

Kadota sounded like he was trying hard to fight back hisindignation. Y umasaki, on the
other hand, began to criticize Karisawa s opinion in aloud voice.

“Kariwasa-san...! It's all because of people like Karisawa-san who pair guys up every time
they see two guys fight or make friends with each other! Y ou’re the reason so many anime are
trolled and called fujoshi-pandering shit just because they’ ve got more male characters than
female ones! Seriousreflection! | demand some serious reflection on your part!”

“Eh—! But if you really want to, even inanimate objects are shippable with each other—!
Speaking of which, there has been a shitstorm just recently about which oneisthe OTP between
CDxDVD and DVD x CD...”

“Just shut up already! It s not like the flow of your conversation even makes sense!”

For Kadota s lot, life had already returned to normal.

His swollen eye and bleeding mouth were still giving him quite a bit of pain, but Kadota
was not looking like he regretted it even in the dlightest.

Just as the others gathered to discuss whether the dinner should be on Kadota or if they
should split the bill, Y umasaki saw Anri—who was wandering around aimlessly—and called out
to her.
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“Ah, Anri-chan, you wanna go eat with us?’

Yumasaki had barely finished asking when Karisawa, who had at some point positioned
herself behind Anri, put her arms around Anri’ s body.

“Kyah—!?
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“That reminds me! | have alot of stuff to ask Anri-chan today!”

Her hands busy exploring different parts of Anri’s body, Karisawa grinned.

“Where have you been keeping that katana? Are you really a Flame Haze? Or just a beauty
in glasses who happens to enjoy cosplaying? Or a stacked-up anthropomorph of the Demon
Blade Muramasa?’

“Hey, cut it out you Sexual Harassment Queen.”

Kadota pulled Karisawa away form Anri. Looking a Anri’ stroubled face, Karisawa
chuckled.

“Wéll, if you don’t want to tell, you don’t have to! Every girl has a secret or two.”

“That’s so true. Even if Anri-chan isademon gqueen planning to take over the world, we're
pretty sure we' |l continue to treat you just like how we' ve treated you al aong! In fact, |
personally would want to get even more intimate with you if you're indeed ademon queen in
glasses...!”

Y umasaki’ s speech was cut off since his mouth was covered by other members hands.
Kadotaignored him and turned towards Anri.

“What’ s up? Are you looking for something?’
“Ah...I'msorry...!"”

Anri lowered her head in haste and looked around before muttering.

“l...can't find Mikado-kun...”

I

On a street beside the Second Ground

“Hey, Rocchi, are you sure your injuries are OK?”’
“Ah—I"m totally fine. Since you fondled them they’ re actually already healed, Non.”

“Liar. Serioudly, Rocchi, | can’t wait to see Kiyopuu and the others get mad at you again
tomorrow.”
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Non pouted. Chikage laughed before replying.

“You and Kiyopuu and the others will probably forgive meif | kissyou, won’t you?”’

“1 think it would be better if you died once, Rocchi.”

The flirtatious dial ogue continued as they walked on a small road heading to the Station.

Chikage ordered the Toramaru members to return to Saitama. It seemed that some of them
were beaten while trying to avenge the previous defeat at the abandoned factory, but the ones
who remained unhurt had brought those men back with them. Chikage told Kadotathat they
would just call it aday for today.

The couple walked on in an atmosphere in which virtually no trace of the animosity that had
been filling the air until a moment ago remained—

From behind them they heard a voice that still sounded somewhat like alittle boy’s.

“P-Please wait a second!”

“Hm...?”

Chikage and Non turned around to find a boy standing there with his body injured in places,
amost out of breath.

“What' s up? Did you need something, kid? Y ou on your way home from afight or
something?’

Chikage could not tell if he was talking to a boy in middle school or high school just by
looking at hisface. Not knowing what the kid was after, he stopped walking and turned towards
the boy.

The boy, on the other hand, looked at Chikage with clearly determined eyes despite his
blotched and pale face. Slowly, he opened his mouth.

“...I...I amfully responsible for this.”

“Huh? For what?’

Toramaru’ s leader looked surprised. Mikado was about to continue when—
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“Ah, Rocchi! He sthe kid | wastelling you about! He' s also a Dollars member, yet hetried
to save me!l”

113 ! ”
Mikado’ s mouth closed involuntarily as Non said these words.

“l see...s0 you were saying that you were responsible for not being able to protect Non?
That’ s not your responsibility at all. Actually, | should thank you for that.”

“N-No...that’s not...that’s not what | meant!”

Mikado tightened his abdominals and opened his mouth again with renewed resolve.

“I...I amthe founder...of Dollars.”

“...Huh?

“1 know what...those Dollars membersdid to you al...so I’m just here to say that it all
started because of me! That’swhy...l want to let you know that whatever you wish to do to me, |
won’'t complain. Just...don’t get Ikebukuro in more trouble, please! Please...!”

At this point, Mikado felt that he could not complain even if he was going to get killed.

Literally ready for anything, Mikado was about to kowtow on the side of the road.

Just as Mikado was starting to bend his elbows, Chikage caught his hand and pulled him up.

“Stop that. A man should never get on his knees that easily. It's al the moreridiculousto do
that in front of awoman—even if she'smy girlfriend.”

“...B-But—"
“Besides that, having akid kowtow to me on the roadside when I’m with awoman is just

going to make me look lame, isn’t it?...And who would believe that Dollars s leader is someone
who uses ‘boku’ to refer to himself?’

Hiswords hit home and hurt in Mikado’ s heart because they were all true.
Chikage smiled dightly and spoke as Mikado stared silently into the space in front of him.
“1 don't think you' re lying, though.”

“T-Then why...”
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“But | can't amply go ahead and believe what you said, either.”
“Eh...?

“The one who founded Dallars, in my opinion, would be afilthy bastard who never goes
anywhere remotely dangerous...someone who makes the gangs grow just so that he can pit them
against each other for the fun of it like it'sa game for him or something.”

