
  
    
      
     
  


  Land of Charity —How's Tricks?—


  Support a Traveler Today! The Traveler's Aid Society calls upon all citizens today to act upon our nation's motto of Charity, lending a helping hand to less fortunate travelers.


  Not long ago, we were again visited by a traveler in need. The traveler's name is Kino, a very young visitor who appears to be only about fifteen years old. She entered our country with her partner, a motorrad named Hermes.


  It broke our hearts to understand that even something so simple was something so difficult for a traveller.


  "My persuader? It's called [Cannon]. It's very old."


  She is the first visitor to grace our presence in exactly two hundred and thirty days.


  When asked why she chose to visit our country, she answered, "It's because I heard that this country was known for its delicious food". Was she just embarrassed, we wonder. In any event, it was a very sincere and heartwarming answer. Kino's weapon is a revolver old enough to be called an antique. The sad truth of her journey is that she has little else with which to defend herself in her travels through the untamed wilderness. There is no denying that she would feel much safer with the newest automatic models.


  And yet, Kino continues her desperate struggle for survival.


  But like other travelers, even someone so kind as Kino continues to live a very difficult life."Sometimes during my travels, I come across very beautiful sights. And some countries I visit treat me very kindly."


  "What do I usually eat? Sometimes I catch fish at a river or hunt animals, but usually I subsist on portable rations." She said to us plainly.


  Our nation must not lose in supporting such a warm-hearted human being. We can be of help to travelers like Kino!


  How does this speak to us? We live in a country covered in fertile soil, graced by bountiful harvest after bountiful harvest. The phrase 'death by starvation' has long since passed out of common usage. How difficult must it be, living on tasteless rations every day?


  "I'm used to it by now." Kino replied, but don't let her strong front fool you.


  When we asked about her homeland, Kino was as calm as ever.


  "My homeland? It no longer exists."


  We could not bear to ask any further. To be perfectly frank, we were lost for words.


  You can make a difference


  The Traveler's Aid Society is supported by your generous donations. Why not lend a helping hand to Kino as she continues her difficult but courageous journey of survival? The price of a single cup of morning coffee is enough to buy a day's worth of portable rations. Though we are forbidden by law from leaving our country, we can support travelers like her on their way. Why not send your hearts on a journey along with Kino?


  Could anyone dare to delve any deeper?


  Our lives are peaceful. We live every day in the land of our birth, surrounded by the very people who were there since infancy. Why is a young traveller like Kino constantly on the move, with no place to call home? How great must be the sadness of her loss?


  "My dream for the future? Well, I wonder... I'd like to survive and continue my journey." Kino told us.


  Kino's departure date is tomorrow evening. If you make a deposit to the following account by tomorrow at noon, the Traveller's Aid Society will take responsibility for making sure it reaches Kino. Your generous donations will support her as she shops for supplies like rations, fuel, and oil. The collected funds will by no means be sent wholly to another country.


  Send all donations to:

  National Bank (Central Branch)

  Account # 4930-1544

  All cheques payable to: The Traveller's Aid Society


  What resolve! What dauntlessness! Despite the constant hunger, the potential of natural disasters, and the threat of assault, her purpose is "To Live".


  *Please make sure to specify "Kino support fund" on your cheque.


  Kino's Journey - Volume XII

  Translation by Untuned Strings Scans by Ella @ Baka-Tsuki Story: Keiichi Sigsawa Art: Kouhaku Kuroboshi



  
    
      
     
  


  
    
      
     
  


  A Tale of Bandits —Can You Imagine!—


  A pair of bandits were setting up an ambush in the mountains.


  One of them was an elderly man, his face gnarled with age. The other was a young man in his mid-teens.


  They were standing by a mountain peak. Below them was a valley carpeted by a thick green forest. The opposite side of the valley was clearly visible. So was the road that snaked through the base of the valley.


  They were both holding large binoculars. The round frame of their vision was focused on the road at the base of the valley.


  
    —
  

  One day-


  "Elder, I see a car passing through."


  "Yes, as do I. Observe and report."


  "Yes, sir. The vehicle is a green buggy laden with a large quantity of luggage. The driver is a black-haired man wearing a sweater. I can see something like a sword lying beside him. In the passenger seat is... a little girl. I see a white animal between her knees. It's most likely a dog."


  "I see. Now tell me, do you think they are fit to be our prey? Should we contact the others at the base of the valley and have them attack?"


  "Yes, I believe we should, sir."


  "I see. And why is that?"


  "Buggies are extremely hard to come by. I'm sure it'll fetch a good price. And judging from all the luggage they're carrying, I believe they are carrying valuables in stead of money. The man at the wheel could possibly be a skilled foe, but he is by himself, and could not possibly defeat our guns with a sword alone. The girl and the dog are not even worth discussing."


  "Forty points. We must not attack that buggy."


  "Why is that, elder?"


  "As you said, the buggy will likely fetch a hefty sum. But the man in the driver's seat is composed and ready. He is likely a swordsman without compare. And look once more at the girl. Do you recognize the object she is holding?"


  "Something black... and round. Is that a bag? Or maybe a doll?"


  "That is a grenade." "..."


  "Do you see the cylinder sticking out beside the girl's seat? That is a grenade launcher. It can attack us from a distance. One wrong move and we could lose many men at once. And remember that dogs have very sensitive noses. Our ambush would be discovered instantly. That is why we must not attack that buggy."


  
    
      
     
  


  It was yet another day.


  "Elder. I can see a motorrad passing through."


  "Yes, as do I. Observe and report."


  "Yes, sir. The motorrad has a silver tank. There is luggage loaded on either side of the back wheel and on top of it. The rider is wearing a black jacket, and has a revolver in a holster over his right thigh. He's still young--around my age, I'd guess... Wait! That's a girl! I can tell because she's around my age! She's a very pretty girl! Wow..."


  "I see. Now that you mention it, you're right. Those large eyes of hers are quite beautiful. Now tell me, do you think she is fit to be our prey? Should we contact the others at the base of the valley and have them attack?"


  "Of course, sir! We can't let her get away! She's carrying a revolver, but what can one girl do on her own? She's the perfect target. This will be an easy job! Let's get in touch with the others right away, sir. And I'm sure that motorrad will fetch a good price, too!"


  "Zero points."


  "S-sir? I don't understand. Why not?"


  "Listen well. To travel this world, where there are no laws or people to uphold them, is a perilous undertaking. It is nothing unusual for travelers to be attacked by bandits."


  "Isn't that exactly why a girl alone is the perfect target, elder?"


  "It's the very opposite, boy. Don't be fooled by appearances. The fact that she is traveling alone means that she is capable of such a thing. She is probably a skilled opponent--a veritable veteran, I would surmise. I would not be surprised if she were willing to murder to keep possession of her motorrad. Would you be willing to risk the lives of our allies for one measly vehicle?"


  "..."


  "My boy, the people we target must be those who delude themselves into thinking that they are strong. Those who do not think before attacking those stronger than themselves. Just like you are now."


  "..."

  



  
    
      
     
  


  

  "There, there. Don't let that get you down. You are still young, after all. You have plenty of time to learn."


  "Yes, elder... Sir, I heard once that we began scoping out our targets ahead of time like this only after you joined the assault team."


  "Yes. I came up with this idea.""It's an amazing idea, sir. What inspired you?"


  "Well... It was something that happened one day, a very long time ago. I was still young, you see. That day, we all attacked a passing pair of travelers. It was... a battered yellow car, but at the time... I thought it might fetch a decent price... And there was a man with a terrifying smirk... And a beautiful woman with long black hair..."


  "If it was only the two of them, I suspect you must have had no problem at all, elder."


  "..."


  "Sir?"


  "...Th-they were... demons! Th-th-that day... I saw the very face of hell... W-we must n-never allow such a thing to happen... ever again..."


  "Elder? Sir, are you crying?"


  "...G-get away, everyone! Fall back! R-retreat!"


  "Elder! Snap out of it!"



  
    
      
     
  


  Land of Plagiarism —I Have Ever Seen Before—


  "Welcome, traveler and motorrad. Is this your first time in our country?"


  "That's correct."


  "Yep."


  "I see. Then I hope you have a wonderful stay."


  "Thank you."


  "We will."


  "By the way, excuse me if this is a bit rude, but..."


  "Yes?"


  "What is it?"


  "Actually, whenever a traveler comes to our country, I observe them briefly and analyze their travel style, and report it to the citizens. I'm something of a Traveler Expert in these parts, you see."


  "Oh. Right..."


  "How so?"


  "Looking back on all the information I collected on the many travelers I've seen, and analyzing that data in conjunction with your appearance..."


  "Yes?"


  "I can't wait to hear!"


  "First of all, you came riding a V-twin engine motorrad--the very same style adopted by a traveler named Clark, who visited this country thirty-two years ago. It is obvious that your style has been influenced by his."


  "Really?"


  "Wow! That's amazing!"


  "Haha, this is nothing, I assure you."


  "..."


  "What else?"


  "Hm... that revolver of yours..."


  "Huh..."


  "What about it?"


  "It's identical to the model carried by a group of wandering mercenaries called 'The Jackals', who visited us three years ago. They disliked automatics, so they only used revolvers. It seems their influence is strong in you."


  "Huh..."


  "Wow, Kino. This guy's the real deal!"


  "Not at all! It all comes with age, you see. And about that hat of yours, with the ear flaps on the sides..."


  "Huh..."


  "Yes? Yes?"

  



  
    
      
     
  


  "It was the trademark of a group called 'The Northern Foxes', which came to our country twenty-one years ago. Their outlandish sense of fashion was quite the hit here in our homeland for some time."


  "Huh."


  "You're so smart, mister!"


  "Hahaha! Just between us, I also copied them and wore one of those hats during the winter myself."


  "Huh..."


  "What else?"


  "That brown coat of yours..."


  "Yes?"


  "Oh!"


  "A long brown coat..."


  "Yes?"


  "Yes? Yes?"


  "It's so very original!"


  "Huh?"


  "What?"


  "In all my years, I've never seen a traveler wear a long brown coat like yours. It's truly inspired!"


  "..."


  "..."


  "This is an absolutely novel idea! It's the kind of idea you should spread to the world! I'd like to tell other travelers about your sense of fashion in the future. If it's not too much trouble, may I ask for your name?"


  "Kino. My name is Kino."


  
    
      
     
  


  A Request


  "Kino?"


  "What is it, Hermes?"


  "Don't die."


  "What's with you all of a sudden? Is there a lethal pitfall ahead?"


  "Nope. I just thought of something, that's all. I can only move around like this because you're alive, Kino. I guess I could give other people a ride, too, but I wouldn't know if they'd ride me around as much as you do. That's why I don't want you to die. I just wanted to tell you, since I never did before."


  "All right. I'll do my best to survive. I'll take good care of you, too, Hermes."


  "I'm counting on you."


  "I understand. Then I guess this means I can ask you for something, too."


  "Okay. What is it?"


  "Wake up early in the morning, wake up early in the morning, wake up early in the morning, wake up early in the morning, wake up early in the morning."


  "..."


  "Are you listening?"


  "..."


  "Hermes?"


  "Zzzzz..."
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    The fact that you cry

    The fact that you lose your temper

    The fact that you get angry

    The fact that you hate

    The fact that you scream

    The fact that you suffer

    The fact that you mourn

    The fact that you despair

    Or the fact that you come to a resolution

    Cannot prove that you are right.

    ~Everybody Has the Right to Make Mistakes~

  


  
    
      
     
  


  In Happiness・b —Birth・b—


  And so, Kino and Hermes arrived at the entrance to the large hospital.


  Several nurses were standing at the door to say goodbye. Waiting outside was a black car. The driver thoughtfully opened the door for his coming passengers.


  Kino stopped Hermes behind the car and watched.


  Finally, the happy young couple emerged from behind the hospital doors, showered with words of blessings. They were smiling. The husband was carrying a large bag, and his wife was holding a basket in her arms.


  The couple repeatedly thanked the nurses who had taken care of the mother, embracing them joyously.


  And as they made their way to the car, they spotted Kino and Hermes.


  "Well, if it isn't the traveler! Look! Our third baby."


  The woman beamed as she showed Kino and Hermes the baby inside the basket.


  "That's wonderful. Congratulations." Kino said.


  "Thank you!" The couple smiled brightly.


  "Are you headed for the Centre now?" Hermes asked. The man and the woman shook their heads.


  "Not yet. We're going to hurry home and show him to his siblings first!" The wife said.


  And,


  "We'll take him to the Centre straightaway after that."


  
    
      
     
  


  Land of Justice —Idiots—


  A motorrad was moving along a path between the sea and the plains.


  The sky was perfectly clear. A clean blue sea stretched out into the horizon under the blazing sun. A narrow beach of white sand served as a line dividing the ocean from the verdant green fields.


  The white path ran in an unnaturally straight line from the north to the south. The motorrad was moving southward in a perfectly straight line.


  Atop the motorrad's back wheel was a black box, on top of which was a bag. A fuel tank and a water container were secured to it with rope, along with a sleeping bag.


  The motorrad continued along the path that divided the plain from the beach.


  The young human who was riding on the motorrad was wearing a white shirt and a black vest.


  She wore a hat with flaps over her ears, and over her right thigh was a holstered revolvertype hand persuader. Behind her back was holstered another persuader, an automatic type secured horizontally to her waist.


  The rider suddenly looked up from the road.


  "..."


  Black clouds were layered on the southern horizon.


  "It's so dark over there. I wonder why." The motorrad said. The rider answered.


  "I wonder if it'll feel a bit cooler over there."


  —



  The next morning.


  A lone motorrad was moving under the grey skies.


  Yesterday's clear weather was nowhere in sight, replaced by thick cloud cover. The sun to the east was only just bright enough to be seen. Everything--the plains, the beach--was dark. The sea, faithfully reflecting the colour of the sky, looked as though drops of ink had been mixed into it.


  Today, the rider was wearing a black jacket, which was the same vest from yesterday with the sleeves attached.


  "Good for you, Kino. It's not so hot anymore." The motorrad said.


  "Yeah. In fact, I'm almost feeling cold." The rider named Kino answered, "I wonder why it's so dark? It's still the middle of the day. And these clouds don't look normal. What do you think, Hermes?" She asked the motorrad.


  "Maybe there was a volcanic eruption somewhere far away." The motorrad named Hermes answered.


  "An eruption? So you mean this is all volcanic ash?"


  "Not quite. Volcanic ash is relatively heavy, so it settles down quickly over the ground. But this isn't it. The clouds above us are all the lighter stuff floating in clumps. They rode the wind and ended up all the way here."


  "Huh... So will it stay this way for a while, do you think?"


  "Probably. I guess it depends on the force of the eruption, but it might not clear up for a year or two. Or maybe even longer."


  Kino frowned.


  "And I was looking forward to going to a warmer place..."


  "Maybe you should think about a change of plans."


  The lone motorrad continued under the grey skies.


  —



  The next day.


  Kino was riding along, wearing her coat.


  Under her coat she wore her black jacket. She secured the flaps of her coat by wrapping them around her thighs. Over her mouth and nose was a bandanna. Her ear flaps were down, and secured together with a strap under her chin.


  The sky grew darker and darker. Now it was nearly impossible to see where the sun was. Although it was midday, the world of the sea and the plain was too dim to even read a book. The pitch-black sea scattered onto the shore in white foam.


  Hermes' headlight was turned on, lighting the way ahead. He was moving much slower than the previous day.


  "I don't know about this, Kino. It's just getting darker and darker." Hermes said.


  "You're right. Darker and darker, huh." Kino mumbled, disappointed, "and it's cold, too-almost like winter. And I was looking forward to a warm country... I was really looking forward to that land of year-round summer..."


  "What do you think? We can still turn back, right?"


  "We can. I guess I shouldn't be too stubborn. We'll go back to the previous country and head west." Kino said, letting go of the gas lever. Hermes slowed down little by little, before finally coming to a complete stop.


  "Some warm tea sounds really good right about now." Kino turned off the ignition.


  Hermes' headlight went off. Everything went silent and dark. Then, Kino noticed something. "Hm?"


  "Oh!"


  On the road ahead, slightly above the horizon, they saw the blink of a light.


  Soon, the light blinked on again. It continued coming on and off at regular intervals of about a few dozen seconds.


  "What about tea?"


  "Once we get inside."


  Kino turned on the ignition again.


  —



  As they approached the country, they could see a large lighthouse looming from behind the walls. It was a tower of white, reaching to the skies from behind the grey--now black--walls. The light was rotating towards the ocean.


  The country was by the sea, and its walls reached even into the waters.


  Kino stopped Hermes by the gate made of logs, and walked over to the wooden outpost beside it. She lowered her bandanna and sighed. Her breath was white.


  No one came out to greet her, so she knocked on the door. She could soon hear movements from inside.


  A man who looked to be the gatekeeper appeared from behind the glass window.


  "..."


  Looking at him, Kino frowned slightly.


  The man, who looked to be in his mid-thirties, was wearing a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. His T-shirt had a wide mouth, and his shorts were made of light cotton. On his feet were a pair of rubber sandals. He was not wearing any socks.


  His skin was a tanned brown, but his attire looked nothing short of out of place for the climate.


  "Oh, a traveler? Welcome to our country..."


  As if proving the inadequacy of his clothing, the man's somewhat weak voice was clearly congested.


  Kino registered for a three-day stay and received her permit with little trouble. Even as she filled out the forms the gatekeeper shivered and coughed several times.


  Kino returned to Hermes, and the gate opened before their eyes.


  —



  They rode through the central area.


  The country was quite small. Just behind its walls were orchards and fields, and large trees that could not be found outside the country.


  There were no cars on the streets. Carriages, either horse- or ox-driven, were left on the streets with nothing to pull them.


  In the central residential area were clusters of wooden houses. There was no glass in the window frames--only sunshades that offered no protection against the wind.


  "Kino, what did the people from the last country say about this place again?"


  "They called it 'A free-spirited tropical country'."


  "I guess that's mostly true, except there's no sunlight here at all." Hermes said. The sky was pitch-black and the wind was bone-chilling.


  There was no one to be seen outside. They had not spotted anyone since they first stepped in through the gate. No one was passing through the streets, though people occasionally peeked out their windows when they heard Hermes passing by.


  "It's understandable that they wouldn't want to come outside in this weather." Kino said, heading towards the harbor area on the shore ahead of them.


  In the harbor were piers and levees made of stone. Several ships were moored along them, their masts reaching into the sky.


  A group of about twenty hardy men were huddled by the breakwater. They were likely fishermen, all sitting in a circle with their backs to one another.


  And just like the man who had greeted Kino and Hermes at the gate, every last one of them were wearing T-shirts, shorts, and sandals.


  "They must be freezing." Hermes said, "it doesn't make sense for anyone to be dressed like that in this weather." He added.


  As Kino and Hermes got closer, the men glanced at them with empty eyes. There was a flash of envy in their expressions as they looked at Kino's coat.


  Kino stopped Hermes. The men all looked away, then hurried away together as if fleeing.


  "It doesn't look like they like you very much, Kino."


  "..."


  Kino rode away.


  —



  Kino and Hermes made their way towards the central area.


  Square, white, one-story buildings lined the wide, paved streets. Their windows were devoid of glass, only sunshades let down over them.


  As they passed by one building in particular-"Hey, Kino. I see people."


  They saw a lineup formed outside it. There was no sign on the building, so they had no idea what the lineup was for. The people spilling out of the front doors sat in two unending lines on the dirt paths.


  There were men, women, children, and elders. Over a hundred of them were in the queue, which reached past the corner of the building and out of sight.


  They were all dressed in T-shirts and shorts. They clung to one another as tightly as humanly possible, shivering in the cold.


  When they noticed Kino and Hermes, they looked up in surprise. There was a flash of envy in their expressions as they looked at Kino's winter attire.