Not entirely sure what Chikage had meant, Mikado fell silent again. But being called a
“filthy bastard who does it for the fun likeit'sagame” shocked him as he wondered if there was
indeed a part inside him that was exactly like that.

Chikage placed a hand on Mikado’ s shoulder. Slowly and serioudly, he began to tell him
something.

“There' sno way that Dollars s head would have eyes as open and honest as yours.”

“If—and | mean if—you're really the one who ‘began’ Dollars...I’ ve got only one piece of
advice for you. Let go of Dollars immediately. People like you are way too naive for this kind of
burden.”

“Wha...”

“You should lead a normal life. It suitsyou. To live like a normal person is actually more of
an accomplishment from our point of view...people like you never take the trouble to come over
to our side.”

Chikage might not have redlized it, or he might have realized it, but said these words
anyway.

That to Mikado, these were the very words that put a negative sign before everything he
stood for.

Before leaving, Chikage said one last thing to the slent boy.
“If you're till not satisfied, just come to Saitama. | can take on you one-on-one any time if

you want...ah, actually, make that any time I’m not with awoman. Either way, make sure you
put up some resistance because | don't like beating up guys who don’t even fight back...”

Mikado watched them leave. He ended up never giving areply to the last words Chikage
said.
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He could not.
That was because he did not understand what the surges of feelingsinside him were.

He knew that it was bitterness, but he was afraid to accept that fact. He remained without a
word as he looked up at the sky in silence.

The actual time that elapsed during Mikado’ s silence was no longer than a minute.

But to Mikado, it felt asif severa hours—no, days—months—had been compressed into
that minute.

If he admitted it, hislife would change.

That was how dense his seconds had to be in order for him to just let this realization sink in.
No...I was not afraid that | would be left behind as Dollars kept changing.

| was afraid to be left behind by this city.

Mikado walked to the side of the street and put hisarm on aclose-by telephone pole,
burying hisfacein it silently.

But...how wrong | was.

Before confronting Chikage, Mikado had checked the newest message from the Dollars
mailing list.

It told him that Awakusu-kai members were showing up wherever there was afight going
on and forcibly putting an end to the fights.

Awakusu-ka had probably been informed of what was going on and decided to dispel the
gangs before they caused greater trouble in Awakusu-kai’ sterritories. It felt asif they were just
driving away a couple of mosqguitoes.

The commotion they got embroiled in today ended up being nothing out of ordinary for the
people in Awakusu-kai—an organization far more complex than Dollars. For them, it was
probably just everyday stuff.

At least that was what Mikado thought.

That was where his thoughts took him.

That | was being left behind by this city wasin itself a delusion.
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I’ ve actually never been able to keep up with the unusual happeningsin this city in the first
place.

The boy simply stood there alone with tearstrickling down his face.

Biting hislips and trying to suppress his sobs back into his throat—

Asif determined to swallow every bit of his own sorrow—

—The boy ssimply continued to weep in the city caled Ikebukuro.

I

Only one person saw the boy as he stood there weeping.

Mikado...

Clenching hisfist, another male was looking at the boy’ s back.

It was Kida Masaomi, a boy who looked about the same age as Mikado was.
That he had come here as well was half coincidence and half inevitability.

He had returned to the city named Ikebukuro in order to help Mikado out of the trouble he
had gotten into.

After finding out what was going on with Dollars through his acquaintances, he quickly
headed to Raira' s Second Ground.

On hisway there he saw Mikado confronting Chikage.
He kept his eye on Mikado from his hiding spot on the back side of the street—

But after listening to Mikado’ s determined words and seeing what happened afterwards, it
became impossible for him to go meet Mikado in person.

As he saw Mikado silently rest his arm on the telephone pole, Masaomi knew that he must
be weeping.

Mikado' s back oozed the same kind of sorrow as he did when he was the |leader of the
Y ellow Turbans.

That was why Masaomi could not bring himself to go meet Mikado.
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He knew that trying to call out to Mikado would just push Mikado into even deeper sorrow.
Kida Masaomi and Sonohara Anri were probably the last two people Mikado would want to
be seen by right now.

Mikado resembled his past self so much that he wanted to go out there right away and try to
comfort him, even thinking that he was probably the only one who could do that.

But in the end, he was not able to make that step.
He had no idea what to say now to Mikado, whom he had run away from.

Even if he tried to put on a show for the sole purpose of comforting Mikado, Mikado would
probably just end up feeling several times more hurt than he was right now.

I’m not the place to return to for Mikado right now.

For him, it should be Sonohara-san or Raira Academy.

Masaomi had come here determined to meet his close friend again—

—But he threw even that determination away as he turned his back on Mikado.

What | can doisjust.. .to talk to him...when he gets back on his feet from all this sadness...
Dammit, thisiswrong. This has to be wrong.

| just want to...be with himand Anri...like | used to be...

.Serewit, |..why did ...

As he remembered the sadness he felt in his past—

Masaomi found tears trickling down his own face as well before he even redlized it.

That was what happened in that place.

Masaomi ended up never being able to reunite with Mikado.
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It was true that had he gone out to meet Mikado, he would probably have ended up hurting
him. An even deeper gap would probably separate these friends than before.

But considering what was going to happen from now on, Masaomi should probably have
called out to Mikado anyway even if that would mean hurting Mikado and losing him his pride.
Asfor when Masaomi himself was going to realize that—

That would be astory for abit later.

CHATROOM

Saika-san has joined the chat.
Saika
No oneis here today

Saika
It'slonely here

Saika
I’m sorry | said weird things

Saika
I’'mreally sorry

Saika-san has left the chat.
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No oneisin the chatroom right now.

No oneisin the chatroom right now.
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EPIIL.OGUE AND NEXT PROLOGUE

Evening of May 4th, the McDonald’sat Ikebukuro East Gate

“S0? What was that all about and how did everything go?’