  When Kino met their eyes, they looked away.


  "It doesn't look like they like you very much, Kino." Hermes whispered.


  At that moment, the people lined up on the ground suddenly began whispering. They simultaneously got to their feet and looked at one another as they murmured.


  Kino looked into the direction towards which the people were looking at, to her left.


  An ox-drawn carriage was coming down the middle of the street. Four oxen were slowly pulling along the rather large and gaudy carriage.


  Kino parked Hermes by a building along the street. Some people glanced over at Kino as she got closer, but most of the citizens were focused on the carriage.


  People began whispering.


  "The Prime Minister..."


  "It's the Premier."


  "The Prime Minister's carriage."


  The whispers also reached Kino and Hermes' ears.


  "I get it."


  "Some sort of authority here, huh?"


  They whispered to one another.


  Soon, as the shivering people in light clothing, the heavily dressed Kino, and Hermes watched, the carriage came to a stop before the building entrance.


  The luxurious carriage door opened, and first stepped out two large men who looked to be bodyguards. They were both wearing T-shirts and shorts.


  Following after them was a somewhat harsh-looking woman in her mid-forties, also dressed in a T-shirt and shorts.


  Under the eyes of many of her citizens, the woman quickly walked into the building, watched over by her guards.


  A sigh escaped the lips of the many people lined up outside. The crowds soon returned to their huddles, sitting back down on the ground.


  Kino propped up Hermes on his side stand and politely introduced herself to a nearby citizen.


  "..."


  However, the person ignored Kino and looked away.


  After several repetitions of asking and being ignored, Kino returned to Hermes. But the moment she pushed up Hermes' side stand, someone called out to her from behind.


  "Ask the Prime Minister."


  It was a man's voice. When Kino looked around, no one came forward. Everyone continued to avert their eyes.


  "Thank you. I'll do that."


  Kino did not seek out the owner of the voice. She did not ask Hermes. Thanking the anonymous informant, Kino pushed Hermes up to the carriage and stood before the bodyguard who was glancing over her way every once in a while.


  Soon, the other bodyguards and the female Prime Minister stepped out of the building.


  Seeing them out to the doors were several men wearing white T-shirts, white shorts, white hats, and white masks.


  "I see. So this was a hospital." Hermes whispered.


  As she left the hospital, the Prime Minister took notice of Kino and greeted her kindly.


  "Oh my, travelers, I take it?"


  As the bodyguards watched vigilantly, the Prime Minister approached Kino.


  "Hello. Welcome to our country. I had heard that we have just welcomed our first visitor in a long time. I am the Prime Minister of this country."


  "It's an honor. My name is Kino, and this here is my partner Hermes."


  "Hello."


  "Well, if you'll excuse me. Please take some time to look around." The Prime Minister said, trying to end the conversation.


  "I'd like to ask you something." Kino said quickly, before the Prime Minister had turned away completely. She waited for the Prime Minister's reply ("What is it?") before continuing. "On our way here, we noticed that the climate was getting worse and worse. Has the weather been this way here for long?"


  "Yes. It's been several weeks now."


  "It looks to be much colder than usual here. From the looks of the citizens, I can imagine they must be freezing by now."


  The scary-looking bodyguard raised an eyebrow at Kino's statement. The Prime Minister, though calm, spoke with a slight edge to her voice.


  "That's right. It may seem that way to you, traveler, with all the layers you're wearing. I'm sure our clothing may seem rather sloppy to you, but in our country, this is formalwear."


  "I see. So that must be why everyone is dressed this way." Kino said understandingly. The Prime Minister smiled almost condescendingly.


  "That is correct. From the beginning, the people of this country have always worn shortsleeved shirts and trousers. After all, that is easiest for a hot country like ours. I've heard before that in some countries, people wear long-sleeved shirts, neckties, and even jackets on top of it as formalwear. Even in the middle of summer! I'm quite glad that I wasn't born in such a foolish and illogical country."


  "Could I ask you one more thing?"


  "What is it?"


  "What happens if a citizen were to dress otherwise?"


  "Naturally, that is a violation of our laws. It's a serious crime. Of course, no other types of clothing exist in our country to begin with."


  —



  The carriage left the hospital and its lineup. The motorrad departed immediately, headed in a straight line for the northern gate.


  "Oh? Your permit hasn't expired yet..." The gatekeeper said in his nasally voice.


  "I _________ my _______." Making up an excuse, Kino left the country.


  With a bandanna over her face, the hat snug on her head, and her coat secure around her.


  "Only half a day in a country, huh? That must be a new record, Kino."


  "I feel cold just looking at those people. And besides, this country--"


  Kino and Hermes departed down the path laid between the darkened seas and the plains.


  —



  Approximately two hundred and several days later.


  A buggy was moving south, along the path by which Kino and Hermes had gone north.


  The sky was as dark as night. With headlights on, the buggy, with its piles of luggage, carefully moved forward.


  To the left of the road was the sea, and to its right was what used to be a verdant plain-now replaced with a dark and desolate wasteland.


  "This is terrible. Looks like all the vegetation's died out." The man behind the wheel, sitting on the left side, muttered.


  The man was wearing a parka with a hood pulled over his head. There were goggles over his eyes, and a muffler was wrapped around his face, hiding his expression.


  In the passenger seat was a little girl bundled up in thick winter clothing. She was wearing a fur hat, and a muffler was wrapped around her body. Because she was not wearing goggles, her green eyes and white hair peeked out through the layers.


  Sitting between her knees was a large dog with long white fur.


  The dog spoke to the driver.


  "This climate will last as long as the eruption and the prevailing westerlies continue. And even when the eruption stops..."


  "This area won't recover anytime soon, am I right?" The man answered.


  "..."


  At that moment, the girl looked up without a word.


  Tiny white particles danced in the air before her eyes. One of them flew past the hood of the buggy and landed on her cheek. It quickly melted and disappeared.


  "And now they're even getting snow..." The man muttered sadly.


  The snowflakes fluttered from the sky, slowly growing in number. They began to sparkle in the buggy's headlights.


  The man slowed down the buggy slightly and looked at the girl in the passenger seat.


  "Are you feeling cold at all, Ti?"


  "..."


  The girl quietly embraced the large fluffy dog's head and rubbed her cheek against him.


  "Mm."


  "I see. Just tell me if you are." The man said, his eyes narrowed.


  —



  The buggy continued along the thick grey path covered in snow.


  The chains wrapped around the rear wheels dug up the snow in their path.


  Snow continued falling from the pitch-black sky. Slowly but surely, the snow came down in larger amounts.


  And-


  "..."


  The girl in the passenger seat, still hugging the dog, sometimes pointed out objects on either side of the road, or on the road itself.


  "..."


  The man also glanced at the objects. If one was on the road in their way, he turned the steering wheel to avoid running over it.


  They were little mounds covered in snow. Many of them were piled up over the flat lands.


  The little mounds were, at one point, creatures living as humans. They were the corpses of people who had collapsed on the road, carrying a scant few belongings with them.


  "I see little hope here, Master Shizu." The dog said, his head still in the girl's embrace.


  "You may be right. But we should at least go all the way to the country. We'll be there very soon. We have to get a good look at the situation before making our report."


  The moment the man finished, they saw a black wall looming ahead of them in the darkness,


  On top of the wall was a lighthouse. There was no light.


  —



  The wooden gate was left wide open.


  The buggy slowly entered the country without receiving permission.


  The landscape inside the walls was little different from the world outside.


  Everything was grey. Every plant was wilted, and every tree had been cut down. Lonely stumps lined either side of the road.


  "They must have used them for firewood..." The man said.


  After a look around the country, they headed for the harbor. Not a single ship was moored at the docks. All they found was the remains of some lumber, cut into pieces and piled up neatly.


  In the central area they began to discover corpses on either side of the road.


  The corpses were no longer human in shape. Skulls and bones from arms and legs were rolling around in the snow.


  The man drove slowly. He stopped the buggy at the centre of the town and loudly blew on a whistle. He turned off the engine and listened carefully, but he heard nothing.


  "Another country gone." He whispered sadly, snow falling upon him.


  The little girl and the dog looked to the man.


  The man took off his goggles, undid the muffler around his face, and looked directly at the girl.


  "Ti, the people of this country couldn't bring themselves to change."


  "..."


  The girl said nothing. She stared into the man's eyes, waiting for him to continue."


  "They lived by excuses like 'Things have always been this way, and that was good enough for us'. They could never accept anything but the thin clothes they always wore. Even though the world around them had changed completely, they couldn't adjust to the changes. It's difficult to put it simply, but..."


  "They lived by their own justice?"


  The girl said suddenly, a rather long sentence in comparison to her usual silence.


  "..."


  "..."


  The man and the dog went silent.


  Several seconds later, in the middle of the snowy street, the man looked back at the girl's green eyes.

  "Yes. You're right. These people lived and died by their own justice."


  —



  The man started the buggy again. They began to leave.


  They left through the north gate, which they had passed on their way through the empty country.

  There they spotted life.


  "..."


  The man stopped the buggy in front of the living creatures.


  In the world of grey were animals also of the same colour. A pack of about twenty wolves were feasting on the corpse of a human in the snow.


  The wolves took notice of the buggy and looked up simultaneously. They glared at the mysterious metal object that shone light on them, and the two people and dog riding atop it.


  "I see... So the corpses inside the country were all eaten by the wolves." The man concluded.


  "Wolves do not normally live in tropical regions like this." The dog said. The man nodded.


  "They must have followed the climate all the way here. This is courage. In the end, these wolves won out with their strength."


  The wolves began to growl at them. They put their meal on hold and slowly approached the buggy, encircling it.


  "Although that doesn't mean we'll be offering ourselves up to them." The man said jokingly. The girl turned round and reached into the back of the buggy. When she turned back to face the front, she was holding a hand grenade, taped closed to prevent it from exploding.


  "..."


  She looked up at him silently.


  "Don't worry. We won't need it." The man laughed.


  He shifted gears and started the buggy.


  The buggy drove past the surprised wolves and left in the blink of an eye. It was soon swallowed up by the darkness.


  
    
      
     
  


  A Land Visited by a Devil —Talk of the Devil—


  One more tale before you go off to dreamland, child?


  All right, let me tell you a story I've never told anyone before.


  It's a strange, terrifying, old story.


  Don't worry, now. It may be a little scary, but no one gets hurt or goes to sleep forever. Now, listen carefully.


  When I was young, I met a devil. Only once.


  —



  That's right, child. This land is the only place in the world where people live. People can't survive anywhere outside.


  That's why we must stay in this country. After all, the outside world is an inhospitable place.


  We can only live here in the forest, surrounded by trees. People can't leave this place.


  Living in this land is the only way of life we have.


  —



  I was only twelve years old when the devil visited us.


  One of the hunters told us that a young person came from beyond the forest, riding on a strange creature. The entire country was in an uproar! After all, no one could possibly have come from the outside.


  Everyone thought that the hunter was just imagining things after seeing an animal.


  But that 'person' soon came up to the town square, riding a strange shiny creature that kept roaring and huffing.


  That 'person' politely said "Hello" to us. It introduced itself as 'Kino', and its mount as 'Hermes'. That creature could also speak in our language, like a parrot.


  We all thought that we might have been dreaming. Everyone was too surprised to think of what to do.


  After all, it looked human enough, but there was no way anything could survive outside our lands.


  And what could we ever make of the shiny creature that could speak to us?


  That was when one man stepped up.


  "I will go speak to it."


  It was the chief of the southern district. He went forward towards these newcomers. What a brave man! He truly was someone to be respected.


  The chief bravely greeted them and said, "Would you perhaps join us for some food?" It was just about lunchtime, you see.


  That's when the 'person' said,


  "Thank you. I was just getting hungry, you see. I'm very grateful."


  With that, it took a seat beside the chief in the town square.


  —



  The rest of us watched them from afar. Of course, we couldn't leave the chief behind. So we stayed just close enough that we could hear them talking.


  The chief's wife also bravely brought food to them. Fresh baked bread, fruits, and vegetables.


  The 'person' and the chief sat side-by-side, eating together for some time. The chief talked about things like the weather, constantly waiting for a chance to ask one question in particular.


  What question did he want to ask? He wanted to know who or what this 'person' was, and how it had come all this way from the outside world, where nothing can survive.


  But before he could get that chance, something terrifying happened.


  You see, the chief's wife, who brought them tea, was wearing a small sack of butter around her waist. That's right. The same old butter people use every day. A little sack of fragrant butter, no different than the way we make them now.


  The 'person' noticed that wonderful smell when the chief's wife passed by.


  "Is that butter? It smells wonderful." It said to her. The chief's wife was flabbergasted, but she bravely answered it. But anyone could tell she must have been scared enough to scream and run at that point.


  "Thank you. It's a special butter I made myself."


  She then added,


  "Would you like to try it?"


  That 'person' replied,


  "I would be grateful if you could spare some."


  The chief asked his wife to scoop some of the butter into a small bowl. And that's exactly what she did.Then she held it out to the 'person'.


  That's when it happened.


  The chief, his wife, and everyone else in town watched the whole thing! It took the fork it was eating vegetables with, and used it to spread the butter over its bread!


  —



  Could you believe it?


  Spreading butter on bread!


  —



  Everyone was too surprised to say anything.


  The chief was right there, watching from up close. His eyes were so wide I thought they'd pop out of his head. His wife looked like she was just about to faint there and then.


  And then, that 'person'...


  Took a big bite out of that piece of bread!


  It gobbled it up, butter and all!


  That's when the chief, his wife, and everyone else figured it out.


  This 'person' was actually a devil!


  It wasn't human!


  It had to be a devil!


  No one would put cosmetic on bread and eat it so happily!


  They always said, 'Devils are creatures that appear human, but behave differently'.


  That's right. We were serving lunch to a devil.


  —



  But once we realized the truth, we were relieved. After all, there was nothing strange about a devil coming from outside the country. That explained everything. It was daytime, which also means there was nothing strange that the devil looked just like a human.


  Once he figured it out, the chief calmed down.


  "I'm glad to see you're enjoying your meal. Would you care for seconds? We have plenty more bread and butter!"


  The devil that called itself Kino said,


  "It's delicious. Thank you very much for the food."


  The devil kept eating bread with butter until it finished the chief's wife's entire supply.


  We were all very excited, watching the devil eat lunch. The chief got a little closer to it, and asked things like,


  "Where do you hail from?"


  Or,


  "What is that large, loud, shiny creature?"


  Or,


  "How does it speak so well?"


  The devil answered,


  "I'm coming from a place very far to the east. I'm on a journey, you see."


  "Hermes here is... He's my partner. We're traveling together."


  "He's a bit of a chatterbox."


  It politely answered all the chief's questions.


  That day, we had made friends with this devil. However, there was one thing.


  "I would like to stay here for the next three days. Would that be all right?"


  We had no choice but to turn down that particular request. After all, we knew well that devils transform into bats and moles at night to attack humans and turn them into trees.


  The chief firmly turned down its request.


  "I see. That is unfortunate."


  Maybe it was satisfied by all that butter. The devil backed down easily.


  Then, it got back on that strange creature and left the country, beyond the forest.


  —



  Don't believe me, child?


  I'm not surprised, but I promise you, it's all true. Every last word. I heard the devil's voice with my own ears.


  After that, the chief of the southern district told us that it would be best if we never told anyone this story. After all, nothing good would come out of letting people know that we had been visited by a devil. The chief kept it a secret from the High Elder until the very end.


  There aren't many people now who know this story.


  I am old now, too.


  And that is exactly why I wanted to tell you this story.


  You don't have to believe me, child. But this is the truth.


  I once met a devil.


  —


  "Hey, the old man next door's talking to that old wooden doll again. I wonder what he's saying?"


  "Who knows? Let's leave the poor man be. I'm sure he's happy in his own little world."


  
    
      
     
  


  Land of Investigation —Common Sense—


  It was a certain day at a certain time.


  A battered yellow car arrived at a certain country.


  On the car were two humans. One was a woman of ambiguous age who sported long black hair. Over her right thigh was a high-caliber revolver. The other human was a slightly short but handsome man.Holstered at his side was a .22 caliber automatic hand persuader.


  When they entered the country proper and stepped into the city square at the very centre of the nation, they saw that a public execution was in progress.


  A great many people were gathered in the square. And at the centre of it all was a line of about a dozen scaffolds--gallows.


  From the gallows were hung very sturdy pieces of rope. They were tied in loops, which were hung around the necks of the people sitting with their hands tied behind their backs.


  There were all sorts of people, from young women to elderly men. Dozens of men and women of all ages were sitting in a row.


  Beside each scaffold was a large wheel made to be turned by hand. It was a mechanism that would raise the ropes by several millimeters each time it was turned.


  "Help us", "We're sorry", "Forgive us", the people on the gallows pleaded weakly.


  "Shut up", "Die", "We'll never forgive you", the crowd chanted, swallowing their hopes.


  Beside each wheel was a lineup of many of the people who were gathered at the square.


  "My, a pair of travelers! Welcome to our country." A local said, noticing the man and the woman.


  "Thank you. May I ask what all this commotion is about?" The man asked.


  "As you can see, we're holding a public execution. Until very recently, those people sitting there on the verge of death were our politicians, critics, and civilian activists."


  "So why the execution?"


  "They called themselves pacifists, claiming that war was evil and calling for the abolishing of our military. For a very long time, they stubbornly worked to disarm our country."


  "Ah, I understand." The man said immediately.


  "Of course." The woman agreed in understanding.


  "Uh... I haven't quite finished..." The citizen trailed off, astonished. The woman spoke. "Those people you're executing now had been bribed by a neighboring country, correct? The other country wanted to conquer yours, and so tried to weaken your armed forces. So these people operated under the pretense of pacifism in order to disarm your country."


  The man continued where the woman left off.


  "'There is nothing as sacred as peace', 'War is the source of all evil', 'Soldiers are murderers', 'Use the military's budget to instead feed the poor', 'Let us abandon our weapons and solve our conflicts peacefully with words'... All great things to hear, to be sure. But could it be that your innocent citizens were enticed by those words and agreed with them, saying 'War really is evil. Let's get rid of our military'? I think I understand."


  "You're absolutely right... How did you know?" The citizen gasped. The man replied easily.


  "'How'? When it comes to deceiving neighboring countries, this is one of the oldest tricks in the book. It's a bit old-fashioned, but rather effective. Many countries have fallen for this kind of trap--they were conquered the moment they disarmed themselves. It seems like yours just dodged a particularly dangerous bullet."


  "That's correct... Our country found evidence of their dealings and arrested them. At the trials, they were sentenced to death. The execution is in progress as we speak. We had to hurry to build these machines from ancient blueprints, you see, in order to allow everyone to participate. We're in the process of turning the wheels little by little, but we'll stop once they're up to the most excruciating point--when they're only half-standing. In this heat, I'm sure they'll be dead within three days."


  "That's a rather drawn-out execution."


  "Only the slowest and most painful death for these traitors. They tried to sell their country and leave their people to be enslaved. We'd kill them over and over again, if only we could."


  As the two travelers went to sell unnecessary possessions and buy supplies-


  "Just kill me now! Please!"


  "Shut your trap."


  "Please... Help me..."


  "Hey, hey! Don't tighten that one any more, okay? We don't want to kill them that quickly."


  Screams continued to echo through the square.


  "How about this pot, Master? We needed a new one, anyway."


  "By all means, if you're willing to cook."


  "...Oh, all right."


  The two travelers paid the screaming no mind are they went about their business at a nearby shop.

  "I hope you had a wonderful time. Please come visit us again, travelers."


  A guard sent off the two travelers with a smile.


  —



  It was a certain day at a certain time.


  A buggy arrived at a certain country.


  It was carrying two humans and a dog. One of the humans was a black-haired young man wearing a green sweater. At his left side was a sword. The other human was a little girl. Beside her was a grenade launcher. The dog was large, with long fluffy white fur and a face that made it look like it was always smiling.


  When they entered the country proper and stepped into the city square at the very centre of the nation, they saw that a public execution was in progress.


  A great many soldiers were gathered in the square. And in front of them was a line of people sitting on the ground.


  The soldiers were carrying military-issue persuaders. Their barrels were pointed squarely at the chests of the people sitting on the ground with their hands tied together.


  There were all sorts of people, from young women to elderly men. Dozens of men and women of all ages were sitting in a row.


  On each of the military-issue persuaders was a trigger. It was used to start the firing mechanism. One pull, and a bullet would be launched from the barrel at three times the speed of sound.


  "What is the meaning of this", "You traitors", "Help me", the people sitting on the other end of the barrel pleaded weakly.


  "Why don't you ask your own conscience?", "It's for the greater good", "It's the obvious thing to do", the soldiers replied calmly.


  "My, a pair of travelers and a dog! Welcome to our country." Someone said, noticing the buggy.


  "Thank you. May I ask what all this commotion is about?" The young man asked.


  "As you can see, we're holding a public execution. Until very recently, those people sitting there on the verge of death were politicians, critics, and civilian activists."


  "So why the execution?"


  "They called themselves pacifists, claiming that war was evil and calling for the abolishing of the military. For a very long time, they stubbornly worked to disarm this country."


  "Ah, I understand." The man said immediately.


  "Of course." The dog agreed in understanding.


  "Uh... I haven't quite finished..." The soldier trailed off, astonished. The young man spoke.


  "Those people you're executing now had been bribed by your country--the conquerers-correct? Your country wanted to conquer this nation, and so tried to weaken their armed forces. So these people operated under the pretense of pacifism in order to disarm this country."


  The dog continued where the young man left off.


  "'There is nothing as sacred as peace', 'War is the source of all evil', 'Soldiers are murderers', 'Use the military's budget to instead feed the poor', 'Let us abandon our weapons and solve our conflicts peacefully with words'... All great things to hear, to be sure. But could it be that innocent citizens were enticed by those words and agreed with them, saying 'War really is evil. Let's get rid of our military'?"


  "You're absolutely right... How did you know?" The man gasped. The young man replied easily.


  "'How', you ask? When it comes to deceiving neighboring countries, this is one of the oldest tricks in the book. It's a bit old-fashioned, but rather effective. Many countries have fallen for this kind of trap--they were conquered the moment they disarmed themselves."


  "That is correct. Last week, our nation conquered this country. Our plan had worked, and they had only just disarmed themselves. It was quite simple to take over, and we were relieved that there were no casualties on either side. From this point on, this country's riches and food will be brought to our land. The citizens will be enslaved. And as for those people you see on the ground... They are filthy traitors who were enticed to sell of their own country. We cannot allow such untrustworthy people to live under our command. To that end, we are taking care of them because their role is complete."


  "I see."


  "Let's move on to the next country." The young man said.


  As the two humans and the dog turned away to sell unnecessary possessions and buy supplies-


  "How could you?! We did everything in our power to help you!"


  "Soldiers! Load your persuaders!"


  "Please... please, spare us!"


  "Aim!"


  "You liars!"


  Screams and orders echoed from the square in turn.


  "You're the only liars I see around here. Fire!" After a sharp burst of gunfire, the square became very quiet.


  The two travelers and the dog finished their business in the country.


  "I hope you had a wonderful time. Please come visit us again, travelers."


  The newly assigned guard sent them off with a smile.


  —



  It was a certain day at a certain time.


  A motorrad laden with traveling gear arrived at a certain country.


  On the motorrad was a young human with short black hair. Over the traveler's right thigh was a high-caliber revolver. A .22 caliber automatic hand persuader was strapped horizontally behind the traveler's back.


  When they entered the country proper and stepped into the city square at the very centre of the nation, they saw that a public address was in progress.


  A great many people were gathered in the square. And at the centre of it all was about a dozen speakers waiting their turn.


  In front of the podium was a banner reading, "War is evil! There is no excuse for crime!".


  There were all sorts of people, from young women to elderly men. Dozens of men and women of all ages were sitting in a row.


  "My, a traveler! Welcome to our country." A local said, noticing the traveler and the motorrad.


  "Thank you. May I ask what all this commotion is about?" The traveler asked.


  "As you can see, we're holding a public address. Those people sitting there are our politicians, critics, and civilian activists."


  "And?"


  "They call themselves pacifists, claiming that war was evil and calling for the abolishing of our military. For a long time, they have been stubbornly working to disarm our country."


  "Oh, I understand." The motorrad said immediately.


  "Of course." The traveler agreed in understanding.


  "Uh... I haven't quite finished..." The citizen trailed off, astonished.


  "Never mind, I apologize. I was talking to myself. thank you for the information." The traveler said, then walked away from the confused citizen.


  The motorrad spoke to the traveler.


  "Those people up there were probably bribed by a neighboring country. The other country wanted to conquer this one, so they're trying to weaken their armed forces. So these people are saying they're pacifists in order to disarm this country."


  The traveler continued where the motorrad left off.


  "'There is nothing as sacred as peace', 'War is the source of all evil', 'Soldiers are murderers', 'Use the military's budget to instead feed the poor', 'Let us abandon our weapons and solve our conflicts peacefully with words'... All great things to hear, sure. But the naive citizens might be enticed by those words and agree with them, saying 'War really is evil. Let's get rid of our military'. Just like I heard from Master."


  "It's one of the oldest tricks in the book to deceive neighboring countries. It's a bit coldfashioned, but..."


  "You mean, 'old-fashioned', right?"


  "Right! That's what I meant to say. It's a bit old-fashioned, but effective. Lots of countries were conquered like this, being attacked as soon as they disarmed themselves. I wonder what's going to happen to this one?" The motorrad asked.


  "That doesn't really concern me. Anyway, I wonder where I can find that delicious 'deepfried shrimp' everyone's talking about? I'd like to give it a try before I leave..."


  
    
      
     
  


  Land with a Sundial —Counter Strike—


  It was springtime. A lone motorrad was making its way through the mountains.


  On either side of the road were forested hills, standing one behind another. They stretched as far as the eye could see, beautiful green curves against the blue daytime sky.


  Branches were slowly beginning to overgrow with green with the coming season. They cast still bony shadows upon the narrow mountain road they covered.


  The motorrad, laden with traveling gear atop and on either side of its back wheel, slowly made its way forward, scattering light and shadow in its trail.


  The rider was a young human in her mid teens. She was wearing a black jacket, a hat with flaps over the ears, and a worn, silver-rimmed pair of goggles.


  Around her waist was a thick belt, and over her right thigh was a hand persuader. Inside the leather holster was a high-caliber revolver.


  The motorrad crawled up the firm dirt roads and spoke to his rider.


  "That's right. It's important not to go too fast on the mountains. If we happen to make just one bad turn, we might go flying right off a cliff. We were really lucky just now."


  "I'm sorry." The rider apologized, embarrassed.


  "Anyway, Kino, about the country we're going to... Does it really exist?"


  The rider called Kino, looked straight ahead and answered, slightly confused.


  "What are you saying, Hermes? We're climbing this mountain to get there because it exists."


  "I guess I'm trying to say I don't know if the country they told us about could really exist." The motorrad called Hermes replied.


  "I get it."


  Kino nodded, and slowed Hermes down even more. They edged past a left turn bordering a steep downward slope, then sped up again. The uphill road continued to twist up the mountain for some distance.


  "A land with a sundial, huh?" Kino mumbled. "It's still pretty unbelievable. I can't imagine how an entire country would be one gigantic clock."


  "Maybe we've been had?" Hermes asked. Kino did not look concerned.


  "That doesn't matter. We'll visit either way, and if the rumors weren't true..."


  "What then?"


  "Then it'll be time for some good food!" Kino answered immediately.


  "I knew it." Hermes muttered.


  —



  They rode through several mountains. The sun was now set lower than the brim of Kino's hat.


  Kino and Hermes rode all the way to the top of a long incline and stood upon a crest--the peak of the mountain.


  "Wow."


  "Wow."


  They looked down at the country and let out a simultaneous cry of astonishment.


  Kino stopped Hermes and shut off the engine. She took off her goggles so that she could get a good look at the sight before them.


  On the other side of the ridge was a vast hollow filled with lush green trees. Their destination was at the centre of it all.


  Like most countries, this land was encircled by walls. The sheer size of the hollow made it look rather small in comparison, but up close, the size of the enclosure was enormous. Though humans probably could not climb these walls without a great deal of effort, from afar they looked like tiny bricks around a small garden.


  In the middle of the country was a circular dome. It looked rather like a large switch situated at the centre of the country.


  And jutting out from that dome was a long, thin, triangular structure that pointed northward.


  It was angled at about forty degrees from the ground. The long thin shape made it look rather like a measure. It was white, and there were no decorations or designs upon its surface. The tip of the triangle was jutting out slightly from the country's walls.


  From the size of the country, it was plain that the structure was on a different scale from mere buildings--it was the size of a small mountain.


  The circular walls and the triangle looked uncannily like a sundial one might find at a park. A shadow was cast over the interior of the country by the setting sun.


  "Kino, they were telling the truth."


  "Yeah. It really does exist..."


  "That's one big building. I bet thousands of people could live inside it. Though there aren't any windows."


  "What is it for...? Is it really a sundial?"


  "Why not? It's angled in line with the latitudes." "I really want to see it up close. And I'd be even happier if I could get an explanation." Kino said, putting on her goggles again and starting the engine.


  —



  It was a long ride from the mountain to the country.


  Kino and Hermes made their way to the bottom of the hollow and began riding through a flat patch of forest. The great white triangle began to loom over them more and more from beyond the branches that canopied over the road.


  By the time the sky was dyed red by the dusk, Kino and Hermes had finally arrived at the easter gate.They could no longer see the great triangle, which was hidden behind the high walls.


  Kino stopped Hermes and greeted the guard who came out of the checkpoint.


  The guard, who was holding a rifle, carefully looked over Kino and Hermes, then searched their belongings.


  He made sure that Kino was not carrying enough explosives to level a building, wireless communication devices, or visual recorders, and spoke.


  "We will grant you permission for a three-day stay. However, as long as you are in our country, you must be accompanied by our guide and do as they say."


  Kino agreed to the terms. She was granted entry to the country.


  The gates opened, and the guard accompanied Kino and Hermes inside.


  Directly inside were fields used for farming. They were desolate, not a single thing growing from the soil.


  Beyond the fields were houses. Beyond the houses were large buildings. And beyond the buildings was a gigantic triangle, which was blocking out most of the sky to their right. The sun was setting behind it.


  "So is it really a sundial?" Kino wondered.


  That was when a small rusted truck that had seen too much use drove up and stopped in front of them.


  A young woman in a business suit disembarked. She greeted the guard and addressed Kino and Hermes. She introduced herself as their guide around the country. The woman wore glasses, her beautiful features locked in an expression as cold as ice.


  Kino greeted her back.


  "I will lead you to your quarters. Please load the motorrad onto the back of the truck. We must hurry--the sun is already setting. You must have a lot of questions, but please wait until tomorrow morning." The woman said mechanically.


  Kino nodded, and pushed Hermes onto the truck via a folding ramp. She secured him tightly with a length of rope so he would not topple over.


  Kino sat on the passenger seat on the left side of the truck as they drove into the country on smooth paved roads. As its exterior made clear, the truck itself was old and uncomfortable. But there was a large monitor attached beside the driver's seat.


  The guide said nothing all throughout the drive. Kino also kept quiet.


  By the time the sun set and darkness began creeping into the sky, Kino and Hermes arrived at a hotel on the corner of a large street lined with buildings. the great triangle was sticking out of the ground to their west.


  "I will return tomorrow morning. There is a curfew in effect, and so you are forbidden from leaving the hotel form this point forth. We will not be responsible if you step outside and are arrested. I'm afraid we cannot provide you with dinner due to the time. If you'll excuse me." The guide explained coldly, and left.


  —



  The hotel room was large, but plain. It was furnished with only the bare essentials. Kino unloaded the luggage from Hermes.


  She chewed down her portable rations, which had the consistency of drying clay, and spoke with Hermes.


  "Did you notice, Kino? All the houses and buildings here are basically mass-produced copies."


  "Yeah. It felt like we were going through a full-sized model, or a looping street. Except for that." Kino said, looking towards the shut curtains.


  "They didn't put a lot of effort into the buildings in this country. Except for that." Hermes said.


  "We'll have to ask about it tomorrow. I think I'll just go to sleep for today. Good night."


  Finishing her dinner, Kino lay down on the cheap bed framed in iron piping and fell asleep.


  "You know, Kino, they say going to sleep right after you eat turns you into a bug." Hermes advised, but Kino did not answer.


  As her quiet breathing filled the room-


  "That's exactly what I'm talking about!" Hermes said to himself.


  —



  The next day, Kino woke up at sunrise.


  After doing some light warm-ups in her large room, she practiced shooting with her revolver [Cannon]. She then took it apart to clean it.


  The water in the shower was lukewarm. Kino was a bit disappointed, but washed herself anyway.


  Kino opened the curtains. At that very moment, the sun rose over the hills and shone upon the great white structure. The light reflecting off it instantly illuminated the room. "It's so bright, Kino."


  "It is. But it's not too bad. It spared me the trouble of trying to wake you up."


  "I wonder what that is."


  "Me too. I'm looking forward to finding out."


  The bellboy brought Kino breakfast. Her meal consisted of a small, hard piece of bread, and a very watery bowl of soup. It was practically prison food.


  "I'm terribly sorry, traveler, but please understand that we're not discriminating against you. Currently, all of our citizens are subsisting on these meals." The Bellboy apologized.


  "I see. I noticed that the fields were in a rather unfortunate state. A bad harvest this year?"


  "I'm afraid not. I can't tell you myself, so let me just say that it's all for a greater cause. Our guide will give you a clear explanation. I'm sure you'll be floored. Please look forward to it." the bellboy said, leaving the room.


  "I guess this is edible." Kino said, eating her humble breakfast.


  She was just about finished eating when someone knocked on her door again.


  "Good morning, Miss Kino! Did you sleep well last night? Look! Today is going to be a wonderful day! Right this way!"


  It was the ver same guide from yesterday, but on her face was a beautiful smile that made her look like a completely different person. The tone of her was bright and cheery.


  "..."


  Kino said nothing.


  "Um, who are you?" Hermes asked.


  —



  Kino loaded Hermes onto the back of the guide's truck and climbed into the passenger seat.


  The sky was a clear blue, but there was a strong wind blowing in from the west. Great grey clouds loomed overhead in that direction.


  The guide started the old truck. There were no other vehicles on the streets that morning. In fact, there were no people walking on the streets at all.


  "It's very quiet." Hermes said from behind the window that opened into the back of the truck.


  "Yes, and I'll explain to you just why that is very shortly!" The smiling guide said cheerfully.


  "Where will you be taking us?" Kino asked.


  "I'm sure it's quite obvious to you. Right over there!" The guide answered. Kino looked ahead, towards the great white triangle glowing in the morning sun.


  "Are you going to tell us about it?" Hermes asked from the back.


  "Absolutely! The President has just granted us permission to disclose the truth! Now we can declare its purpose proudly. You're quite fortunate that you only arrived yesterday!"


  "That's amazing. Clap clap clap." Hermes sounded out his applause.


  "So what is that triangle?" Kino asked. The guide glanced at her.


  "What do you think it is?" She asked proudly.


  "The hand of a large sundial."


  "I see... so it really does look that way to you? We've heard the same from other travelers who visited us in the past."


  The guide visibly trembled with excitement at Kino and Hermes' answer.


  "Ohhhhh...!" She shook, squeezing out her voice as though no longer unable to hold back her joy.


  "?"


  "?"


  "So we haven't been found out yet! Excellent! This is marvelous!"


  "Pardon?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "That large triangle is, in fact, not a sundial! We've actually been spreading misinformation among travelers and merchants visiting us, telling them 'This is a sundial used in a traditional ceremony in our country'! For fifty years, since we first began construction! It seems like our plan was a success! This is wonderful!"


  "I see... So what was the reason for all this secrecy?"


  "And what is that thing?"


  "I'll get to that now! We're here."


  The truck stopped at the southern part of the large dome at the centre of the country. A great many people were gathered at the city square, built in a semicircle around the dome. All kinds of people, from elders and young people to men and women were there, all dressed in ragged work clothes.


  "No wonder the streets were empty. There must be tens of thousands of people here. Maybe even hundreds of thousands." Hermes said.


  "That's right. The entire country has gathered here for this historic moment." Security officials led the truck through the crowd. They stopped before the large podium and stage set up in the square.


  Behind the stage, where a line of microphones were set up, was a broad street and a multitude of people. And behind them all was the great structure.


  From the south, Kino and Hermes could see that the structure's width was surprisingly thin, much thinner than its side made it seem to be. Even still, it looked to be about as thick as most other buildings around it.


  "Look! The inauguration ceremony's starting. Watch carefully!" The guide said, still sitting in the truck.


  As Kino and Hermes watched from the passenger seat and truck bed respectively, the ceremony began. The band played a fanfare as the crowd cheered loudly enough to shake the ground. Soon, an elderly man in a suit stepped up to the podium.


  "Here, you can see better this way." The guide said, turning on the monitor by the driver's seat. The screen crackled for a moment before blinking on to display the man at the podium. The Emcee spoke.


  [Now, for the President's speech.]


  The President quieted the crowd with a wave of his hands and began his speech.


  [Everyone! This is a historic moment!] He began, and continued for a very long time. He spoke of the greatness of this country's people, the hard work undertaken by the citizens, and the great sacrifices they endured. The speech went very slowly thanks in part to the fact that the crowd cheered at the end of each of his sentences.


  "I'm bored." Hermes said quietly, making sure he would go unnoticed by the guide, who would occasionally take off her glasses to wipe the tears from her eyes.


  And finally-


  [And now, for the moment you've all been waiting for! This is the fruit of our efforts! The key to our bright, shining future!]


  An even louder rumble of cheers shook the air as the crowd turned away from the President, all looking in the same direction. Before their eyes was the great white triangle.


  There was another rouse of fanfare, and a dramatic pounding of drums.


  "We now officially reveal..."


  "Ooh, what's going to happen?"


  "..."


  [Behold!] The President said, and the drum stopped.


  The white triangle split open.


  "..."


  The triangle opened up like a set of curtains, before Kino's eyes. Great white outer walls came off the sides of the triangle, leaning east and west.


  The object hidden behind the walls emerged into the sunlight.


  Protected by the walls was a long, thin, cylinder. It stuck out of the dome diagonally, pointing at the sky. Though the shape made it seem otherwise, the cylinder was actually rather thick--about as wide as a two-lane tunnel. And just like the walls, it was white.


  The cylinder had segments that jutted out from its form, looking rather like a bamboo stalk. At regular intervals there were short sections where the cylinder was about twice its regular thickness. There were about thirty of these segments in total.


  Under the cylinder were dozens of thick pillars built provide steady support.


  The outer walls that had been encasing the cylinder and the pillars silently tilted over. They cast their shadows over the buildings and houses underneath.


  "Huh? What about the houses under the walls?" Hermes asked.


  "They'll be crushed, most likely." The guide said nonchalantly. At that very instant, the two triangular walls fell over sideways and crushed the buildings underneath them in the blink of an eye.


  There was a deafening roar, followed by a great tremor, followed by an even louder roar of cheers.

  The great dust cloud produced by the impact covered them. soon, a powerful breeze carried the dust away towards the east.


  "Is this all right? Many people must have lost their homes."


  "Absolutely. I'll explain why soon."


  As the crowd roared in excitement, Kino looked at the image displayed on the screen. She looked upon the profile of the mysterious cylinder and spoke to the guide.


  "So this is what you were hiding..."