Tom dipped his chicken nugget in mustard and put it in his mouth. Shizuo, on the other
hand, sucked at the straw of his milk shake and tilted his head.

“Well, | don’'t really know either, actualy...Shinracalled me all of asudden and said ‘It’s
OK now, they’re not suspecting you any more.’ ...and when | walked in the streets after that,
nothing happened. So it was alright, | guess.”

“Speaking of which, what did you ever do to Awakusu-kai in thefirst place, anyway?’

“Nah, | can't tell you that.”

13 ?1

Tom looked surprised. Shizuo stirred the milk shake with the straw to make it flow better
and said, “ Shinra spoke with Awakusu-kai for me, but in exchange they want me to keep my

mouth zipped about everything | saw...something like that.”

“Hm. Wéll, | don’'t want to get any more involved in that myself, either, so | won't ask any
more questions.”

“Thank you very much.”
Shizuo lowered his head candidly.

Asif the thought had just come to his mind, Tom added, “ The Manager said he'd still pay
you for today.”

“Eh, realy?’
“Yeah. You'll have to make up for today’ s work tomorrow, though.”

“Ah, of course...”
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It was perhaps Tom's own brand of worldly wisdom—they soon switched the topic and
began to talk about the work scheduled for tomorrow instead.

The name Awakusu-kai never turned up in their conversation again, and Shizuo’s life
officially returned to normal.
&

Somewherein Ikebukuro, an office belonging to Awakusu-kai

Thiswas one of the officesin Tokyo that belonged to Awakusu-kai.

In the “executive s office”, two men were talking in calm voices.

“...1 am very relieved that Miss turned out safe and sound, Y oung Head.”
Awakusu Mikiya nodded at Shiki’swords, his expression difficult to read.

Shiki, in turn, continued to speak in atonethat did not reveal his emotions, either.

“Like you indicated, | told the othersto no longer treat Heiwajima Shizuo as a suspect. |
hope that is alright.”

“Yeah.”

Right after Akane was kidnapped, Shiki’ s recovering ears caught Mikiya' s voice as he
yelled:

“ That bastard...he betrayed me!”

As soon as Shiki heard these words loud and clear, he told his subordinates to stop looking
for Helwajima Shizuo.

The man was built and equipped in away hard to mistake for anyone el se.

Even if Mikiyawas flashed in the eyes and only dightly beginning to regain hisvision, he
would be able to tell who that man was—

Provided that he had met the man before.
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L ooking around to make sure that no one was listening, Shiki asked Mikiya about what was
really going on:

“The three killed men—were they spies?’
“...That'sright.”
“It’s hard to believe that the cops would station three spies in one place, though.”

“One of them was from Asuki Group. Another was sent by some foreign organization.
... They just don’'t take me serioudly, do they?’

Mikiya gave a curt answer. Shiki fell silent and nodded.

He did not ask any more questions. He was able to deduce enough from the information he
gathered during the short period of time.

The one who had three of their men killed was none other than Mikiya himself.

He had asked Slon, the Russian “freelancer”, to kill three of his subordinates. His plan was
probably to fake evidence that Asuki Group had been behind the killings and use it to their
advantage when striking the deal of peace.

But the young subordinates who witnessed Heiwajima Shizuo’ s unexpected arrival at the
scene turned the entire situation upside-down. They ended up treating a non-yakuza as the
suspect.

What was more, they ended up showing their own weaknesses to Asuki Group instead.

To cover up for the embarrassment they began to hunt down Helwajima Shizuo, claiming
that he was the cul prit.

However, as Mikiyarealized that Shiki—as well as Akabayashi and Kazamoto—had begun
to suspect that something was not right, he began to take measures to prepare for the next step.

Shiki did not know how much Mikiyathought about the fact that he owed Shizuo one for
saving Akane when ordering his subordinates to stop tracking Shizuo down. But he knew that the
man right in front of him was not the “chivalrist” type who was over-conscientious about social
obligations.

Was hislove for his daughter real then, at least?

To acertain degree that intrigued Shiki, but he cut the thought out since it was none of his
business. Instead he continued.

“And, about what is to be done with the Russian...”



Epilogue & Next Prologue 270

“Ah, Akabayashi and Aozaki have set out to take care of it.”

“Two executivesin person? And those two, at that?’

“They’ re the old-fashioned types who believe everything should be taken care of in person.
They wanted to meet ‘their’ agentsface-to-face, it seems. | wasreally surprised when | heard
them tell methis, but...”

Awakusu Mikiya closed his mouth for amoment and looked into the distant sky before
continuing to speak.

“WEéll, | guesskids are the parents' first concern...regardless of the country.”

I

Without the dlightest clue that this conversation was going on inside the Awakusu-kai office,
Shizuo made a brief return to hisdaily life. After he had finished his milk shake, he frowned as if
he had remembered something.

“Speaking of which, if | ever run into that woman in the rider suit again, I'll have to make
sure to grab that expensive-looking helmet and crush it right in front of her eyes...”

Pulling himself dightly away from Shizuo, who was fuming from the memory, Tom sighed
heavily.

“...Seeing as how you kicked acar in her direction, | don’t really think she’s going to show
up again whenever you're around.”

IR
Somewherein Tokyo, a construction zone
It was the construction zone for a certain building. All work had been suspended due to the

lack of funding since the economic stagnation began.

Vorona and Slon, who had made it their temporary quarters, were talking about their plan of
action beginning the next day.

“...I am half pleased and half displeased.”
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“There was nothing we could do about it. Fortunately, though, neither of the two jobs has
expired. We till have a chance at kidnapping Awakusu Akane... If worst comesto worst, we'll
just try shooting the girl in glasses.”

Slon made this dangerous suggestion to Vorona, whose face had gone back to
expressionless after sunset.

They sat on the piles of construction materials and continued their conversation next to a
little lamp. In front of them there were empty supermarket bento boxes. It seemed that this
bloody topic had aready been on the table while they ate.

It was probably an everyday topic for them, though.

Voronatied the trash bag up as she began to mutter her opinion.

“But ill...thiscity is splendid. | hope for our work to be finished soon, so that | will be
able to concentrate on hunting the Black Motorbike and the bartender. This state of mind is my
current ego.”

Contrary to Tom’s prediction, she was planning to attack Shizuo again after al.

As she thought about the various kinds of “beings’ she had encountered within these past
two days, hidden waves of pleasure shook her once expressionless mask.

“The job Slon took is finished this morning, no? If so, once we finish the jobs on hand, |
propose that we stop working for awhile. Please affirm.”

“You're basically telling meto affirm...can | even say no?’

Slon laughed and replied—

“Hell no, you can’t. At least not from this effin’ second, bastard.”

u!n u!?1

A low and harsh voice reached them from a shadowy part of the construction zone. Vorona
and Slon stood up, eyes turning towards the direction.

What they saw was atall, strong man walking out of the shadow towards them.
“Who are you? | request the immediate self-revelation of your name.”

“...That emblem...Awakusu-kai ?’
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Slon saw the emblem on the man’s suit and knew that it was someone from Awakusu-kal.
But judging by the man’slooks and the intimidating air he seemed to emanate like awild beast,
this man was probably not a mere underling in the organization.

The man widened his arms as he introduced himself.

“I"'m Aozaki. ...Well, you know what | came here for, Mr. and Miss Kidnapper.”

“...AOZAKI...the street fighter executive Aozaki?’

“I’m impressed that you know how to say * street fighter’ in Japanese.”

Walking toward his opponent, Aozaki laughed slowly and steadily as Slon inquired in alarm.

Calmly, Vorona began to provoke the man who emanated a different kind of dangerous air
than Shizuo did that day.

“Are you foolish? An executive of the organization should not show himself so proudly
alonein front of people like us.”

“...Miss, your Japanese sucks.”

The massive man who was an Awakusu-kai executive returned the provocation with a
chuckle.

“Nah, I’'m not that stupid. Unlike that fool over there.”

“You're so mean, Aozaki-san.”

Vorond s hair stood on end.

“I"'m just here because | heard one of the kidnappers of our little Miss was a knockout from
Russia, so | wanted to have alook. And what do | get? | get caled afool al of asudden.”

The flirtatious voice was coming from Vorona s side.

As she quickly turned her gaze to the side, VVorona saw aman in a gaudy suit and colored
sunglasses sitting there. He was holding an ornamented cane with exaggerated designs. The man,
who looked like he had just walked out of afilm village somewhere, smply sat there doing
nothing.

“You can call me Akabayashi. | forgot my emblem today, but like that old man who looks
like agorillaover there I’'m also an executive of Awakusu-kai’s. Well, nice to meet you.”
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He was sitting right next to where she had been sitting a moment ago, asif he had been
there since they had first started eating.

Of course, that was simply impossible—yet that was just how abruptly he had appeared in
front of her.

Voronaand Slon did not feel him approaching at al.

Her body tense, Vorona hastened to check on the weapons and equipments she had on her.

The pistol Black Motorbike had held back with “shadows’ was no longer good for use. She
had put new guns and knivesin her waist pouch. Sion was good at killing with his bare hands,
and once they got back into the truck they would have even more weapons to choose from.

Vorona decided to look for aroute to escape from her opponents—

—But before she could do so, Aozaki was already laughing and shaking his head.

“Unlike that fool who came here on hisown, | brought a bunch of men with me.”

In that second—

The air in the construction zone was pierced from all directions, and the sound of flesh
exploding ricocheted in Vorona' s ears.

“Arrrrrrrgh!”

As she turned around, she saw blood squirting from Slon’ s knees as his massive body
swayed and fell to the ground, unable to support his own weight.

“Slon!” Voronayelled.

The next thing she did was pull a pistol out of her waist pouch and aim it at the man in the
gaudy suit next to her.

She was going to use him as a hostage, but—

“1’m so happy.”

Before Vorona even realized it, the man who called himself Akabayashi had grabbed her
arm.
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“That | get to dance with agirl as beautiful asyou, Miss.”
Thetrigger...why can't | pull it...!?

Numbness spread like an electric shock from the spot where the man grabbed her arm, and
the freedom of movement for her hand disappeared.

Akabayashi kept her arm firmly gripped in his hand as he stood up slowly—
Vorond s eyeslost track of what the man did after that.

Before she realized it, Akabayashi and everything else began to revolve around her at a high
Speed.

Only after her back had touched the ground did VVorona realize that Akabayashi and the rest
of the world had not been revolving around her; it was herself who had been turned round and
round.

There was no pain.

Akabayashi had slowed down at the last second and with a pull of hisarm carefully
“lowered” Voronato the ground.

In-between Slon’s groans, Akabayashi confiscated Vorona' s guns and knives and threw
them somewhere behind him. Still grinning, he began to talk to the two Russians.

“Well, well...tell me honestly, did you think we would be ‘piece 0’ cake’' ? Unlike where
you come from, we're just alittle organization in Japan, a country spoiled in peace. So we should
be nothing to fear for you—did you look down on us like that?’

Akabayashi was gently pressing Voronato the ground with one arm and one knee only.

Vorona was shocked to discover that even though she did not feel atrace of pain, she still
could not move an inch.

“You' ve killed many people and fought even troops and mercenaries... For you, we
Awakusu-kai should be kid' s play...was that what you were thinking? Well, well. I’'m not going
to say no to that dream. Y ou're still young after all, Miss.”

“But if you continue to push your luck like thisin your young little head, you will
suffer...just keep that in mind. Also, if two old men like us can take you down so effortlesdly,
you shouldn’t think of taking on Heiwajima Shizuo in amillion years. Nah, | don’t enjoy ruining
agirl’sfantasy, either. But if you try to pick afight with Shizuo, well, you could die, you see?’
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After hefinished speaking, Akabayashi called out to someone in the shadows behind
Aozaki.