  "Yes! Can you tell what it is?"


  "..."


  Kino looked at the cylinder, back at its image on the monitor, and thought for a moment.


  The cylinder jutted into the sky at an angle, longer than the radius of the country.


  "...I'm not sure." Kino surrendered.


  "That's not surprising!" The guide beamed, and looked behind her at Hermes. "What about you, Hermes? I get the feeling you might know what it is."


  "Actually, I just figured it out. But is it okay for me to tell Kino?"


  "Absolutely!"


  Kino looked at Hermes. Hermes revealed the answer.


  "Kino, that's a cannon."


  "A cannon? As in, it shoots projectiles into the distance? Are you sure, Hermes?"


  "Hermes is absolutely right! This is our country's pride and joy, an ultra-large cannon! We've poured all of our resources into this weapon--the key to our bright future!"


  The guide used the same metaphor as the President as she spoke as though giving a speech.


  All around them, the crowd sang a song praising their country, overcome by emotion.


  "Our country has been unfairly discriminated against." The guide said, the tears in her eyes hidden behind her glasses. The chorus of the crowds continued behind her.


  "Is it because we are in the middle of nowhere? Other countries around us would not even look at our land. Even though we are the greatest country in the world, made up of the greatest people in the world, the rest of humanity refused to acknowledge us."


  "Oh... of course."


  "And? And?"


  Kino and Hermes agreed with her idly, not asking what was so great about anything.


  With the grand chorus serving as a background, the guide continued with a tone resembling a stage actor.


  "And so, our country decided to exercise our right to avenge ourselves upon the world that refused to face us!"


  "Oh... of course."


  "And? And?"


  "And in order to create a plan, we selected talented people from among us to scout out other countries. Many of them did not return--perhaps they were captured as spies. But! One group in particular managed to bring back magnificent data from the ruins of a country in the south! This was exactly fifty-one years ago!"


  "And the result is that cannon?"


  "That's right! They had brought back the plans for this ultra-large cannon! The plans said, 'This cannon can hit any point on this planet'. Isn't it a magnificent weapon? At the moment of its completion, the rest of the world will have no choice but to bow down before us!"


  "So that's why you built this cannon?" "Absolutely! It became a top-priority national project, taking precedence over everything else. Our people abandoned all leisure and entertainment, and worked as one for the country! It took a very long time--our grandfathers, grandmothers, fathers, and mothers gave their entire lives for the country! Many people endured all kinds of pain. Houses were built with the bare minimum of necessities, and excess of any sort was outlawed. We ended up minimizing our agricultural sector so much that we went into a dire food shortage. Many people passed away of illness. Our average lifespan also went down. Even still, we persevered in the face of hardship!"


  "That's why my meal was..."


  "I get it."


  "However! Now that the cannon is complete, that is no longer relevant! From now on, our country is free to do whatever it pleases! After all, we can demand everything we ever want from the world that looked its nose down at us so! The riches of the world will be brought to us! All we have to do is relax and give orders! And fools who try to resist will be faced with justice!"


  The chorus ended just as the guide finished her speech.


  As the crowds applauded, the President spoke from the podium.


  [Everyone! I now reveal to you... the projectile!]


  The crowd roared once again as ten trucks approached the square. They were so large that the truck that Kino and Hermes were on looked like toys. The ten trucks were driving sideby-side in a straight line, pulling behind them one large wagon.


  On the wagon was the shell for the cannon. It was a black cylinder with a pointed end, shaped no differently from its brethren. But its size was enormous. It almost looked as though the trucks were transporting a lighthouse.


  The shell soon passed by Kino and Hermes, followed by its shadow.


  "That's huge!" Hermes cried.


  "How will you launch something so large? If the shell is too heavy, there won't be enough force generated to propel it all the way. Even my persuader has such a limit." Kino said, pointing at [Cannon] holstered over her right thigh. The guide grinned.


  "There's no such worries here. After all, we followed the plans to the letter. I'm sure you're worried that your homeland might be destroyed, but perhaps you should pray that your country wisely decides to obey us." She said condescendingly.


  "Even a shell that big won't be a problem for that cannon, Kino." Hermes said, relaxed as can be. "That cannon uses multiple propellant charges."


  "I'm surprised you know so much!" The guide said, astonished.


  "What's that supposed to mean, Hermes?" Kino asked, honestly confused.


  "To put it simply, when they launch the projectile, this cannon repeatedly propels the projectile with multiple ignitions. Kind of like having multiple cartridge chambers."


  "?" Kino tilted her head.


  "Your [Cannon] only ignites once per round, right? And when the liquid gunpowder ignites, the explosion it causes propels the shot out through the barrel and towards the target at really high speeds. That's how all persuaders and cannons work, on a basic level."


  "I know that much. So if the projectile is heavier, or if I want to increase its speed, I just have to increase the amount of liquid gunpowder I use... But after a certain point, [Cannon] won't be able to take the pressure and it'll break."


  "Right. That's why, if you want to launch a projectile really quickly, or really far, you need to have a really thick and large barrel. That's why they came up with the idea to use multiple propellant charges. This cannon ignites gunpowder over and over again to add speed to the projectile."


  "Multiple ignitions?"


  "That's right. The projectile is propelled outwards by the first ignition. The cartridge chamber is where the ignition takes place."


  "And?"


  "There are multiple cartridge chambers next to the barrel, either on the left or the right. Whenever the projectile passes by a cartridge chamber, it's propelled forward even faster by another ignition. They repeat this over and over."


  "Oh... I think I get the gist of it. Instead of propelling it forward all at once, they carefully time it so they can continuously push it forward."


  "Yeah. See those thick rings around the cylinder? Those are probably the cartridge chambers. I bet it can shoot that huge shell really, really, really far. That's all from me."


  "That was amazing, Hermes! Thank you for the explanation!" The guide beamed, applauding. She then supplemented his explanation with her own.


  "That cannon can be rotated up to 360 degrees around this dome. We can aim it anywhere! We can adjust the distance by controlling the amount of explosives we use!"


  "I see..."


  "Because we followed the blueprints very carefully, this cannon is capable of shooting at any point on this planet. No country is safe! In other words, we can rule over this entire world!"


  "That's amazing. Maybe you should think about asking for a citizenship here, Kino." Hermes joked.


  "With effort, you could probably join the ranks of the Second Class citizens--who are obligated to do labour, of course." The guide said condescendingly. "We'll be having our test shot this afternoon, so I'd recommend staying to watch."


  "I see. Where are you shooting at?"


  "No one knows the specifics."


  "Huh?"


  "..."


  Hermes repeated his question. Kino silently looked at the guide.


  "The target of our test shot was indicated on the blueprint, along with all the necessary measurements. It said, 'If you plan to use this cannon for conquest, be sure to test the cannon with the instructions provided. These calculations are for the maximum firing distance, and therefore must not be neglected'. It gave us a complex formula into which we were to plug in the position of the moon and the stars, the date and time of the launch, the weather, the temperature, and the humidity. With this we would find out the exact amount of explosives to use and the right timings for the ignitions. With our knowledge, it is impossible to tell where this shot will land. Of course, since the instructions are for the maximum distance, we assume it will hit some point on the other side of the planet."


  "Huh."


  "Once we have completed the test shot, we will begin firing practice shots at nearby countries in order to get a good grasp of using this weapon."


  "Miss, can I see that formula of yours? And the blueprint?" Hermes asked.


  "Of course. Maybe you could figure it out, Hermes." The guide said, pressing several keys next to the monitor. Images of what seemed to be the cannon's blueprints flashed by, followed by extremely complicated calculations scrolling down before Hermes' headlight. It took several dozen seconds for the calculations to scroll down completely.


  "What do you think? It would be helpful if you could tell us. If you can, we could recognize your assistance and easily grant Miss Kino the rank of Common Citizen. We can guarantee you a life of comfort and delicious food every day." The guide said.


  "Um..." Unusually for him, Hermes trailed off. "I can't do it. I'm sorry, it's just too complicated. I give up."


  "Is that so? I'm sorry to hear that."


  "Well, Kino's a traveler. She doesn't really have much to do with world domination or anything."


  "I understand. In any case, why not join us for the viewing of the test shot? Aboveground is dangerous, so we will have to watch on a monitor in an underground bunker, of course. Celebrate with us! Afterwards, we will hold a party to commemorate this event. The entire country will, for the first time in half a century, partake in a luxurious meal!"


  Replying to the guide without hesitation was not Kino, but Hermes.


  "Sorry, but we'll have to decline. We actually have to leave immediately."


  "..."


  Kino glanced at Hermes. "Come to think of it..." She said. As the guide looked at her, confused, Hermes explained from the back of the truck.


  "We were originally going to stay here three days, but we remembered something really important last night."


  "Hm? What might that be?"


  "In Kino's homeland, there's a ritual called the 'Belzechamondanez Prayer', where you have to spend one day a month fasting and cleansing yourself in the river. She can't skip out on it even during her travels." Hermes said, making up a bald-faced lie. Kino continued where he left off, calm and plain as ever.


  "I'm sorry about this. We're obliged to be in the forest by tomorrow. It was such a long journey that I mixed up my dates."


  "I see. You were the first outsider to learn about the cannon, so we were hoping you could stay to watch the glorious shot and the beginning of our valiant history, but..."


  "Well, I guess we can come back after the ritual."


  "Of course. What will you do now, then?" The guide asked.


  "I'll be returning to the hotel to pick up my luggage, refuel Hermes, and stock up on supplies. And then I'll have to leave immediately."


  —



  It was nearly noon. The clouds approached the country's airspace, blown over by the westerlies.


  "Thanks for everything."


  "We'll visit again once you've taken over the world."


  Kino and Hermes left the country through the west gate.


  As traveler and motorrad departed, the cannon behind them, a guard spoke to the bespectacled beauty.


  "Is this really all right? They know about the cannon. Isn't it possible that they changed their plans so suddenly because they wanted to warn a neighboring country? What if they're spies?"


  "There's nothing to worry about. After all, what can one traveler do? By the time she reaches the nearest country, we'll have fired the test shot. We are unstoppable now." The guide laughed.


  The gates slowly closed shut.


  —



  Kino and Hermes made their way through the forest path. And the moment the gates disappeared behind the thick cover of trees, Hermes yelled loudly.


  "Kino! Full speed!"


  "All right!"


  Kino pulled the gas lever.


  —



  As Kino and Hermes rode through the forest at breakneck speed, she shouted over the sound of the rumbling engine.


  "Setting that 'what-was-it Prayer' aside, what's going on, Hermes?"


  "I'll explain later. But right now we have to hurry! We have to get as far away from that country as quickly as we can. Just take care you don't turn too fast and drive us off a cliff, okay?"


  "Got it."


  —



  Kino and Hermes were on the mountain path, the hollow behind them. She slowed down when she approached a turn, and sped up as much as she could when the road was straight. They climbed over several large peaks, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake.


  Soon, they arrived at a particularly high point in the mountains, from which they could see the hollow.

  "This should be far enough. Stop at the hilltop over there, Kino."


  "Finally. All right."


  Kino let go of the gas lever and stopped Hermes at the top of the hill.


  Kino sighed. They had driven so quickly through the mountains that there was sweat running down her face.


  Kino dismounted and took off her goggles. Wiping her face with a bandanna she took out of her pocket, she looked back at the hollow.


  "We can still see it from here." She said.


  Beyond a green hill in the distance, low-hanging clouds covered the sky. And underneath, they could see the giant cannon. It looked rather like a toothpick sticking out of a field of cabbages.


  "They're going to launch soon, so let's watch from here. It's going to be really loud, even form this distance."


  Kino took out a water bottle from the case beside Hermes' back wheel, and took several gulps.


  "Oh! I get it, Hermes. You think the force of the shot might cause a shockwave that might destroy the country. Is that why we had to leave so quickly?"


  "Nope. You're right, though. The force of the shot is going to be strong enough to break all the windows in that country. And depending on the place, even rooftops and walls might get blown apart. But everyone's going to be safe underground."


  "So... is that cannon going to explode? Is there something wrong in the construction?"


  "Wrong again. It looks like it follows the blueprints perfectly."


  "Then what is it?"


  "You'll find out soon. It's almost time."


  Kino looked towards the east. She could see the cannon in the distance.


  Kino and Hermes were surrounded by the sound of wind rustling through the leaves.


  And several seconds later, they saw a flash of light coming from the tip of the cannon.


  A small red light disappeared into the sky in the blink of an eye, its afterimage streaking behind it. It punched a hole through the clouds covering the ground, giving Kino a clear view of the bright blue sky.


  A blast of dark smoke flared from the cannon, followed by slow wisps of white smoke. It disappeared in the wind.


  "So they shot it..."


  "Perfect. It's following the blueprints to the letter. In some ways, I think this country is really advanced. They're sure to hit their target now."


  Kino looked around at Hermes.


  "...You know where that shot is going to land, don't you?"


  "Yup." Hermes said simply.


  At that very moment, a sound like a thunderclap and a powerful sonic wave rushed past Kino and Hermes.


  "Whoa!"


  "It's here."


  It was the delayed aftershock of the launch. They could hear its sound in a dull echo from the mountains.

  "I bet the people there are as happy as can be. Toasting their success and partying." Hermes said.


  "Although I didn't get to eat with them."


  "It's better that way. Let's go, Kino. I think we should get further away, just in case."


  "What?" "Never mind, come on! Full speed ahead!"


  Kino, though feeling slightly lost, climbed on and started the engine.


  —



  They made it over about eight more mountain peaks, as Hermes continued to say, "Not yet, not yet".


  And until he gave her permission, Kino quickly rode through the mountains as fast as she could.


  The cloud-covered skies went even darker as the sun set. It was evening.


  "This should be good enough, Kino. Let's stop here and look at that country again. Make sure you set my side stand on properly, okay?"


  Kino did as she was told and stopped Hermes at the top of a hill, just as she had done so earlier. She lowered Hermes' side stand and dug it slightly into the ground.


  "Whew..."


  Kino wiped her face again, and looked eastward.


  "..."


  It was impossible to see the cannon with the naked eye. Kino took out a sniping scope from her bag.

  In the round frame, Kino searched for the cannon.


  "A little to the left. There. A bit lower."


  She moved the scope according to Hermes' instructions, and set the white cannon between the crosshairs.


  "There. I found it."


  Kino took her eye off the scope. She could finally just barely see the little white pin in the distance.


  "It's just about time, so I'll answer your question. Kino. Why did we have to rush out of there?"


  "Finally."


  Kino looked around at Hermes, waiting for his explanation.


  "Keep your eye on that country, Kino."


  "All right..."


  Kino looked back to the east. Hermes began his explanation. "The people who made those blueprints long ago must have been afraid that the 'cannon' might be used for the wrong purposes. so they made a safety device."


  "A safety device?" Kino asked, her eyes fixed on the tiny cannon.


  "That's right. If they fire the test shot like the blueprint tell them to..."


  Hermes trailed off mid-sentence.


  "?"


  Although Kino was confused, she kept her eye on the east.


  All of a sudden, something shone from out of the corner of her eye, low in the southern sky.


  The moment the light shone, it turned into a glowing line.


  The line of light pierced the clouds in the south and struck the green lands with the little white cannon.


  Everything in the vicinity of the white toothpick was incinerated, as it rose up into the air like a waterspout.


  "That's...!"


  "Right on the mark."


  "What?"


  As Kino watched, a tiny red orb of light covered a point in the green woods. The orb suddenly expanded outward like the rising sun, scattering the clouds overhead, before disappearing in the blink of an eye. A huge cloud of smoke rose up through the hole in the sky, blossoming up like a mushroom.


  The earth shook.


  "Whoa!"


  "Uh-oh."


  The sudden earthquake forced Kino to the ground. It was soon followed by a monstrous sound--a great roar, similar to the sound of the launch but hundreds of times more terrible. The sound became a sonic boom that crashed over them like a wave. Countless leaves were shaken off the trees.


  "Argh!"


  "Amazing!"


  Kino and Hermes yelled, but their voices were drowned out entirely by the roar.


  After several seconds, the sound dissipated, leaving only an echo behind. The earth suddenly stopped shaking.


  Hermes, who had just barely managed to keep from falling over, spoke nonchalantly.


  "They were right on the mark."


  Kino shook off the leaves sticking to her head and turned around.


  "No way..."


  "That's right. They were shooting for the maximum distance, right? And if they can fire at any point on the planet, that must mean the longest possible distance is-"


  "The shot... it circled back to the country?"


  "That's right."


  "..."


  Kino, lost for words, looked around at the scattering mushroom cloud.


  "Then..."


  "It must have been destroyed."


  "The projectile?"


  "No."


  "That country?"


  "No, that entire hollow."


  "..."


  "They'll probably start calling the hollow a crater from now on."


  "What about the people...?"


  "That shot must have destroyed the entire hollow. Underground bunkers can only do so much. That was their final meal."


  "..."


  "Good thing we rushed out of there, huh?"


  "Yeah... you saved us. Thank you, Hermes."


  "You're welcome. Now, let me teach you how the Belzechamondanez Prayer works. First, you have to fast for an entire-"


  "I'll have to decline."


  Kino took off her hat with her right hand and put it over her chest. After a brief moment of silence, she opened her eyes and put her hat back on.


  "You know, Kino, that thing wasn't actually a cannon."


  "Then what was it?"


  "It's something called a 'mass driver'. It's used for shooting things into outer space. Though, I guess the only difference between a mass driver and a cannon is what you use it for."


  "I see..." Kino said, fingering [Cannon], which was holstered over her thigh.


  —



  "So in the end, we never got to see a sundial or have a delicious meal..."


  Just as Kino made to get back on Hermes, he spoke up.


  "Huh? That's surprising. There's a car coming up ahead."


  Kino looked down at the sloped path leading west.


  Three cars were driving through the forest, the fallen leaves swirling in the wind.


  They were four-wheel drive vehicles packed to the brim with traveling gear. Kino fingered [Cannon] for a moment and pushed Hermes to the side of the road.


  The car at the head of the team drove into a straight stretch of road leading up to the hill. The driver noticed Kino waving at them and blinked his lights on and off.


  The three cars stopped a slightly ahead of Kino and Hermes. Three men and women, all with rifles slung over their shoulders, climbed out of the car. They were of varying ages between twenty and forty. The trio signaled their friends in the cars further back and approached Kino and Hermes.


  "Oh! A traveler!"


  "Good evening!"


  "Hello!"


  They extended their greetings.


  "Good evening." Kino said. The man who looked to be their leader spoke first.


  "That earthquake just now was something else, eh? Are you all right?"


  "I'm doing fine, thank you."


  "We're from a country far to the northwest. A traveler told us about a strange place where the entire country is a sundial! We're on our way to go see it for ourselves."


  "..."


  "You're coming from the east, right? The country must be in that direction. Have you seen it, by any chance?"


  "Yes, I did. But it's not there anymore." Kino said honestly.


  "What? What do you mean?"


  "I can explain, but it's a very long story."


  "That's fine by me. By all means, tell us! In exchange... how about this? One of our members here used to be a chef. We just caught ourselves a deer, and we have fresh fish and vegetables. We'll have you over for a scrumptious dinner in exchange. What do you say?"


  "Don't mind if I do!" Kino said immediately.


  "Of course." Hermes groaned.


  
    
      
     
  


  A Land of Endeavors —Passage 2—


  This is a story of a certain place on a certain day.


  A lone car was driving along a road at the bottom of a great valley.


  —



  The road was smooth and polished. Running right beside it was a stream of fresh, clean water. The road snaked along the base of the valley, leading deeper inside.


  On either side of the road and the stream were rugged rock cliffs, grey and unwelcoming. Not a single tree grew on the rocks--only small patches of grass poked through the cracks.


  The sky was clear and beautiful, but something about its splendor looked quite fleeting and ephemeral.


  The cold silence of the desolate landscape was broken only by the sound of the sputtering car engine, its noise ringing out into the skies.


  The car was a small yellow mess. It looked like only a miracle was keeping it running at this point.


  It was towing another car behind it. Or rather, a large hand cart made of metal pipes. Sturdy tires were built onto either side of the cart, which shook and rattled in rhythm with the yellow car.


  In the cart were many large vinyl bags, filled up and looking somewhat like sandbags used to build dikes during floods.


  Over the bags was a blue tarp, which was secured to the cart by a strong piece of rope.


  "Beautiful scenery, don't you think? The quality of this road's nothing to sneeze at, either." Said the man sitting on the right side, behind the wheel.


  He was a slightly short but handsome man. He wore a short brown jacket with the collar set upright.


  "If only it weren't so damned freezing here. It's summertime, for crying out loud. Of course, considering our altitude and latitude, I suppose it's only natural." The man added, trying to close his collar closer to his neck. He was wearing a thin pair of gloves.


  Cold air mercilessly batted at them through the wide-open windows.


  "This is nothing." Said the woman sitting in the passenger seat. Her long, shimmery black hair was tucked into her jacket so it wouldn't blow around.


  "I'm afraid cold weather's my worst enemy. In any case, Master..."


  The man glanced at the cart behind them with the cracked side-view mirror.


  "Look at how much we ended up buying. You do understand that we'll incur heavy losses if we don't manage to sell it all?"


  The woman called 'Master' seemed nonchalant about it all.


  "It's all right. I acquired reliable information. They'll buy it all at astronomical prices, though I can't say I know why."


  The man looked curious.


  "Are they digging a tunnel of some sort, I wonder?"


  No one answered his question.


  —



  Car pulled car as they drove along a great distance.


  "Oh!"


  "We're finally here."


  They had just passed through a large curve in the valley, when they spotted the land to which they were headed. It was a small country, beyond which they could see the end of the valley.


  The country was encircled by a black wall, and looked as though it was neatly nested within the valley itself.


  A little distance beyond the village, the valley turned white.


  There was no road or stream there.


  A great, blinding mass of white was covering the end of the valley, reaching into the distance until it was hidden entirely from view by the mountains around it.


  The object was made entirely of ice. Its edges were jagged, forming walls higher than the walls around the country.


  "So this is what they call a 'glacier', is it? I'd heard about them in the past, but this is my first time seeing it in person..." The man squinted against the harsh radiance of the glacier as he drove along. "So they were telling the truth. A real glacier... What do you say to having a quick look at it once we've sold our stock of explosives, Master?"


  "Of course. But only after we've finished with business." The woman answered.


  The little car slowly sputtered towards the country.


  —



  They entered the country, dragging behind them a veritable mound of explosives.


  "Travelers! Welcome to our country!"


  They were received with open arms.


  Of course, a great deal of the welcome was for the explosives they had brought along. They sold their stock at exorbitant prices in the blink of an eye, cart and all.


  In conclusion, they were now much richer than when they first entered the country.


  "Quite excellent, don't you think, Master? What do you say to a few more of these trips?"


  "If you're willing to drive through the cold, by all means."


  "Then I assure you, I have no complaints!"


  "But first, let me ask these people something."


  The man and the woman parked their car and approached the people who had purchased their stock of explosives. They were now beginning to transport it.


  "Since these travelers brought us all these explosives, we won't need to wait for our regular supply! Let's get to work!"


  As the people excitedly hurried hither-dither, the woman asked them what they were planning to do with the explosives.


  "By all means, stay and have a look before you leave!" They told her, and led them to the ramparts from which they could see the glacier.


  "Can you see the edge of that glacier?" Their guide asked. The man and the woman nodded.


  Beyond the boulder-littered valley was a great white wall, towering over them like a fortress.


  People carrying the explosives had climbed to the top, and were busy at work with something. They soon completed their task and quickly vacated the glacier area.


  "We're ready. Let's begin. Fire in the hole!"


  The moment the guide finished, the ground shook. A moment later, a powerful noise echoed across the valley.


  The explosives went off at different points along the glacier. Pieces of ice split open and cracked, slowly crumbling and scattering over the earth.


  The sonic boom of the avalanche followed and rang out through the valley. By the time it faded, the glacier was slightly but surely smaller than it had been before.


  "Ah, so that's what it was for. It's little wonder you'd need a mountain of explosives for a job like yours."The man commented, astonished. "Of course! Is it possible that the glacier needs to be kept in check in order to prevent your country from being engulfed?" he asked triumphantly.


  "Not at all."


  "Oh?"


  "Even without our intervention, that glacier will not reach our country. It has never done so in the past."

  "Then... could it be that you use that ice for industrial purposes, or sell them as products to other nations?" The man asked.


  "That is one of our secondary benefits, yes, but not our main purpose."


  "Then...?"


  "Then?"


  The guide answered the duo's questions.


  "We are trying to warm up our planet."


  "I beg your pardon?" The man asked.


  The guide began to explain, much like a professor in a lecture hall.


  "Travelers. Have you ever heard of a theory that claims that human industry is slowly warming up the planet?"


  "Well, I can't say I haven't."


  "'Global Warming', wasn't it?"


  The man and the woman replied. The guide nodded, satisfied.


  "We first heard of this theory when we read through an old book. It said, 'Global Warming will melt glaciers'."


  "I see..."


  "And?"


  Up until this point, the two travelers had no difficulty following their guide's line of thought.


  "Reading this, we realized something. Clearly, the solution was to melt all the glaciers in the world."


  The travelers tilted their heads. Their guide continued enthusiastically.


  "This is why we decided to begin by melting that glacier you see before you. We sell the pieces to distant lands, melt them under the sunlight, or toss them into the stream. What do you think happens then?"


  "Huh? Oh, well, I wonder..." The man was taken aback by the sudden question.


  "Naturally, it means that the planet will slowly become warmer! And that will make our land so much more livable. We can say goodbye to the harsh winters! Travelers, you won't have to wear winter jackets in the middle of summer anymore!"


  "Well, I suppose..."


  "Don't you agree? I'm sure that by our grandchildren's time, the world will become a much better place for us all!"


  "..."


  The man said nothing.


  "I understand. I hope things go well for your country's efforts." The woman said.


  "Of course! We shall endeavor to bring upon us a brighter future! To change the world!" The guide replied enthusiastically.


  "But..." The man started.


  "What is it?"


  "I understand your plan in theory. But don't you agree it may be a rather difficult task for your country alone?"


  "Not at all, sir. Our country has a saying, you see. We put our faith entirely in this message."


  "Oh, and what might that be?"


  "The saying goes--"


  —



  The two travelers spent two nights in the country of endless explosions.


  On the third morning, the shabby yellow car drove out the gates it had entered through. It was no longer dragging a cart behind it.


  As they passed through the country's walls, the man looked out the window and at the land one last time before stepping on the gas pedal.


  "Master. Do you think they'll ever be rewarded for their efforts?"


  "Who knows? Even if they are, I'm sure we'll be long gone by then. It doesn't really matter either way."


  "I suppose you're right. Now, what do you say to a few more return trips? Where there's money to be had, I'd like to be present, after all."


  "As long as you put in some effort." The woman said.


  "Absolutely!" The man replied, "I'll show you my greatest endeavor yet. I won't lose out to those people, mark my words."


  The man looked ahead as he stepped down on the gas pedal.


  As the little car disappeared from view, a large flag emblazoned with the words of the people's belief fluttered atop its tower.


  The bold words by which the people lived were:


  [One small step is the beginning of planetary change. Never give up. Do your best.]


  
    
      
     
  


  Continued・A Tale of Charity —How's Tricks?—


  A motorrad was racing across a long, unbranching road.


  The spring grass danced in the wind, and a carpet of green stretched as far as the eye could see. The sky was so blue it was almost cold to look at.


  "What a haul, Kino!" The motorrad exclaimed, moving down the firm dirt path.


  On either side of the motorrad's back wheel was a black container, and over it was a bag and a sleeping bag. Small cloth sacks hung from everywhere, shaking in rhythm with the motorrad.


  The rider named Kino, who wore a black jacket, smiled underneath the goggles.


  "You can say that again. I got new shirts and new underwear, I bought a great new sleeping bag, and I bought more ammunition for [Woodsman] and [Flute]. And you too, Hermes..."


  The motorrad named Hermes continued where Kino left off.


  "I got a motor oil change, new chains, and we stocked up on extra plugs."


  "And fuel and rations. We even bought sacks to fit everything in."


  "All thanks to those donations!" Hermes said. Kino nodded.


  "Yeah. I don't think I could ever thank them enough."


  "But over half the donations they collected went to the Traveler's Aid Society's pockets, right? It would have been nice if we could have taken a bit more, like seventy percent. What happened to the greedy old Kino I know? Is she off traveling somewhere without me? Did she have a change of cart?"


  Kino looked up into the sky and thought for a moment.


  "...Hermes, did you mean... 'change of heart'?"


  "Yeah, that's right!"


  Hermes went quiet after that.


  "That was a bit hard to figure out, Hermes."


  "Really? Anyway, what actually happened?"


  Kino looked back at the luggage behind her. A bag, a sleeping bag, and several small sacks. The country they had departed from was no longer visible past the horizon.


  Kino looked ahead again. "They're the ones who did this for me. And what would I do with so much money? I don't think I could ever spend it all. And if I bought things I could sell for a good price in other countries, like jewelry, everyone would have noticed something was wrong."


  "True."


  "Actually, there was something I was so worried about I didn't even tell you, Hermes. Since I can't see the country from here anymore, I'll tell you."


  "Oh? What is it?"


  "All right. So about what I did--pretending to be a poor traveler receiving charity from the generous citizens--it's actually something Master did when she visited this country before. She did the same thing and came out richer."


  "Wow, that's amazing. Looks like she was always that evil, huh?"


  "But I think even Master felt bad about it afterwards. She told me something later."


  "What did she say?"


  "She said, 'If I ever get the chance to return, I would tell the people everything'."


  "Huh. So I guess she never ended up coming back."


  Kino looked up into the sky. A trio of birds were flying in a circle in the air, their wings spread wide.

  Kino turned her gaze back to the road and answered.


  "That's right. And she said something else too: 'Kino, if you ever end up visiting that country, and there are still people tricking others in this way, make sure you reveal the truth. But only after you've received everything you could'."


  "Huh?"


  "So I wrote letters explaining everything and sent them to that country's press organizations. In secret."


  "Kino... no way."


  "Yeah. I made sure to explain all the details, so there must be a huge commotion going on about now."


  "You're terrible, Kino."


  "It's not nice to take advantage of innocent people." Kino smiled.


  "Then why didn't you tell them earlier?" Hermes asked.


  "Because no one would believe me otherwise."


  "True." Hermes answered. For some time, only the sound of his engine could be heard on the plain.

  Eventually, Kino spoke up with a tone of satisfaction.


  "So in the end, 'We left with all kinds of goodies', 'The people learned the truth', and 'The fraudsters were arrested'. All's well that ends well."


  "You should think about becoming a con artist yourself, Kino. I bet those people are livid right about now."


  "Maybe you're right. But..."


  "But?"


  "It's their fault for falling for it."


  The motorrad raced across the long, unbranching road.


  
    
      
     
  


  A Tale of Letters —The Weak Link—


  My name is Riku. I am a dog. I have long, soft, white fur. I may always look like I'm smiling, but I was just born with this look; it doesn't necessarily mean I am happy all the time.


  My owner is Master Shizu. He is a young man who always wears a green sweater. Complex reasons have left him without a homeland, and now he travels the world on a buggy.


  Another member of our group is Ti. She is a silent little girl with a fondness for grenades. Complex reasons have left her without a homeland, and so she recently joined us in our journey.


  —



  We were on a very cold plain.


  From the stopped buggy we could see rocky brown earth, not even a single blade of grass poking through the cracks. Over our heads was nothing but dark cloud cover.


  It was past noon, but it was impossible to tell where the sun was located. The temperature was below freezing. Our breaths froze in the air.


  There was no wind. We could hear nothing save for the soft, low rumbling of the buggy's engine.


  "I don't see anything. Let's move on." Master Shizu said from atop the driver's seat, and slowly sat back down.


  Over his usual sweater, Master Shizu wore a thick green winter jacket and a hood over his head. He had a pair of goggles over his eyes, and a muffler was covering his mouth, pulled up from his neck. There were thick winter gloves over his hands, which were carrying a large pair of binoculars.


  "..."


  Ti quietly sat in the passenger seat, with myself between her knees and her chin on my head.


  She was also dressed entirely in white winter clothes. Her tiny white form, along with the puffy cut of her jackets, made her look rather like a little snowman. On her head was a wool hat we acquired in a country we visited earlier, and around her neck was a muffler in which some of my fur was mixed. Over her emerald-green eyes were a thin pair of goggles used for horseback riding.


  Master Shizu started the buggy. We briskly drove across the hard soil. Icy wind blew into the car and blasted us mercilessly.


  Of course, being covered in fur, I wasn't very cold.


  "..."


  Ti quietly embraced my head. Was she feeling cold, or was she worrying for my sake? I could not tell.

  Master Shizu continued driving for some time.


  And he stopped the buggy again at some point on these desolate plains.


  Master Shizu stood up on the driver's seat again, and slowly looked around through the binoculars as though searching for something.


  As Master Shizu slowly rotated from his seat, he stopped suddenly.


  "There! I see him!"


  Master Shizu hurriedly took a seat and quickly started the buggy again.


  —



  It had all started the day before.


  During our travels, we passed through a very cold land and arrived at a certain country.


  It was a peaceful and laid-back country that was not very well developed. Machinery and engines were limited to factories and the like. The country's vast lands were covered in fields that had been completely harvested, now covered in snow.


  We were welcomed with open arms, but again our dreams of settling permanently were let down.

  In the end, we stocked up on fuel and supplies, intending to set off immediately for warmer climes. However, we were suddenly stopped.


  "Traveler! We need your assistance! Please, help us find someone!"


  A group of desperate-looking men in black uniforms rushed over to us. They were postmen.


  Master Shizu carefully listened to their story.


  According to them, this country had a very good relationship with its neighbor, interacting with them constantly. They had a large quantity of mail passing between them as well.


  We were told that postmen carried letters from one country to another via small horsedrawn carriages. However, one of their friends was missing--it had already been four days since his scheduled arrival date.


  They suspected that their friend may have been stranded by the unusually sheer cold. They had resolved to go out to search for their fellow postman. However, they had a problem.


  "Traveler, I'm sure your vehicle will help us locate our friend much faster than our carriages. Please, we beg of you! It's not much, but we will compensate you to the best of our abilities!"


  Master Shizu did not speak of the men's intended compensation and heartily accepted their call for help.


  We left to search for the missing postman at the break of dawn.


  —



  A slight distance ahead of the buggy was the object Master Shizu had found with his binoculars.


  First we saw a horse, completely still and lying on the ground. It was probably dead.


  As the buggy got closer, we spotted a man beside the collapsed horse. He must have been the missing postman. He was lying on the cold earth, clutching something in his arms.


  Beside him were signs of a campfire. Seeing as we could not see a carriage anywhere, he had likely broken it down and used it as firewood.


  I recalled the postmen's conversation.


  If he used the carriage for firewood... or even the letters... he might still have a chance!


  But... but that's against regulations...


  Who cares about regulations?! He might die out there!


  If he had kept the fire going all this time, there was a chance he had not yet frozen to death.


  Master Shizu drove the buggy as fast as he could and came to a sudden stop beside the man.


  "We're here to help you!" Master Shizu yelled, jumping off the buggy and running up to the man. Ti and I followed behind him.


  "We're here to help! Can you hear me?"


  Master Shizu reached out a hand to the fallen man and slowly looked into his face.


  Soon, we could tell if we were talking to a man or a corpse.


  And-


  "Uh..."


  The man was alive. A weak moan escaped his lips.


  "Please, wake up!"


  Master Shizu helped the man sit up.


  The postman was a man in his late twenties. His eyes were shut, and his face was devoid of life.Hypothermia had left his nose and cheeks discolored. His lips moved very faintly.


  "W-who... who are..."


  The man Master Shizu was supporting was clutching a large bag in his arms. It was made of black leather.


  "I'm a traveler. Your fellow postmen have asked me to search for you. It's all right now. We'll take you back to your country straightaway. Everyone will be glad to see you've held on." Master Shizu said. The man's reply was feeble and shaky.


  "Is... the bag... still... here...?"


  "Yes, it is. It's right here. " Master Shizu answered.


  "I... I could... never... burn it... please... please..." He said, his voice more firm and resolute than ever before.


  And with that, he breathed his last.


  "Sir? Sir? Wake up!"


  Master Shizu desperately tried to save the man, slapping his cheeks and attempting a heart massage.

  But the man would never speak again.


  Master Shizu sighed, his breath freezing into wisps of white.


  "Is he dead?" Ti asked quietly.


  "Yes. He is." Master Shizu said, not intent on hiding the truth.


  Master Shizu folded the man's arms over his chest, and carefully opened the bag entrusted to him by the dying man.


  "..."


  Master Shizu looked inside first, then passed it over so Ti and I could see as well.


  Inside the bag were countless letters, bundled together by dozens.


  I remembered what the other postmen had said.


  "He might have survived if he had burned these letters." I said to Master Shizu.


  "Maybe he could have."


  Master Shizu slowly closed up the bag.


  He then addressed the dead man.


  "I will honor your request. You've protected these letters with your life, and so I will make sure that these letters reach your country. Every last one of them."


  "..."


  Ti watched Master Shizu in silence.


  —



  It was evening by the time the buggy arrived at the country, carrying the postman's corpse and the bag of letters.


  The other postmen, faced with the corpse of their friend, and hearing Master Shizu's account, burst into tears.


  After a long, heartfelt cry, the men returned to work. They agreed to deliver the letters in the morning, along with personal apologies for the delay.


  "Please allow me to watch as well." Master Shizu said.


  —


  The next morning.


  The sky was clear. It was starting to get warmer.


  Two postmen started off on their route, carrying the letters in their carriage. We followed after them on our buggy.


  The postmen visited the houses dotted over the country's vast territory. When they arrived at each house, they did not leave the letter in the mailbox--instead, they pressed the doorbell to deliver the letters personally.


  "Here's your letter. We apologize for the delay."


  The postmen politely apologized as they delivered the letters.


  We watched it all from a distance.


  Most people did not care very much that the delivery was late, not asking why their mail was delayed.


  "Thank you." They said normally, accepting the letters.


  —



  They were about halfway through the letters, sometime in the afternoon.


  "What is wrong with you people?! It's postmarked seven days ago! It normally only takes two or three days! What were you people doing?!"


  Shouting at the postmen was a middle-aged man. The postmen made no excuses, merely apologizing over and over for the delay.


  "Sir, we will make sure this does not happen again..." They said, bowing their head, but the man continued to raise his voice.


  "This is unacceptable! What if I have urgent business, you lazy slobs?!"


  "Please, sir..."


  "Why was my letter late?!"


  "We apologize, sir, but I'm afraid we're not at liberty to disclose the reasons... We apologize again for the delay."


  "You think you're going to get away with-"


  Then, the man spotted us.


  He spotted us, the anomalous travelers and our motorized vehicle.


  "Aren't those people the travelers who came to our country earlier...?" He mumbled, and thought for a moment.


  "Has something happened...?" He asked the postmen.


  "..."


  Master Shizu said nothing, merely watching the postmen from the distance.


  "..."


  Ti also said nothing, quietly looking into the man's face.


  "We apologize, sir, but I'm afraid we're not at liberty to disclose the reasons..." The postmen repeated again, sorrow clear in their faces.


  The man seemed to have noticed that something was wrong.


  "I suppose something must have happened... Anything to do with this cold weather, by any chance?"


  The postmen looked as though they were about to burst into tears.