“Plus, I'll have bad dreams if our new trade partner’ s daughter loses her life in our territory,
you know.”

As soon as they heard Akabayashi, several new faces emerged from the shadows behind the
poles.

Faces that were not unfamiliar to Voronaand Slon.

“...Wha...”

“lgor...1"

Slon pressed his own legs and groaned as he yelled the man’s name.

The figure that appeared with bandages over hisface was indeed Igor, an experienced
fighter from the weapon company they used to work for.

“Long time no see, both of you.”
Igor spoke in Japanese presumably to show respect to Aozaki and Akabayashi.

“Really, you have been rather selfish in what you’ ve done. Thanks to you, we suffered a
great loss.”

Voronalooked confused by the situation. Akabayashi, on the other hand, began to explain
in an even voice.

“Well, to tell you the truth, we should really have taken you to amountain or an
underground parking lot somewhere and finished you off. But Igor-san here came to our
organization and spoke with us about alot of things. Y our father and Mr. Manager of your
weapon business proposed a solution to us. We're going to enjoy priority treatment when we buy
from them, and in exchange for that we will pretend that we never saw what Miss did in this
city...”

“Wha...”

“Well, for usit’s asweet deal since we get to buy all of these nice weapons at adelicious
price when all we haveto doisto let agirl off the hook. But the big guy over there, das, they
abandoned you. Had they asked usto let you off the hook as well, we would probably have had
to ask them to provide free weapons forever in return...”
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“...I refuse! If you are going to execute then | ask to share the fate! If | affirm the sympathy
| would be negating my existence!”

“Hahaha, | have no idea what you' re talking about. Good night.”
Akabayashi pushed the tip of the painlessinjection needle into the girl’ s neck.

Slon, on the other hand, was kicked in the face by Aozaki and forcibly put into
UNCONSCI OUSNESS.

“OK, we're going to do whatever we want with this guy.”

As soon as they had made sure that both of the Russians had fallen silent, Aozaki lifted Slon
and disappeared into the darkness outside the construction zone.

Akabayashi, meanwhile, was sighing as the grin disappeared from his face.
“1 knew it. | just never can enjoy making a girl sad.”
“...Sorry about that, Akabayashi, man.”

The one who had appeared out of nowhere beside him and muttered those words was
Russian Sushi’s Chief Chef.

Next to him stood Igor and Simon, who was wearing casual clothes for once.
“...We'll talk some senseinto her later, so don’t worry about it.”

“Thanks, I'll trust her with you, then. I’m a good-for-nothing myself, but I’m going to have
bad dreamsif such abeautiful girl kills herself because of what | said.”

“Oh—Akabayashi, when having bad dreams, you just eat sharks. We'll prepare shark fin
sushi and caviar sushi next time, you eat until you can’t eat any more at seasonal price, lots of
happiness and lots of dreams, get him another bowl of shark fin soup—*

“Wéll, I'll try to drop by when the girl is deeping.”

Akabayashi grinned again and left the place slowly while tapping his own shoulder with his
cane.

Once they could no longer feel Aozaki’ s subordinates around them, Denis, Igor and Simon
were the only ones |eft, a deeping Vorona next to them.

“Let’s go home, then. Simon, carry Miss on your shoulder.”
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Simon put Vorona on his shoulder like Denis said. Igor entered Vorona and Slon’ s truck to
take care of things that needed to be taken care of.
The Chief Chef looked at VVorona s sleeping face and muttered to himself in Russian.
“...I wasright, Igor. Miss Voronais still Miss Vorona. Kids are kids because they’ re till
malleable...they can be anything. They can freely become anything they want.
... That’swhy kids are scary.”
&

Same time, an abandoned factory in Tokyo

The abandoned factory turned even eerier as the night drew close.

For some reason its electricity supply still worked. Naked bulbs only barely illuminated the
rusty insides of the factory.

“...What' s the matter, Mikado-sempai? Do you have something to tell mein aplace like
this?

Kuronuma Aoba was speaking to Ryuugamine Mikado, who stood there in his day clothes.

He was twirling a ballpoint penin hisright hand, tapping the steel drum next to him with it
every now and then.

Aobawas till surrounded like he was during the day by Blue Square members—and,
whether out of coincidence or not, in the same formation they had stood before.

Only thistime, it was Mikado who had asked to meet them here.

“Ah, I'm really sorry that | called you guys out when you'’ ve already had so much stuff for
the day.”

“Don’t mind that, it was my bad to drag Sempai here at an inappropriate timein the first
place.”

Aoba smiled harmlessly. Mikado also replied with the same smile he had always been seen
wearing at school.
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This surprised Aoba.

?

He can’'t possibly be planning to have that Black Motorbike ambush us, can he...?
Taking the appropriate precautions, Aoba continued to speak with contrived calm.
“So, may | ask what it isthat Sempal wants to talk to me about?’

“Yeah...I um, thought about thingsin my own way...”

Sadness permeated Mikado' s expression as he tapped the steel drum with the end of his
ballpoint pen.

“You wereright. The direction Dollarsis heading right now isjust...wrong. It's definitely
not the Dollars | was hoping for. Though there are still idealists among us like Kadota-san and
his gang...the overwhelming majority of the people smply isn’t like that.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

“But it’s not like Dollars had any rules to begin with, and making any rules now would just
make Dollars not Dollarsanymore. ...In aworld without rules...the only thing you can rely on to
have your dreams realized is power.”

Mikado nodded quietly asif to himself and tapped the steel drum to make it resonate again.

“...And Shizuo-san just quit Dollars today.”

“Oh...did he redly?’

Aobawas genuinely surprised upon hearing about Shizuo.

Mikado nodded again in silence.

“I..., ’'mthinking that if you guys are willing to lend me your power, and use me for your
own purposes at the same time then...that isa deal | can accept.”

“Really?
Aoba s harmless smile widened.
Everything' s going according to the plan.

He suppressed an evil smirk in his heart.
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You' re way too naive, Mikado-sempai.
Thisis going way more smoothly than | thought it would.
He had not expected everything to happen the way it did today.

All he did was to pit Dollars against the bousouzoku gangs hoping it would shove the redlity
in Mikado' s face. Y et the result turned out smply delicious—

WEell, Orihara | zaya probably also did something behind the scenes.

Though he could sense his enemy’ s presence in this whole affair, Aoba decided to content
himself with the fact that he had been able to make Mikado comply with his plan.

Up until this point things should have gone according to both Izaya’ s plan and mine.
To go from hereit’ sjust a matter of which side’ s going to gain the upper hand.
Aoba contemplated this as he quickly reviewed today’ s happenings in his mind.

I’ ve located what might be the Black Motorbike' s quarters. I' [l visit that apartment
tomorrow.

And...I’m getting a little interested in Anri-sempai as well.

|zaya’' s probably already got all the information he needs on it. ...But it’ s unlikely that the
Black Motorbike is one of his pawns. If | can make the best out of it...

Aoba juggled all these thoughtsin his mind while his expression remained the same docile
kouhai-face he always wore when talking to Mikado.

Mikado spoke slowly to Aoba
“So would you mind coming over here for amoment? I’ d like you to sign an agreement.”
“An agreement?’

“Yes. An agreement is necessary if we're going to make thisdeal fair, isn't it?’

WEell, you can't really say it' s unexpected of Mikado-sempai.

If he' s planning to do something with my signature, I’ |l take the needed precautions.
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No one really signs agreements for deals like this, but it was Mikado that they were trying
to deal with and he was ssmply not used to everything involving the underworld.

Aobathought to himself as he walked towards Mikado.

“So what would you like me to write?’

“Ah right, about this agreement...”

Mikado pointed towards a sheet of paper that lay on the top of the steel drum.
What could he possibly have written there?

Did he set up any elaborate traps between the lines, him, the founder of Dollars? Or did he
simply write down straightforward conditions of sealing the deal ?

Just as he reached for the paper while thinking of what might be written on there, Aoba
started.

A blank sheet?!
The very next second—searing pain was coming from the back of his outstretched hand that
was hovering above the sheet of paper.

“. .. .Argh...”

The pain came from the boneless part between histhumb and index finger, which had just
been pierced through.

Still too shocked to realize what had just happened, Aoba looked down at his own hand.
And—

Blood was gushing out from the hole left a second ago by Mikado’ s ballpoint pen— which
had been jabbed without hesitation into his hand—Ileaving winding scarlet patterns on the sheet
of paper.

Aoba could not help but look up at Mikado—
—And instantly froze at what he saw.

It was not that he had suddenly put on make-up or anything like. Nor did the features on his
face change.
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Yet for asplitting second Aoba seriously began to think that the person he was looking at
could not possibly be Mikado.

That was just how relentlessly cold the boy’s eyeswere, looking asif he held contempt for
everything he saw in thisworld—

“O-0i, Aoba ?’
“The hell you're doing! 7’

Turning to face hisrestless fellow Blue Square members, Aoba made a gesture of “you guys
wait there” with his uninjured hand.

“...Mikado...sempai... What isthis...?’

“No matter what you did...you involved Sonohara-san in this whole thing. ... Thisis my
reaction to that fact. It'salso my first order to you.”

“Stomach the full wrath of my anger.”

Aobatried desperately to put up with the pain as he spoke to a cold-all-around Mikado.
“...That was an impressive line, sempai.”

“...If you don’t want to comply, just stab my hand or throat in return with that ballpoint
pen. ...Or report me to the school, or the police.”

“After what I’ ve just done to you, you have aright to.”
Sadness diluted the iciness in his expression.
Aoba, looking at Mikado, chose to smile instead—

“...No, it'saright. Thiswill serve just fine as...our agreement, written in my blood.”
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Aoba raised the bloodstained piece of paper high up in the air as he announced with a
fearless smile.

“From now on, Mikado-sempai...will be our leader. ...Sempai, feel free to use us Blue
Square as part of your Dollarsfor whatever you please.”

“...0K."

Aoba, till struggling to not let the pain show on his face, turned to make sure that Mikado
had nodded—

—And felt himself freeze.

The air of coldness that had emanated from the boy right in front of him was gone within a
mere three seconds. He was aready smiling the same smile he wore everyday to school.

“That’sjust awesome...| mean, I’'mreally glad you just agreed to do that! I’m so, so sorry
about your hand. Ah, | actually brought disinfectant and bandages. I’ll apply those for you, so
here—just elevate your hand above your heart!”

Mikado prepared the bandages so expertly that one might take him for a class health
representative at school.

He was back to being the Mikado Aoba had aways known—actually, even more Mikado-
ish than the Mikado he had always known.

Y et Aoba was seized by an eerie feeling close to what you would call fear.
The Blue Square members must have shared the feeling to some degree, seeing as how they
had given up on their usual banter and instead watched Aoba and Mikado go about their business

in silence.

Aoba, feeling his back virtually drenched in cold sweat, whispered in his heart.

Orihara | zaya, have you realized this?
| and you...we' ve probably both underestimated Mikado-sempai.
Even with what you and | already know about him...it could turn out that sempai...

Had far from shown us his true character.

Have you realized this...Orihara | zaya...?
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¢

Awakusu-kai’s office

“Oriharalzaya...”
Shiki muttered the name to himself as he looked at the number on his cell phone.

He had tried and failed several times on his own to contact Orihara | zaya, the information
broker.

Originaly, information brokers referred to the touts, hoodlums, and clerks at pachinko
stores who collected information in certain places and made some pocket money with it.
Professiona information brokers who made this business their main source of income were few.