  "Fine! I won't say anything more. I'll take that letter, if you will!"


  With that, the man turned around and stepped back into his house. But just before he closed the door,

  "Thank you!"


  He said loudly.


  —



  The postmen solemnly continued with their work.


  It was evening, with the winter sun setting on the horizon. The postmen took the final letter to its destination.


  "This is it. Once we deliver this letter, our work will be finished." They said to Master Shizu. They must have emphasized that word to include their late friend.


  "..."


  Master Shizu, who had resolved to see this work through to the last, quietly nodded.


  "..."


  I could not tell what Ti was thinking, but she was watching everything silently.


  The postmen rang the doorbell. A woman in her fifties stepped out.


  She was wearing a coat, obviously feeling cold. Surprised at the postmen and us, the travelers, she asked what was going on.


  The postmen apologized for the delay as they presented her the final letter.


  "..."


  The woman stared at it, annoyed and irritated.


  "That letter..." She said, "It's from the lawyer, isn't it?"


  The postmen checked the letter and nodded.


  The woman sighed disdainfully.


  "Could you take that letter back?"


  "..."


  The postmen were lost for words. The woman continued.


  "That's from my ex-husband. We got divorced last year--he was the worst sort of man who'd beat me on a whim. He finally got arrested and got charged with assault. After that, he moved out of the country. I don't know how many times he's sent letters to me through his lawyer. But he never once apologized. Always trying to make excuses and defending himself. I stopped letting my daughter read them. I feel sick just thinking about him now. I was just thinking I'd start burning or ripping up his letters without reading them."


  "So... um, ma'am..."


  "This is perfect. Since you've come here in person, I'd like to officially refuse to receive the letter. Could you take it back and take care of it? I'm sure the post office has regulations for cases like this."


  "...Y-yes, of course..." The postman said, dejected.


  "Thank you." The woman said, satisfied, and turned around.


  "Stop."


  She froze on the spot.


  "Ti?" Master Shizu said in shock, turning around. The postmen and the woman also looked at her.


  "What is it, young lady?" The woman asked. Her tone was soft, but she was not smiling.


  "You have to read it." Ti answered immediately, a stark contrast to her usual silence. The woman frowned in confusion as Ti repeated herself.


  "Read it."


  "Why do you say that? Listen, the man who sent me this letter would always hit me and hurt me. I get very upset just reading his letters. So why?"


  "Read it."


  "...Persistent brat..."


  The woman looked up at the postmen.


  "Who is this girl? These people look like the travelers that came in earlier, but why are they with you?"


  "We're terribly sorry, ma'am. But we're not at liberty to disclose that information."


  "You can't expect me to understand that. Mr. Traveler, could you explain?" The womandemanded, glaring at Master Shizu.


  "I'm afraid I can't tell you much more than these men are allowed. However..." Master Shizu said gently.


  "Yes?"


  "A postman went through a great deal of trouble to deliver these letters."


  "Is that all?"


  "Yes."


  The woman sighed loudly.


  "I know that you must work very hard to deliver these letters, but that doesn't mean that I don't go through any trouble myself." The woman said.


  "But you have to read it."


  "Young lady, you can't just convince people to do things without giving them a reason."


  "Read it."


  "Young lady, do you even know how to talk? Can't you say anything else?"


  "Read it."


  "..."


  "Read it."


  The woman sighed loudly.


  "Fine. But this will be the last time. Next time I get a letter from him, I will shred it on the spot, do you understand?"


  "Okay."


  "Hmph." The woman snorted, and snatched the letter from the teary-eyed postmen. They sighed.


  The woman ripped open the envelope on the spot, and took out the letter inside.


  "Ah, a short letter for once." She muttered, and quietly began reading.


  She stoically read the first line.


  "..."


  At the second line, her brow furrowed as she glared at the paper with a look sharp enough to kill.


  "Oh."


  Then she was silent.


  The woman's hands began trembling as her eyes widened.


  "Oh..."


  "Huh?"


  "Hm?"


  "..."


  We were next to be surprised.


  Tears began falling from the woman's eyes like a set of waterfalls. Her tears ran down her cheeks and fell to the ground.


  "Oh my..."


  The woman wept as she clutched the letter to her chest, falling to her knees at her door.


  "Oh... Oh... Thank God... Thank God..."


  But she did not thank the people there.


  "Good day, ma'am." The postmen said, turning to return to their carriage.


  The men were sniffling, but probably not because of the cold.


  "Are you leaving?" Master Shizu asked quietly.


  "Yes. Our work is done..."


  "Our job is not to find out about the contents of the letters, only to deliver them. If you'll excuse us, traveler. You have our deepest gratitude."


  The postmen did not look back as they climbed onto the carriage. The departed, leaving only the echo of hooves in their wake.


  The woman, who was crying on her doorstep the entire time, wiped her eyes with her sleeve and sniffled several times as she got to her feet.


  "..."


  The woman looked at the stoic Ti, her eyes red and swollen.


  "Thank you, young lady."


  "..."


  "If not for you, I would never have known something so important."


  "..."


  "And I'm sorry for calling you a brat. You're a very sweet girl. I'm sure you'll grow up to be a beautiful young woman. Thank you."


  "You don't need to thank me."


  "Of course. But still. Thank you. Thank you."


  Master Shizu looked at the woman's kindly expression and closed his eyes satisfactorily. He must have been remembering the postman who had entrusted us with this task.


  "Then if you'll excuse us." Master Shizu bowed lightly, looking back at Ti. "Let's go."


  He turned back to the buggy.


  The moment we began walking away, the woman rushed into her house, letter in hand.


  "Honey, look at this! Wonderful news! This is splendid!" She said to her daughter, who was waiting inside.


  We could also hear her voice.


  And so we could clearly hear her say,


  "It says that bastard just died in an accident!"


  
    
      
     
  


  A Tale of Gambles —Which is Which.—


  These stories take place in a certain country where cars and bicycles are the only modes of transportation.


  —



  The fourteen year-old boy was torn about love.


  On his mind was a gentle-looking girl with long hair. On the first day of class, she sat next to him and read through the handout alongside him.


  Afterwards, they began exchanging greetings in the mornings and when they passed each other in the halls.


  Eventually, the boy started getting very excited for school. All the other girls just looked like backdrops compared to her. The boy came to the conclusion that he was in love.


  She didn't seem to dislike him, but they hadn't yet spoken one-on-one. He didn't even know very much about her.


  But it was true that he was in love with her. Shouldn't he at least make his feelings clear before someone got ahead of him and asked her out?


  Or would a sudden confession end up in their budding relationship being irreparably broken? Should he take his time and get to know her better?


  The boy turned the matter over in his mind again and again.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, and he would go back to school. What should he say to her first? "I like you", or "good morning"?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The boy looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a bicycle, I'll ask her out. And if it's a car, I'll wait until later!"


  —


  The forty-two year-old man was torn about his job.


  He had been employed at the same firm for twenty years, but he had been long dissatisfied with his company's treatment of him.


  It was a large company, but no matter how hard he worked, his boss never gave him a raise. He was constantly stuck working under people his own age or younger. Was he just being discriminated against? Did he even have a future in this company? He thought to himself as he sought after information.


  He found a small company where he would be paid less in the short term. But it might eventually lead him to better opportunities. They had already promised him a position should he choose to quit his current company.


  Considering his age, this was his last chance. But a pay cut, even a temporary one, would make things difficult for his family as he and his wife raised their two children. He could not afford to mess up in his new workplace. And the new company's future was not guaranteed.


  He discussed the matter with his wife at length.


  "Honey, this is your life. In the end, you're the only one who can make that choice. I'll trust your judgement."


  The decision was his. He thought it over in his head.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, and he would go back to work. What should he place on his boss's desk? A letter of resignation, or his paperwork?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The man looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a car, I'll take the new job. And if it's a bicycle, I'll stay where I am!"


  —



  The nineteen year-old woman was torn about marriage.


  Her older boyfriend, whom she had been dating for less than a year now, had passionately proposed marriage to her.


  She had no doubts about her love for him. He was a handsome man of means whom she thought was almost too good for her. Marrying him would give her a life with very few worries.


  But was it wise to marry when she was still so young? Wouldn't it be best to enjoy her youth and gain some more life experience before putting a seal on her future like this?


  And what if she were to meet someone even better in the future?


  She racked her brains again and again.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, and after work she would go on a date with him. How should she respond? Yes, or no?


  "All right! I'll just do this!" The woman looked out from her apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a bicycle, I'll marry him. And if it's a car, I'll decline!"


  —



  The eighteen year-old student was torn about his future.


  He would soon have to go to college. He had already passed his entrance exams, and all he had to do now was submit his acceptance form. Starting next term, he could be a college student.


  But if he did so, he would have to give up on his passion--acting.


  Perhaps he should forget about college and join an acting troupe to follow his dreams. Perhaps this was the best thing to do for his future.


  But he had no idea if he would become successful as an actor or if he could make a living on the stage.

  If he chose to go to college, he could study like everyone else, get a job like everyone else, and live like everyone else. This was the stable road.


  He could not decide.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, but should he go to the post office to send his acceptance form, or make a phone call to turn down the offer?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The student looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a car, I'll choose acting. And if it's a bicycle, I'll go to college!"


  —



  The eighty-nine year-old man was torn about what he should do with his money after his death.


  He would pass away of his illness soon, but he had not yet decided on what to do with his vast estate.


  His wife had passed before him, and their only son was a grown man who did not live with him. By normal standards, he would have had his son inherit everything, but he could not figure out if this was the right thing to do.


  His lazy son squandered money like water. If he were to pass on his estate to him, the boy might quit his job and live a life of wasteful leisure.


  Then would it not be best for everyone to donate it all to a reliable charity?


  The old man thought very hard.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, but what should he say to his lawyer when he called him?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The old man looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a bicycle, I'll pass it all on to my son. And if it's a car, I won't leave him a penny!"


  —



  The thirty-nine year-old housewife was torn on what to make for dinner.


  Should she treat herself this time and make stew, her favorite? Or should she make hamburgers, which her husband and child loved?


  She looked up at the ceiling and groaned.


  She would go to the supermarket now, but what should she buy?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  She looked out from her apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a car, I'll make hamburgers for dinner. And if it's a bicycle, I'll make stew!"


  —



  The fifteen year-old boy was torn on which book to buy.


  Tomorrow was the day the new novels would be released--two new works by his two favorite authors.


  He was excited because the advertisements for both books looked very interesting, but thanks to that, he could no longer decide on what to buy.


  His meagre allowance would not allow him to buy both at once. He had another book he wanted to get next month, so he would have to give up on one or the other.


  But obviously, if the book he bought was not very good, he would regret not buying the other one. But it wasn't realistic for him to read both of them in the bookstore before buying one.


  If he waited for reviews, then he wouldn't be able to read it tomorrow. Not only that, there was no guarantee that his tastes were completely in line with those of the reviewers'. The boy clutched his allowance and trembled.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, and he would go to the bookstore. Which book should he purchase?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The boy looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a bicycle, I'll get _______. And if it's a car, I'll get the other one!"


  —



  The twenty-seven year-old designer was torn about the placement of a single line.


  He focused all his efforts on creating a piece for his company's car design competition. He was now nearly finished.


  But he was torn on one last point--where to put the line that would go on the side of the chassis.


  Should he place a line with a curve towards the back on a higher point, to bring to mind a muscled predator ready to pounce on its prey?


  Or should he place it lower in order to bring to mind an impression of slender speed?


  He would be confident about either choice, but he had no idea which design the judges would prefer.

  The designer was holding his pen tightly, but it was not moving.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, and he would go back to work. Which design should he submit?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The man looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a car, I'll draw the line higher. And if it's a bicycle, I'll put it lower!"


  —



  The couple in their thirties were torn on what they should name their newborn.


  They had been unable to decide on a name for their baby boy. They already had three daughters, who were each named with a character symbolizing spring, summer, and fall.


  If they had a fourth daughter, they would have given her a beautiful name with the character for winter to match her sisters. But their new baby was a son.


  Of course, they could just follow their pattern and give him the beautiful winter name. This would make the siblings' names a wonderful set.


  But since they had a boy, they thought that perhaps they should give him a strong, masculine name. And they were worried that, if they gave him the winter name, he would grow up to think that his parents wanted a daughter after all.


  The couple was at a loss.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, and they would go to the government office. How should they name him?


  "All right! We'll just do this!"


  The couple looked out from their apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a bicycle, We'll give him a strong, masculine name. And if it's a car, we'll stick to the pattern!"


  —



  The forty-five year-old chef was torn about the new menu.


  She had come up with a new dessert and was going to present it for the first time at her restaurant.


  She had gone as far as deciding on an ice cream-filled parfait, but she was torn on what flavor of ice cream to use.


  The beef-flavored one had a thick texture, rather like steak. It was sure to be a favorite of meat lovers.


  On the other hand, the chicken-flavored ice cream was light and soft. The thin salty flavor accentuated the taste of chicken, and it would be a hit that even people stuffed with fullcourse meals could enjoy.


  The employee who taste-tested both looked rather uncertain and gave up on passing judgement. It was now all up to her.


  The chef could not choose between her two masterpieces.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end, but which dessert should she showcase?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The chef looked out from her apartment window. "If the next thing that passes by is a car, it'll be beef. And if it's a bicycle, chicken it is!"


  —



  The thirty-six year-old man was torn on his next course of action.


  Lying in his bathtub was a corpse.


  It was the corpse of the girlfriend with whom he had been speaking not too long ago. He had concealed from her the fact that he was already married, and that he was living alone right now for his work. He had been seeing her claiming that he was thinking of marriage.


  His girlfriend came to see him today with an ecstatic smile, announcing that she was pregnant and asking when they should get married.


  Realizing that he could lie no longer, he gave her a heartfelt apology and confessed everything.


  When she realized that she had been fooled, she became outraged and cried that she would reveal everything to his wife and his company. The man desperately did what he could to silence his indignant girlfriend. And before he knew it, she had become a corpse.


  The man thought to himself that, should he turn himself in and claim that he was not in his right mind, he would receive a lighter sentence. This was the only moral choice available to a murderer. He had even gone so far as lift the receiver once.


  But if he did so, he would lose his job, his wife, their child, and everything he valued about life. The man put down the receiver and wondered if he could hide the corpse so it would not be discovered.


  He could drain all the blood in the bathtub and cut her into tiny pieces. He could flush the smaller bits down the toilet, and he could carefully mix in the bigger parts with his garbage and dispose of it discreetly.


  He had told her very clearly that she should not tell anyone about their relationship. He could yet have a chance to bury everything in secrecy.


  But if he was caught, his sentence would become heavier. He would spend even longer in jail, and he might possibly be stuck there for as long as he lived.


  His pale lips trembled as he deliberated the issue.


  Tomorrow the holidays would end. Should he take the corpse out with the garbage, or not?


  "All right! I'll just do this!"


  The man looked out from his apartment window.


  "If the next thing that passes by is a car, no, a bicycle, I'll turn myself in. And if it's a car, I won't!"


  —



  Many sets of eyes looked down upon the street from their windows.


  Since it was a lazy holiday afternoon, there were no vehicles on the road. Only pedestrians traversed the sidewalks.


  "Look at all these apartments, Kino. They're all built symmetrically. Isn't it amazing?"


  "Yeah. But I think I'll remember the great turtle dish they served here more than the apartments."


  Kino and Hermes passed by.


  
    
      
     
  


  A Land Where Virtue is Counted —Serious Killer—


  "Oh? Ah, you must be the traveler and the motorrad that arrived two days ago."


  "That's right. It's a pleasure to meet you. My name is Kino, and this is my partner Hermes."


  "Hello."


  "Nice to meet you both. My name is ______. Thank you for coming to our country. Welcome."


  "Thank you."


  "Thanks!"


  "Seeing as your motorrad's fully loaded, and you're enjoying a nice cup of tea in the middle of the day, you must be just about getting ready to leave."


  "That's right. I wanted to relax with some of this delicious tea one more time before I left."


  "You're so clever, mister. Are you a detective?"


  "Haha! Not at all. Just a retired old man. Now, I know you're the only one here and all the other tables are empty, but would you mind terribly if I sat with you? Lend an ear to an old man's ramblings?"


  "Trying to hit on Kino? Ahaha, I can't guarantee you'll survive, mister."


  "Please, go ahead. You can push Hermes aside if you'd like."


  "Haha, if you'll excuse me, Hermes. Waiter, a cup of tea for me, too."


  "So what are you going to tell us?"


  "I wonder. How about I explain our special legal system? Has anyone told you about our 'Virtue Point' laws?"


  "That's the first I've heard of it. Could you tell us more?"


  "What is it? What is it?"


  "Then let me tell you. In this country, whenever someone does something commendable, he or she is granted Virtue Points. It's a very strict process overseen by the government."


  "Oh. So what kind of things are counted as Virtues? And how is Virtue calculated?"


  "Yeah. I wanna know."


  "There's a great many things you could do, but an easy example to explain would be... something like donating to a charity. If you donate money you earned for yourself to a charity, that amount is calculated as a percentage of your annual income, and you're given Virtue Points accordingly. We use percentages because otherwise we'd be giving the rich an advantage."


  "I see."


  "Oh, so it's like pricing speeding tickets according to your income, right?"


  "That's right. You can receive Virtue Points for all kinds of good deeds. For example, it's awarded to nationally recognized singers who show people the beauty of music through their songs. Or doctors and pharmacists who find remedies for incurable illnesses and save many people. Or scientists who create inventions that make people happy. Of course, even a small gesture like giving up your seat for an elderly person on the bus qualifies you for Virtue Points. Anyone who witnesses such an action can apply to award the person Virtue Points. And whoever does the reporting is also given a small amount of points for the good deed of bearing witness to such an action. With this system, our country assigns points to those who do good for others. That number is calculated and recorded in the person's citizenship data."


  "In other words, you can easily tell who is doing good deeds for other people."


  "That's about right."


  "And what if someone commits a crime or does something bad to someone else? Do they lose Virtue Points?"


  "Yes. For example, if you drink too much and make a huge racket at night and inconvenience other people, you would lose points. Everyone in our prisons have their Virtue Points in the negative range. Their point count is written on the identification cards they wear on their chest."


  "This is just small question, but..."


  "Oh, I thought the same thing, too. Don't tell me that, uh... Actually, you can go first, Kino."


  "Thanks. What happens when someone who's built up a great deal of points through doing good deeds does something bad?"


  —



  "Ah, my tea is here. Give me a moment. Ah... Delicious."


  "Your country has the most wonderful tea. One sip and I was hooked. I bought a great deal of tea leaves so I could enjoy this taste along my travels."


  "I'm very glad to hear that. This tea was developed by a researcher who endeavored to discover the formula from a sample a merchant brought in from abroad. Ever since then, our people have been blessed with this wonderful drink. The merchant and the researcher were both awarded a great deal of Virtue Points."


  "So, if a 'high-earner' like them was to commit a crime..."


  "It's just as you imagine."


  "So--" "It's deducted from your point count."


  "I knew it."


  "I knew it."


  "It's a just system. I'm sureyou've heard the saying 'If a virtuous man suddenly commits a crime, the world will see him as a criminal. But if a criminal suddenly does something good, the world will see him as a virtuous man'."


  "True."


  "That's true."


  "But that is a mistaken way of thinking. We cannot be swayed by fleeting impressions. In this country, if someone who has built up a certain amount of Virtue Points commits a crime, their sentence is reduced by an amount proportionate to their point count. Let's use that example from earlier--if a virtuous person loses control of his emotions and hits someone--"


  "What happens then?"


  "What happens? What happens?"


  "Normally he would be arrested for assault, but he can pay up the corresponding number of points and have his record cleared. And should this exchange be acknowledged by both parties, the victim is also granted a small amount of points. For forgiving the assailant, of course."