Oriharalzaya was one of them. He collected information from the numerous “sources’ he
had in this city and used those to dig up even more information in alarger area

Awakusu-kai had made use of his services from time to time. But for some reason he
simply could not be reached today.

Speaking of which, why did Heiwajima Shizuo go to that office in thefirst place...?
It seems Miss Akane has not told Mikiya-san about the details, either...

If Helwajima Shizuo was pinned for something he didn’t do, the one who would have
something to gain fromit would be...Orihara | zaya, his long-time enemy.

It wouldn't surprise meif 1zaya knows how to get hold of those Russians.

Though they remained unconfirmed as of the present, Shiki had begun to have doubts about
Oriharalzaya.

Well, | don't really have to do anything about him right now.

Anyway...he's still a kid. I’ ve met and talked with him a couple of times, but he’ s without
doubt still a kid.

When kids get carried away, you never know how far they' re going to push their luck.

Sighing, Shiki walked out of the room. Closing its door, he muttered some more dangerous
words.
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“If he getsusin trouble...then we'll just have to finish him off.”

I

Somewherein Japan, a crowded street near thetrain station

“...Yeah, it'sgoing to be aright.”

“Even if those at Awakusu-kai realize that they should be after me, | won’t be in Ikebukuro
anymore anyway.”

“Ah, no, no...I"'m just convinced that Asuki Group is morefit for ruling over Ikebukuro.”

After hanging up, |zaya kept walking in the nightly street.
A regional metropolisin Northeastern Japan.

From Ikebukuro, he had traveled all the way here, taking only his cell phone and wallet with
him.

Blending himself into the swarming crowds looking for night bars and clubs, |zaya began to
contemplate the whole matter quietly to himself.

His expression was a dilute mixture of irritation and glee.
Everything was brought to a close in just...one day, huh.
Mikado-kun looks like he would accept Blue Square’ s offer, which is a good thing.

“ Let’ s use each other for our own purposes’, is probably what he would say.
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Well, from now on it’ sjust a question of which side is going to have more pawns at its
disposal between him and Blue Sguare.

|zaya, still unaware of the “change” in Ryuugamine Mikado, turned his thoughts elsewhere.
The only person who didn’t behave as | expected is still Shizu-chan.

Why...didn’t he attack back? Why didn’t he beat up the Awakusu-kai people when they
cornered him? Why not chase them away?

Didn’'t he throw a vending machine at a police car when they tried to arrest him back then?
Don't tell me he actually learned from that experience? Impossible!

...Anyhow, he sure does make me mad.

| never thought Shizu-chan was capable of maturing as a person.

At any rate, it's about time to arrange for the next move...

Aslzaya' s thoughts became focused, his cell phone began to ring.

Shiki from Awakusu-kai again?

That was what 1zaya thought as he looked at the phone—but the number displayed on the
screen was one that rang no bells.

Though he had afeeling that it was not the best idea, |zaya answered the phone.
A voice he had never known in his life came from the other end of the receiver.
“Ahh, hello hello! Oriharalzaya-san, | presume?’

It was an apparently well-mannered voice of a middle-aged man.

Though taken aback, |1zaya replied anyway.

“...Yes, that'sme.”

“Ahh, I’'m honored. Actualy, | happen to have some humble opinions on you that | would
like to passon!”

“Opinions?’



Epilogue & Next Prologue 286

“Well well, | was really upset. Y ou blew up my plan by involving that monster Heiwajima
Shizuo in thiswhole business with Awakusu-kai. Serioudy, if Awakusu Akane had never known
Heiwajima Shizuo in her life, | would have been able to carry out my plan much more smoothly.
Your ‘pique against Heiwajima resulted in some monstrous loss on my part.”

“...Who are you?’

“Ahh, | am so sorry about that! | never meant to make it sound like | was calling just to
criticize you! It s not really anything that you need to know my name for, but, now that you
mention it, if you'd allow meto get closer to you in person and pass on my humble opinion...or,
if you' d pardon me for being so impudent, allow me to ask you for one more thing...”

“No, just tell me your name already.”

|zaya pressed on as he continued to walk with the crowds.

But the person on the other end of the receiver seemed to have no intention to reveal his
name.

“Actually, it’s not so much a humble opinion...as it isahumble piece of advice...you'rea
little too good-looking for your own good.”

“Huh? ...Was that supposed to be a compliment?’

“Ah, what | wastrying to say was, it isreally easy to notice you in a crowd. Y our refined
sense of fashion helps as well—it just kind of makes you stand out compared to everyone el se.
And | meant it as acompliment. Pardon me; I’m mostly saying this because | used to scout
talentsfor aliving, so my eyes are especialy trained for these attributes in aperson. Therefore,

sinceit isyou we'retalking about, | don’t think trying to conceal yourself by blending into the
crowd isagood idea.”

Something was wrong. |zayafelt aweird alarm sounding through his brain.
“And now, about the thing I’'m going to ask you for...”

The man on the other end of the phone paused for a second—

“It doesn’t have to be long, but would you be so kind asto fall adeep for me for awhile? In
the hospital ?’

That sentence was heard at the same time by both hisleft and right ears.
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The next thing 1zaya knew, something was being driven into his body.

“Really—you’ ve been sniffing around for my information, right? Using that teenage
couple? | get easily embarrassed, so would you please stop that?’

The voice was heard next to both hisleft and right ear for only a nanosecond—now it was
coming from only the cell phone like before.

“Honestly, you need to stop that. A kid needsto learn to play only in hislittle garden...in
Ikebukuro. Because if he runs outside, you never know when he might get hurt!”

|zaya stopped in his tracks dowly at this sentence.

“Anyhow, | didn’t twist the knife, so | don’'t expect your life to be in danger.”
Aslzayalooked down, his gaze met blotches of red.

“If you ever go over the edge again, this should serve as afirst warning.”