  "I see."


  "Oh, I get it."


  "But for the people here, losing Virtue Points is very painful. Very few people think, 'I have enough points to get away with a crime'."


  "I guess."


  "This is all very interesting."


  "And I am very troubled."


  "Pardon?"


  "Huh?"


  "I have spent my entire life striving to make this country a better place. When I was young, I was an inventor. I created an efficient engine with minimized emission. Then I established a company and popularized automobiles by selling excellent cars for low prices. I used my profits to sponsor research for a new drug that would cure an incurable disease. I built schools and gave less fortunate children an education. And until just last month, I was the President of this country. I may just be singing my own praises, but I believe I have made life better for many people."


  "That's amazing. I bet you have a ton of points, mister."


  "Yes... You're right. So very many."


  "How much?"


  "Enough to get away with one murder."


  "..."


  "Wow."


  "At this moment, I am capable of paying for murder with the points I have built up. There has never been anyone in our history who has built up so many points."


  "That's amazing... so is that what was troubling you?"


  "Yes."


  "What exactly might it be?"


  "What is it? what is it?"


  "I will die very soon."


  "..."


  "Why?"


  "I am ill, you see. Our country's medical technology is extremely advanced, but there are diseases that even we cannot cure. As a matter of fact, I've snuck out of the hospital today. In just half a year, I... I will die. But that is not what troubles me. I accept my fate."


  "Then?"


  "Then what's troubling you?"


  "You see, I... I can't think of anyone I would want to kill."


  "..."


  "..."


  "That is what troubles me."


  "Hm. So..."


  "So you wanted to legally kill someone once you've built up enough points, mister?"


  "That's right. And I'm out of time."


  "..."


  "But if there's no one you want to kill in particular, even with your points, you don't have to kill someone, right?"


  "I refuse to let it end this way!"


  "..."


  "Why?"


  "Because that would reduce all my life's efforts to nothing!"


  "..."


  "Huh?"


  "I built up these points because I wanted to kill someone! I desperately struggled so that I would be able to commit murder! I've always looked forward to it! From my childhood, when I was first taught the system, I've dreamt of collecting enough points to get away with murder!"


  "I see... I understand what you're saying."


  "Traveler... Have you ever taken a life? I'm sure life on the road could not have been so easy."


  "Well, yes..."


  "Kino's racked up a pretty high kill count. We might not have made it otherwise."


  "Then let me ask... Have you ever killed someone--not to protect yourself or another, or for pay--but out of pure enjoyment?"


  "No."


  "Hm... No, never."


  "I see. So you could never understand..."


  "Well, no."


  "If it's all right, I'd like to ask. Now that I am finally capable of getting away with murder, who is it that I should kill? There is no one I hate or hold a grudge upon. All I have are loved ones--family, friends, companions--all such good people. I could never take any of their lives. But would that mean I could kill an evil person who repeatedly commits crimes? Such people are very rare, and even if I were to find one, if I was mistaken in my knowledge, I might end up doing something that could never be taken back. But if I waited for the person to be judged in a court, there would be no point in me killing them because they would be judged by the law..."


  "That's true."


  "Now that you mention it, yeah. I don't think Kino could help you, mister."


  "Yes... You're right. At first, I-"


  "You came up to me to kill me, right?"


  "Yes. That's right. You're truly astounding. When I saw you, I thought, 'Perhaps I could easily kill someone not of this country'. I'm sure you've already noticed the knife I'm hiding in my clothes?"


  "Yes."


  "And that's why your right hand has been on the revolver at your side all this time, correct?"


  "Yes."


  "There would be no point in attempting murder if I end up getting myself killed instead. I've just given up. And I am left with my troubles. Traveler, if you were in my shoes, who in this country would you kill?"


  "You. After all, you're going to die very soon."


  "I cannot accept that answer..."


  "I know."


  "Hah..."


  —



  The sound of the motorrad's engine faded into the distance.


  "Whew..."


  The man sat alone in the open-air cafe and looked up at the clear blue sky with a sigh.


  The man paid for his tea and lightly waved at the waiter, who was looking at him with admiration. He began walking away.


  He was walking on the sidewalk by a park, heading back to the hospital.


  "Oh my goodness! Mr. President!"


  The man turned around. A woman in her twenties was standing just outside the park, pushing a baby carriage.


  "I'm retired now, ma'am. I'm no longer President." The man said sheepishly. The woman walked up to him with the baby carriage. And just like the waiter from earlier, she looked up at him with admiration.


  "Sir, would you mind giving my baby a pat on the head? I want to raise him to be a great man, just like you, Mr. Pre-I mean, sir. Please, give him your blessings."


  The man smiled and nodded, slowly getting to his knees and reaching down.


  A tiny baby, whose head was not yet full of hair, slept soundly in the carriage. "Of course... This baby still knows nothing of the world." He whispered, quietly enough that only the child could hear."Absolutely nothing..."


  He slowly reached out to the baby.


  —



  A gnarled hand quietly touched the infant's forehead.


  The baby's mother looked on, moved to tears by the act. The man quietly spoke to the baby.


  "Be happy, child. You must follow your dreams. Please. Never become a failure like me."


  
    
      
     
  


  Before the Clouds —Eye-opener—


  This story takes place in the mountains.


  Peaks dotted with snow majestically reached into the clear blue sky sky.


  On one gently slope of the mountains was a little stream through which flowed melting snow from the mountaintops, and a shallow pond. Bright, colorful alpine plants were growing in the area. Further down was a blanket of clouds. The ground was hidden out of sight.


  A long road stretched all the way through the mountains. It was a well-maintained and wide road.

  There were people between the road and the pond. There were both adults and children, about thirty in total. Beside them were three trucks laden with travel gear.


  There were about ten men, led by a man in his sixties. The rest were women and children.


  They were a group dressed uniformly in bright, decadent clothing, many of them grooming their hair or doing their makeup. It was a rather luxurious way of life for a group of travelers.


  They smiled and laughed with one another as they went about all sorts of tasks.


  It seemed that they had chosen to camp for the night at this spot. They took out tents, cushions, and folding kitchen sets from the canvas-covered trucks.


  It was almost nighttime. The woman were busy setting up the large kitchen sets and preparing the dishes for the large quantity of food they were responsible for.


  The eldest of the men, however, did not join the other travelers in their work. Instead, he sat perched upon a large rock as he talked with the children. The other men were keeping watch over the area, all armed with persuaders.


  But among them was one person who was dressed in an entirely different manner.


  It was a person in its late teens. It had unkept, messy hair, and a look a fatigue in its face.


  It was wearing long grey pants, a long-sleeved shirt, and a ragged pair of shoes covered in holes. Its clothes as they were could not possibly keep it warm.


  It was also wearing a necklace of leather, with a lock acting as a pendant. The long, thin chain sticking out of the back of the necklace was tied to the back of one of the trucks.


  "Hey, slave! Hurry up and carry this!" A young man watching the truck roared.


  The slave struggled to get a heavy wooden crate off the back of the truck. It carried it away as best it could, its chain dragging behind it.


  Beside it was a little girl about five years old, who chanted "Slave, slave, slower than a snail~" in a singsong voice.


  "I'm sorry. I've brought the utensils." The slave said, putting down the wooden crate. The women in charge of the cooking glared at it.


  "You slow, useless slave! Stay here and build a fire, do you understand? If we see you slacking off, we're going straight to the Head."


  "Yes." The slave said quietly. The woman left the slave behind and scattered, baskets in hand.


  —



  Two men who were watching the area nearby, rifles slung over their shoulders, glanced at the slave as it worked hard to start a fire with coal. One of the men was young, still in his early twenties. The other was a middle-aged man in his forties.


  "Why'd you think the Head decided to bring such a useless child from the last country? We've had it for ten days, but it's still terrible at work. And it's not like we even need a slave in the first place..." The young man asked.


  "You were off buying supplies when we took it along, weren't you? Let me explain." The older man said.

  The slave could hear their conversation clearly. The man enunciated clearly, as if daring it to listen.

  "As you know, that country was a theocracy. And there's one strange rule they always live by."


  "A rule?"


  "The rule is 'You must always believe others'."


  "What?"


  "Their teachings say, 'All humans are admirable, and therefore must not be distrusted. One day they will do good for you, so you must believe in them', or something to that effect. What a foolishly idealistic way of thinking."


  The younger man was still confused.


  "So... Why the slave?"


  "This is where it gets interesting. We were selling our goods there like we always do, but this time they didn't have quite enough to pay us. I've heard their jewel mining industry hasn't been doing so well this time. The Head demanded that they pay full price for our goods, else he would leave without selling them anything."


  "I see. So they paid off the remainder with a person."


  —



  "..."


  The slave listened to the men's conversation, quietly fanning the fire.


  —



  "That's right. The head of their religion just handed it over to us, saying, 'This child is an excellent helper. Please take it as your servant'. Ain't it grand to hear?"


  The younger man burst into laughter.


  "Pfft! Hahaha! Handing it over to us as payment without even knowing what might happen to it? Real 'admirable' of him. What a country!"


  "He told us that it's an orphan. In the end he just made things up about it on the fly and got rid of a nuisance. I don't know if the Head was just having fun or humoring the man, but what's the difference? Anyway, the least they could've done for us was give us someone who can actually do some lifting. We can't even use this one as a luggage-carrier." The older man said, and looked back at the slave.


  "Hey, what does our little nuisance think, now that it's been sold to us for pocket change?" He asked.


  "Pretty shitty place to call a hometown, if you ask me. Don't you agree?"


  But the slave did not look up at the men.


  "..."


  It quietly continued fanning the fire.


  "Ignoring us, you brat? You've got guts, I'll give you that."


  The younger man came up to the slave, grabbed the chain behind it, and violently yanked on it.


  "Ack!"


  The slave choked and got to its feet with a yelp.


  "Say something, will you?!"


  The man let go of the chain. The slave fell to its knees in tears.


  "Wh-what do you want me to say...?" It whimpered. The man grinned.


  "Just answer the question. What do you think of us? What do you think of the goons who sold you? I bet you hate us all."


  "No..."


  "Oh? And why not?"


  "I must never hate anyone, no matter what happens... that is the Truth." The slave whispered, quiet but firm.


  "Pfft! Ahahahaha!"


  The younger man burst into laughter again. "I don't believe this..." Even the middle-aged man could not hide his astonishment.


  "Hey, you're seriously telling me you still believe that guy who sold you to us?"


  "I'm sure... I'm sure that our Leader meant for me to go see the outside world." The slave replied. "Or maybe he thought this would lead me to a better life. This is a test for my future."


  "..."


  "..."


  For a few moments, the men were struck dumb by its reply.


  The older man soon snapped out of his shock and glared at the slave.


  "What a hopeless idiot. Listen up, slave. Open your eyes! This isn't some dream you're having. You've been sold. You've been sold for chump change. We can hurt you and kill you, and you won't be able to do a thing about it. But you're saying you still don't hate that Leader who sold you or us, your masters? You honestly don't even think about killing us in our sleep?"


  The slave shook its head. The lock and chain rattled slightly.


  "No. To hate and blame others or to kill people is a sin. I've never thought that way. I mustn't..."


  A new look entered the man's eyes. It was no longer cold and sharp, but tinged with sympathy.


  "...Let me teach you something. You'd better listen closely. This world is hopelessly rotten to the core. People can betray, hurt, and kill other people without a second thought. Only people who don't live like humans can survive. Someone like you? Will never make it. Right now you've still got your life intact because you're our slave. But you never know if we'll change our minds. If the Head gives the order, we can kill you without even blinking. The young 'un over there can yank on your chain hard, and you'd be dead in seconds."


  "No... This world is a wonderful place. I believe people can live while loving and respecting one another. One day, everyone will understand. And the world will be beautiful, full of love."


  "What...?" The younger man stuttered, his mouth gaping open.


  The older man frowned.


  "So you really believe that's the case?"


  "Yes. And if it means I can live proudly in a world like that, I'll never hate or blame or kill anyone. I'd rather die before I did. And if that happens, I'll smile at the person who kills me as I pass away. And then I'm sure the one who kills me will understand one day, too." The slave said firmly.


  "This brat is hopeless. There's something wrong with its head..." The younger man said from behind the slave, not caring that it could hear.


  "..."


  The older man breathed a long sigh, and gave the younger man an order.


  "Hey. Teach this idiot a lesson on reality. Five lashes should do the trick." He said, and returned to keeping watch over the camp.


  "Yes, sir!" The younger man said. He pulled a short whip from his belt and joyfully lashed it down at the slave.


  "Aaah! Urgh!"


  "Now do you understand? Do you?!"


  "Aack! Guh! Aahhhh!"


  As the slave screamed in agony, the women returned.


  "What do you think you're doing?!" They said, scolding the younger man. "Stop hitting it! It'll do even less work if it's injured! It's useless enough as it is--we'd have been beating it ages ago if we could!"


  —



  The women chased off the younger man and addressed the slave, who trembled and wept with its back covered in blood.


  "Stop dawdling and stand up! Go rinse these herbs we picked, and don't waste any water! You're going to have to go draw any extra water you have to use!"


  "...Yes, ma'am."


  The slave got to its feet, chains rattling.


  Beside one of the folding counters was a wisteria basket. It was full of freshly picked herbs.


  The slave began rinsing the herbs at a bucket that was set beside it. The water had been drawn from the stream--being freshly melted snow, it was very cold to the touch. None of the women came to help.


  "Quickly! At this rate, the sun's going to go down before you finish!"


  "Yes, ma'am..."


  The slave continued rinsing the herbs, its hands freezing red. The women diced the herbs that had been washed and tossed it all into the large pot hanging over the coals.


  Suddenly,


  "..."


  The slave stopped washing the herbs. Its hands went still. A flash of recognition was clear in its eyes.


  The slave struggled to remember something, wondering what it was that bothered it.


  "..."


  It tilted its head slightly, and narrowed its eyes.


  And just before it could remember-


  "You useless brat! I told you to keep washing! Do your work, or you'll get no dinner!" One of the women yelled.


  "I-I'm sorry..." The slave said, setting aside the strange feeling in its heart as it returned to washing the herbs.


  —



  The man who had earlier whipped the slave glanced over at the scene.


  "I'd never stand for living like that, if you ask me. I'd probably just shoot myself before that happens. Whaddaya know, just like the slave said. I'd choose to die instead." He said to the older man.


  The older man gazed out at the great mountain range below them and the clouds that hung at eye-level.


  "That slave has been defeated by fate."


  "What?"


  "My late grandfather would explain this to me when I was still a child. 'Humans cannot change their lives by their strength alone'. In other words, there's nothing that can change your life but pure luck. It's because we're lucky what we can live a carefree life, traveling the world making a living as merchants, but that slave never had our good fortune. But then again, it might have been better off staying in its country."


  "I see." The younger man shifted the heavy rifle on his shoulder. "Anyway, I'm glad I was born into this life. I'd rather die than become a slave." He said, reiterating himself. He then continued, "If that slave wants to die so badly, I wish it'd just kill itself or something."


  The older man chuckled.


  "Impossible. Someone stuck in chains can't take their life so easily. Even if it tried to choke itself to death, it'll let go because of the pain. I wonder if it even knows how to take its own life."


  "Ah, right. So it can't live or die. Sucks being unfortunate."


  "That's the way things are." The older man said.


  "Thanks for that lesson from your grandfather. Any other words of wisdom from him you might like to share?"


  "Sure, how about this?"


  "Yes?"


  The older man smirked.


  "Eat your vegetables."


  —



  Once the slave had finished rinsing the herbs, it was ordered to start a coal fire.


  The women worked on their dinner, expertly adding in the herbs they picked, along with carrots, potatoes, and smoked meat from the trucks. They boiled all the ingredients in the pot, then seasoned the mixture with spices. A scrumptious smell soon rose into the air.


  The slave continued adding coals to the flame, its hands black with soot and sweat running down its cheeks.


  "What do you think'd happen if we spilled this whole pot over that filthy slave?"


  "I bet it'll start crying like an animal with that disgusting voice. Sounds like fun."


  "I'd really love to try... But it wouldn't do to waste food."


  The women chattered cheerfully.


  Dinner was ready.


  —



  The meal began before sunset.


  Dinner was announced to the entire camp. All its members, save for several men standing guard, gathered together and took their seats, sitting down on their own cushions laid on stones.


  Naturally, at the centre of the gathering was the 60-something year-old Head. On his right side sat a younger wife, a woman in her forties, and a boy about ten years of age.


  Deep wooden plates filled with soup, as well as wooden spoons, were placed before each seat. The same meal was also delivered to the men standing guard in the distance.


  "..."


  The slave looked on at the scene, washing its hands in the cold water from the stream.


  —



  When it finished washing its hands, the slave took a seat a slight distance from the travelers. A stone-faced woman walked up to it.


  "Remember you're only being allowed to eat because you've worked harder than the rest of us. I expect you to get back to work as soon as you're finished."


  The woman gave the slave a tiny plate of soup and a broken spoon, then turned away in a huff.


  The food had been distributed, but the meal had not yet begun.


  "Let us now life up a word of prayer to mother nature." The Head said, bowing his head and muttering quietly. Everyone but the men on guard bowed their heads in silent prayer.


  —



  "..."


  The slave sat on a hard rock, alone in the distance, waiting for the travelers to finish praying.


  It caught sight of something in the distance--little plants dancing in the wind. It was the same herb it had rinsed for the meal earlier. The wind rose up from behind the rock the Head sat upon, and animated the little green leaves to look as though they were dancing.


  And,


  "Ah..."


  It was as though a button had been pushed. The slave remembered something it had not been able to think of before.


  "Ah... Ah..."


  It breathed through its mouth as it slowly looked down at the plate of soup before it.


  Warm steam was rising from it. Inside the broth was the herb it had rinsed, cooked to perfection and mixed in with the carrots and potatoes, highlighting the mixture with streaks of green.


  "This is... Poison."


  No one could hear the slave's whisper.


  It remembered something its grandmother had told it when it was young.


  "Listen well, child. This herb tastes magnificent, but you must never pick them in high places where the clouds rest. The ones that grow up high are very poisonous, so you can't boil them like you do with every other herb. In just half an hour you'll turn green, start foaming at the mouth, and pass away."


  The slave could clearly remember her warning.


  "Oh... Oh..."


  The tears falling from the slave's face began to wash the soot from its face. Through the tears it could see the Head looking up again, his prayer finished.


  "Then let us begin the meal!"


  It could hear the Head's call. It could hear the sound of plates being picked up.


  —



  Soon they would begin their meal.


  If the slave didn't say anything, the travelers would feast on the soup and die.


  Then the slave could be free. But it would also be an act of leaving them to die.


  They would soon step past the point of no return.


  But it was not too late.


  'You mustn't eat.'


  The slave thought, as it took a deep breath to warn the travelers.


  And,


  "..."


  Objectively, it was but a single second. For a single second the breath that should have become a voice stopped in its tracks.


  "Ah-"


  And so, it was too late.


  —



  "Thank you for the meal!"


  The hungry travelers dug into their meal. The slave could clearly hear them happily slurping and gulping down their food.


  "Excellent as usual!"


  It could also hear voices.


  "Ah..."


  Tears began running down its cheeks.


  "No... Why... Why... How could this happen..."


  The tears would not stop. The slave continued mumbling to itself in disbelief.


  "I... I as good as killed... I... I'm a murderer..."


  The slave's eyes wandered onto the dish placed in front of it.


  "..."


  It could clearly see the splotches of green in its meagre portion.


  "That's right... If it means I'm going to live as a murderer... I'd rather..." The slave smiled through its tears as it slowly reached both hands to the plate.


  "I will... Follow..."


  It gripped the plate in its hands and brought it to its mouth.


  "Ah..."


  The slave opened its mouth to drink down the soup.


  A rock flew at it.


  A small rock flew into its face.


  "Ah!"