The moment he realized that it was the blood gushing from his side, |zaya muttered quietly.

“Screw it...I underestimated him.”

Having said that with afaint smile on hisface, |zaya collapsed to the ground.

Passers-by were screaming at the sight of blood that had dripped onto the pavement behind
him.

As helost consciousness, |zaya heard the male voice coming from the cell phone.

“Ah, | forgot. Though I’ d expect you to know this already by now...my nameisY adogiri
Jnnal. | hope we continue to learn from each other from now on...”

The call ended there. Now all 1zaya heard was the many muffled voices of the passers-by.
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Thisis...really bad.
Gotta...contact Namie somehow...
|zayatried to grab the phone—but felt the wound split back open. |zaya fell unconscious

to the ground—on a street far, far away from Ikebukuro—and ended up being sent to a hospital.

Neither could he have known that his name was to going to be on air nationwide the very
next day—

&
An apartment building on Kawagoe Highway
[ Speaking of which, does the name Y adogiri Jinnai have anything to do with Awakusu-

kai 7]

“Hm? The missing manager of that entertainment company? ...Well, kind of, but not
really...why do you ask?’

[Because Shiki-san told me to contact him if | ever see that man.]
“Shiki-san knows alot of people. Ah, could it be because of Hijiribe Ruri-chan?’

The underground doctor and the Headless Rider chatted pointlessly as they watched King
Television’smidnight film, “Vampire Ninja Carmilla Saizou”.

For the world, this duo was probably the most out of ordinary. Y et they were enjoying
such extremely ordinary lives on the living room couch.

Shiki had contacted them earlier saying, “The matter is settled. Thank you for being
Miss' s bodyguard.”

Since she had helped to save Akane from the kidnappers, Celty was paid a bigger sum
than they had originally agreed upon. She was enjoying the evening with Shinrain a good mood.

Looks like Mikado-kun’ sinjuries aren’t serious. Anri-chan is alright as well. Good, good.

A lot of things happened, but all’ swell that ends well.
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From what Shiki-san told me, it seems like they’ ve caught the kidnappers, too. | can now
go out in the streets in peace.

...Ah, right.

Asthe film came to an end, so did their chat. Celty, however, raised a new topic.
[Hey, Shinra]

“What isit?’

[Um...thank you.]

Shinralooked surprised. Celty began to type somewhat embarrassed.

[When someone threw that flashbang that day...you tried to protect me from the
explosion, didn’t you?|

“...1 don’t remember.”

[It's nothing to be embarrassed about. ]

Celty did not let on how embarrassed she was feeling as she suggested to Shinra:

[Should we go on atrip somewhere tomorrow?]

“Eh?’

[l turned Shooter into a chariot today...it's been so long since I’ ve done that. | think
Shinraand | will have no problem fitting into a carriage. So how would you like the idea of a
carriage drive on the side of alake where no one else’s around? Though ‘a carriage drive’ does
sound kind of welird...]

“Celty...1”

Celty pushed Shinra away as he made amove to embrace her with teary eyes. She
proceeded to make the trip conditional upon something.

[But you have to wear something other than that white coat when we go on thetrip. This
iSan occasion.]

“Eh! Why...?! | told you my white coat serves as the counterpart to Celty’s—...”
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Celty covered Shinra s mouth with shadow before he could say more and typed more
words onto the PDA.

[In exchange, | will make aconcession aswell.]
Celty kept typing with dight hesitation.

[Like what you wrotein the diary, Shinra...l will put on whatever clothes you want me
to.]

Shinra s euphoriawas so overwhelming that night that he almost fell off the bal cony—
but that would be another story.

I

Just as Celty, an “alien” being, was planning a romantic getaway from her daily life—

—The human boy bid goodbye to his daily life in acompletely different way.

After Aoba’ slot had left, Mikado looked up at the night sky and muttered to himself.
“There's...no way back now.”

Mikado felt heat from within his body as he let histhoughts flow in the abandoned
factory.

But surprisingly, | do not feel regret.

| will get it back...the Dollars on that night...a year ago.
Thereal Dollars...

Using my power, | will restore Dollars to what it should be.

That way I'll be able to...face Sonohara-san and Masaomi without feeling ashamed of
myself.

But the boy had redlized it.

He knew he was only using that as an excuse.
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It had nothing to do with Masaomi or Anri. He had stabbed his kouhai’ s hand for hisvery
own ego hidden deep inside his chest.

Now that he thought about it with a cool head, it made him feel nauseated.
I’m sorry, Masaomi.

Avoid doing anything as a Dollars member...I can’t listen to that advice of yours any
more.

It was a piece of advice that had limited Mikado’ srange of actions today.

Not realizing that it had actually come from |zaya, who had been posing as his friend—
Mikado kept apologizing to Masaomi in his heart.

Repeatedly, he asked for hismissing friend’ sforgiveness. But there were things Mikado
did not know.

He did not know what the name Blue Square stood for.

All he knew was that Masaomi’ s gang had once been in awar with Blue Square.

Even though he was now this organization’ s new leader, he still did not have a clue what
this gang had done to Masaomi and his lover in the past—

Just like he hoped, Ryuugamine Mikado was falling towards the bottom of Hell.
Like an insect, like a beast.

Not even knowing where he was headed.

Right now, the boy’ s youth was silently beginning to stir from its stupor.
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“He's so late...”
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Celty Sturluson
Kishitani Shinra

Ryuugamine Mikado
Sonohara Anri
Kida Masaomi

Orihara Izaya
Heiwajima Shizuo

Awakusu Akane
Rokujou Chikage

Kuronuma Aoba
Orihara Kururi
Orihara Mairu

Yumasaki Walker
Karisawa Erika
Kadota Kyohei

Shiki
Aozaki
Akabayashi
Awakusu Mikiya

Vorona
Slon

Simon Brezhnev

Yagiri Namie
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