  The shock and pain caused its to lose its grip. The plate fell, hit a jutting stone, and spilled its contents over the ground.


  "Bull's eye!" The Head's son cheered. Although everyone was busy bringing their soup to their mouths, the boy alone was standing. He flicked the finger that had sent the rock flying at the slave.


  "Did you see that, everyone? Wasn't that great?"


  As the slave sat curled up in pain, the Head's son began chattering under the confused gaze of his fellow travelers.


  "Why d'you think I did that? I saw it! I saw that filthy slave try to drink the soup like a pig, without even using a spoon! That's bad manners!" He looked around at the adults beside him.


  "That's why I threw the rock at it! A barbarian shouldn't get to have dinner! Right, Mother? Father?"


  "You're absolutely right, son."


  "I'm so proud of you."


  The Head and his wife replied promptly. The others voiced their agreement.


  "That's the young master for you."


  "Serves it right. You don't deserve to eat if you can't keep simple table manners."


  —



  "Hm..."


  The men who were standing on guard returned to their food, having earlier turned towards the commotion when they heard the slave's scream.


  The slave cradled its head in its hands and looked up.


  "Ah..."


  Before its eyes was its plate of soup, completely spilled over the ground, the sight of the Head's son looking down at it condescendingly, and the travelers returning to their meal.


  "All right! I'm going to eat now, too!" The boy said loudly, noticing the slave's gaze. He lifted his plate and spoon.


  "No! Young master! You mustn't eat! You mustn't!"


  The Head's son was surprised by the slave's sudden screaming. His hands stopped midway.


  "...Wh-what? Someone make it be quiet." The boy said. A man sitting close by put down his plate and spoon, then whipped a rock in the slave's direction. It was the size of a child's fist.


  "Please, stop! That herb! It's po-"


  The rock made its mark and hit the slave in the forehead before it could say that the herb was poisonous. Its skin was torn. Blood splattered over the earth.


  "Urgh...!"


  The slave screamed and fell limp, powerlessly landing on the ground. Blood trailed down from its forehead.


  The man who threw the rock rushed over to the slave, forced its head upwards, and used a bandanna to fashion a gag.


  "Stop trying to interrupt our dinner, you barbarian! Keep your mouth shut!"


  He tightly tied the bandanna behind the slave's head. He then used another bandanna to tie the slave's hands behind its back.


  By the time the man had returned to his meal, the slave regained its senses.


  "Mmmmmph! Mmmph!"


  It raised its head and screamed desperately, blood flowing from its forehead, but no one could understand what it was trying to say.


  "What is that barbarian doing? It's driving me crazy." The Head's son said, elegantly bringing a spoonful of soup to his mouth. One. Two. Three spoonfuls. Green leaves went from the spoon into his mouth.


  "Mmmph! Mmmmmph!"


  The slave screamed, weeping. Everyone, even the guards could hear its cries, but no one listened to it.


  "MMMMMMMPPHHHH! HHHHMMMPH!"


  It started sounding vaguely human, but no one could understand.


  "Mmph..." The slave went quiet, no longer having any strength to scream.


  Everyone enjoyed their meal, ignoring the slave. The Head's son suddenly spoke to his father.


  "Father, I have a request."


  The Head stopped mid-meal and looked at his son kindly.


  "What are you going to do with that slave, Father? Surely we won't take it along all the way?"


  The Head's son was evidently not the only one interested in the topic. The others all turned to the Head.


  The Head thought for a moment.


  "I suppose we can't let this go on forever. I think it'd be best to sell it off in the next country. Although I doubt it'll sell for very much."


  "Then, Father!" The Head's son chirped. "Would you sell it to me for a cheap price? I've saved up my allowance. I'm sure I can pay for it!"


  "Ah. So what do you plan to do with that slave? Son, a slave is tiresome to travel with. It must be fed if you want to take it along." The Head said. His son looked him straight in the eye.


  "I will not do such a thing, Father. I am going to kill that slave."


  Even the slave, tired out from the screaming, could hear the boy's words clearly.


  "Oh? Kill it, you say?" The Head said, pleasantly surprised.


  "That's right, Father! I'm not a child anymore. I can't just remain behind the protection of others. I want to become a strong man who can fight, and protect you and Mother and everyone else. I don't want to become someone who is too weak to take a life. So once you sell that slave to me, I will torment it, shot its arms and legs, then slit its belly open! So please, Father!"


  The boy waited with bated breath as his father fell into thought.


  "All right."


  "R-really?"


  "Of course, my boy. A man never goes back on his word. I thought you were still a child, but it looks like you've grown into a fine young man. So taking that slave really was worth something after all." The Head said. His wife agreed with a smile.


  "Thank you, Father!" His son said, beaming.


  "We're counting on you, young master!"


  "One of these days we'll put everything on your shoulders!" The men joked.


  The entire camp burst into laughter.


  —



  At that very moment, the slave broke its silence.


  It unmistakably let out a human voice. A voice muted by the gag in its mouth.


  But-


  "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHH!"


  It sounded almost like a wolf howling into the distance. The slave knelt on the ground, looking ahead, and screamed with its eyes wide open, spewing blood and fluids all over. It screamed and screamed.


  Its voice echoed across the mountains and disturbed the ears of everyone but itself.


  "Wh-what the heck? Someone stop that thing! Disgusting!" Someone said. A young man quickly ran up to the slave.


  "AAAAAHHHHH-"


  He kicked the slave in the gut.


  "Guh!"


  The slave lost consciousness and went silent.


  Things were suddenly quiet again.


  The travelers were struck by the dreadful sound.


  "What the heck was that...?"


  "You can't even call it human..."


  "It's an animal!"


  "Just kill it already!"


  They opened their mouths one by one.


  "Settle down, everyone. It may be a mindless creature that does not understand its surroundings, but knowing that it will die soon must have driven it insane. It's useless as a slave, in any event. It doesn't matter." The Head declared. The travelers calmed down.


  "Now, let me say this again. I will be handing that slave over to my son tomorrow. Are they any objections?"


  Naturally, there was none. No one spoke up.


  "Thank you, Father!" The boy said.


  —



  After dinner, the pot of soup had just about one plateful left.


  "Anyone want seconds?" A middle-aged woman asked. No one answered.


  "Then back to nature it goes!" The woman said, and spilled the remaining contents onto the earth.

  The sun began falling towards the horizon. It was nearly dusk.


  The guards switched shifts, the dishes were washed, and the women began to brew tea they could drink before bedtime.


  The man who had tied up the slave took off the bandannas from its ankles and mouth.


  "Uhhh..."


  He grimaced at the bandanna, stained with blood and saliva.


  "What do we do with the slave?" He asked.


  "It's the young master's slave now, so why don't we ask him?" One of the women replied, then turned to the Head's son, who had been passing by.


  "What should we do, young master? Do you want us to feed it before you kill it?"


  "No. Don't let it eat anything but water from now on. I heard that it'll stink if it's still got food in its belly."The boy laughed.


  —



  It was a little later that the slave opened its eyes.


  "..."


  The first thing it saw was the bright evening sun and the mass of clouds covering the sky.


  And the first thing it heard--or rather, what it heard before opening its eyes-


  "ARGH!"


  "Ahhh! Someone help me! Please!"


  "It hurts! It hurts!"


  "Gah..."


  "My stomach! It's too painful!"


  "Koff! Blargh!"


  "AAAAAHHHHHH!"


  It was a symphony of shrieks, with about thirty people acting as the instruments. The slave slowly raised its head.


  "Oh..."


  Before its eyes was the sight of hell itself.


  People were writhing in pain as though in a dance, spewing white foam from their mouths. The foam looked orange under the light of dusk.


  Some were lying on the ground, unmoving.


  One stuck his head in the creek, but never came up again.


  One clutched her belly in agony and rolled on the ground, not caring that rocks were tearing at her flesh.

  Another lay on the ground with his arms and legs in the air, fingers and toes twitching.


  One person who seemed to have been in better shape desperately tried to throw up what he had eaten.


  Others desperately tried to revive the collapsed Head, while succumbing to the poison themselves.

  A woman holding a child foaming at the mouth, while spewing foam herself.


  Another person muttered to himself, trying to convince himself that it was all a nightmare by slapping himself on the cheeks.


  Yet another person clutched a first-aid kit and downed all the medication she could get her hands on.


  "..."


  The slave lay on the ground and watched in shock.


  But the pandemonium did not last long.


  The people fell to the ground, one by one, and began twitching with the last of their strength. Soon they grew faint.


  And they would never move again.


  By the time the evening sun approached the horizon, the slave could hear nothing.


  "..."


  It slowly got to its feet. Its forehead was no longer bleeding.


  Dried blood was caked over its head. With its face covered in brownish red, and with no discernible expression on its face, the slave approached the people with its chain trailing behind it.


  "..."


  The slave came across the Head's wife and son, crumpled together on the ground. Their faces were obscured by the white foam.


  It found the Head's body a short distance away. The men who had been standing guard were collapsed there as well.


  Other guard were collapsed in between their posts and the camp, perhaps in an attempt to return.


  The slave shifted, and the chain at its neck rattled in under the twilight


  "Urgh..."


  It heard someone's voice.


  "Oh!"


  The slave hurriedly looked around.


  "Where are you? Answer me!"


  "Argh..."


  It approached the owner of the voice--a man laying collapsed on the ground--and crouched beside him.

  The man was still alive. His eyes were closed, but what dribbled form his mouth was not foam but saliva. His chest was slowly rising and falling.


  He was the middle-aged man who had spoken to the slave as it tried to start the coal fire.


  "P-please, wake up..." The slave said, and shook the man's shoulders. His eyes opened.


  "Please... get up..."


  With the slave's help, the man sat upright. He spat unpleasantly and looked at the slave, sitting to his right.


  "..."


  He slowly looked around, taking in the sight of the corpses of his companions. He turned back to the slave.


  "Wh... What happened?" He asked weakly.


  "Th-those herbs... The kind that grows in this area are poisonous. I... I didn't remember quickly enough, and... because of me..."


  The man understood the situation instantly.


  "I see... I... I never liked vegetables... Good thing I was picky, eh...?" And,


  "Is... Is anyone still alive...?"


  The man asked feebly, looking for survivors. No one answered.


  "It's just you... you're the only one..."


  "But... I don't have long... do I?"


  "..."


  The slave was silent.


  "Looks like that's it, then... Because... you never had a bite... no..." The man mumbled. He then remembered.


  "No...! You... you tried to eat your portion..."


  "Yes! I only realized just before everyone started eating. But I never warned them .I never said a thing! I'm a terrible human being! For a second, I thought, 'I don't care if they die'! I couldn't save them! They're all dead because of me! I tried to die with them because I didn't want to live on as a murderer!" The slave cried, its tears slowly washing the blood off its cheeks.


  "...I see." The man smiled faintly.


  "I'm the only one left now. So please, sir... Please at least give me one thing..."


  "Yeah...?"


  "Please, kill me."


  "What?"


  "Please... Please kill me!"


  "Oh... I see. All right..."


  The man lay on the ground and looked around. On his left he caught sight of the rifle he had been carrying over his shoulder until not too long ago. The man reached out and weakly pulled on the shoulder strap, and pulled the persuader onto his body with great difficulty. He then undid the safety.


  "I... can't. I don't have the strength... You're gonna have to hold it..." He said to the slave.


  The slave knelt before him and clumsily took hold of the rifle.


  "Wh-what do I do? I don't know how to use it..."


  "I'll show you... But before that..."


  The man reached into his pocket and took out a small key. "Come closer... Yeah. Don't move."


  The man reached out to the slave with his right hand and opened the lock at its neck.


  The lock fell in front of the slave. Its necklace and chain slid down its back. The sound of clattering broke the silence.


  "There... Now it'll be easy to shoot... First. hold up the muzzle with your left hand..."


  "Like this...?"


  "Yeah... Now take the thinnest section with your right hand... Yes... Your index finger... on the trigger... Don't lose your grip, now... Keep your hand steady... Koff!"


  White foam came spewing out of his mouth before he could finish.


  "Eek!"


  "Calm down... I'm not dead yet... Now, lift it up. Easy does it..."


  "L-like this...?"


  The slave lifted the rifle with its thin arms. The barrel pointed into the air.


  "Ah... yes. Perfect...!"


  At that very moment, the man used the last of his strength to sit up suddenly.


  "Ack!"


  The slave screamed in fright, just as the man took hold of the barrel with both hands. He quickly pulled the barrel lower, pointing the gun towards his own stomach.


  The moment the man pulled the rifle towards him, the trigger was pulled by the slave's finger.


  Bang.


  A powerful impact shook them both. The sound of the gunshot echoed through the camp and rang out into the mountains.


  The bullet struck the man's stomach, destroyed his organs, shot out his back, and hit the ground.

  The slave lost its grip on the rifle because of the recoil.


  "Eek!" It screamed.


  "Koff!"


  The man did not cough up foam, but blood.


  He slowly fell over to his right. His head hit a stone with a thud.


  "...Wh-why...?"


  The slave knelt before the man, its eyes wide and full of tears.


  "Just like you said... you'll understand one day..." The man answered.


  He closed his eyes and passed away with a smiled.


  —



  The sun was setting past the horizon.


  On the mountainside were about thirty corpses, a slave who was no longer a slave, and three trucks.


  "..."


  The slave was now truly alone. It stood stock still beside the bleeding corpse, its face covered in tears and dried blood.


  "That was amazing! Everyone's dead. You're a smart one, aren't you?" Someone said.


  It was a clear, elegant voice, but the tone was reminiscent of that of a delinquent teenager.


  "..."


  The slave stood in silence. About three seconds passed after the voice had spoken.


  "Huh?" It finally looked up. "Wh-who's there?"


  "Finally. You have to speed up a bit! Over here! Hurry up!"


  The voice was coming from one of the trucks parked in a row.


  "Are you all right? Are you still alive?!"


  The slave broke out running. It stumbled many times before it managed to run up to the three trucks parked by the road.


  "Where are you?"


  "Over here! Quick!"


  It followed the voice to the truck at the very end.


  The back of the truck was covered by a canvas. On either side were clear vinyl windows, and at the front was a hole used as a doorway.


  "Come in! I hate it when people keep me waiting." The voice said to the slave, who stood hesitating at the opening.


  "But... I was orderer not to go inside the trucks carrying their goods..."


  "Don't be stupid! They're all dead now."


  "Oh..."


  The slave thought of a possibility.


  "Are you a slave too? You must be locked up in there, right?" It asked.


  "No way! Quit dawdling. Come on inside!"


  "..."


  The sun had nearly set.


  The slave made up its mind. It climbed onto the back of the truck, and entered through the opening in the canvas. Light spilled in from the vinyl window on the west, faintly illuminating the interior.


  The slave's eyes soon adjusted to the darkness. It looked around.


  The back of the truck was filled with narrow shelves made of metal piping. All kinds of sundry goods were arranged on them, bought by the traveling merchants. They were all secured with ropes so they would not fall off during the drive.


  The slave avoided the shelves and stepped further inside. It was just about at the middle of the space, near the vinyl window.


  "Where are you?"


  "Over here!" Someone answered from right at its feet.


  "Eek!" The slave recoiled and hit its back on a shelf behind it. The shelf shook loudly.


  "What're you getting scared for? We were talking just fine a second ago, right?"


  "..."


  The slave tentatively looked down at its feet.


  In front of it was a narrow shelf in the corner. Several wooden boxed were stacked atop it, and-


  "Yeah! Over here!"


  It was the delinquent-sounding motorrad that had been raising its voice for some time.


  —



  The motorrad was small. Its wheels were about the size of platters, and the chassis was about as big as a bench made for children. There were no handles to be found, and it had almost no protruding parts. In fact, the chassis almost looked like a box.


  The little motorrad had been stuffed under the shelf and secured with rope.


  "Huh...? Huh? What...?"


  As the slave gaped in shock, the motorrad continued without a care in the world.


  "What are you, a fish? Aren't you supposed to be human? Never seen a motorrad before, or something? Just to warn you, if you ask me, 'how do you talk', I'll beat you to a pulp. And if you ask me where my mouth is, I'll kick you."


  "...Um... How...?" The slave began.


  "Ha! Good question! You look a bit slow, but you're actually pretty bright, right? That's good! Otherwise it wouldn't be any fun!"


  "...Is no one else here...?"


  "Nope! They're all dead! That's right, they're dead. I heard everything! I heard you talking to the guard, I heard the guy whip you, I heard that delusional cheeky brat, I heard them scream, I heard you talking to the guard, and I heard the gunshot right afterwards!"


  "..."


  "They're all dead. Everyone's dead. Everyone's gone. Kaput. Kicked the bucket! Except for you."


  "..."


  "Hey! don't make that face. You're free now. You can do whatever you want now, Missy."


  —



  The sun had set. The world quickly lost its colour.


  The interior of the truck quickly grew dark. It was impossible to discern the expression of the girl who had once been a slave.


  Only her voice carried clear in the darkness.


  "I... I... I killed them..."


  "Don't be stupid. That last one killed himself. And the rest of 'em should have known better than to use poison for cooking."


  "But... But if only I'd told them!"


  "Then you think they would've stopped eating? Fat chance! They'd have kept going no matter who tried to warn them. All you'd get in return was a whipping. Am I wrong? You even tried to save that brat, but what did you get in return? Thanks and gratitude? Is that scar on your forehead a thank-you kiss or something?"


  "They just had no luck to begin with. They would have died here tonight, whether you were around nor not. And you were lucky. Isn't it amazing? You're free now!"

  "..."

  "Didn't you hear me? I said, you're free!"


  "..."


  "Hello?"


  "Please... Tell me."


  "Yeah, what is it?"


  "How do I die?"


  "That's simple! You just live. All living creatures die eventually."


  "I see... I have to live... until I figure out how to die..."


  "That's right. Just keep going, and your life will end before you know it. That's when death happens."


  "I get it. So that's all I can do... That's all..."


  "Besides, it's better for me that you live, too. Otherwise I'd be stuck here forever! It's really uncomfortable being folded up like this. I mean, we're by the road, so I'm sure someone's gonna come by us eventually, but maybe not. So I need to ask you a favor."


  "Huh? What is it?"


  "We're saying goodbye to this place! I'll teach you how to drive a truck. This one is an automatic, so it's just a matter of getting used to the controls. But before that, don't forget to carry over all the valuables over here from the other trucks. We can sell persuaders and ammunition, so go collect them from the corpses. Accessories too! And pick out some nice clothes from the trucks and change into something else. No one's gonna complain!"


  "...And?" The girl asked.


  "'And'? Then we leave together! You can't go back home now, can you? Oh! I forgot! Actually, I have a really awesome name. From now on, you'll call me by that, okay? And what's your name? It's polite to introduce yourself first, so I'll give you the honors." The motorrad said cheerfully.


  "I don't have one." The girl replied firmly, her expression veiled by the shadows.


  "What?"


  "I don't have a name. Not anymore."


  The motorrad was quiet for four seconds.


  "In that case... I guess I'll have to make you one. Uh... But I can't really think of anything on the spot. How about I give you a name once I think up something nice?"


  "Okay."


  "Great! It's only right you name someone who's just been born!"


  —



  The next afternoon.


  A motorrad arrived at a mountain range, where two trucks and about thirty corpses lay scattered on the ground.


  Travel gear was packed on either side of its rear wheel and atop it.


  The rider, wearing a brown coat, noticed the trucks and the corpses ahead of them and stopped the motorrad.


  The rider took out a sniping scope from a box, hid behind a boulder a slight distance from the motorrad, and quietly looked at the scene.


  "What do you see?" The motorrad asked.


  "No one's moving." The rider replied honestly.


  In Happiness・a —Birth・a—


  Kino and Hermes were visiting a very scientifically advanced country.


  Skyscrapers towered over every stretch of land, and automated vehicles silently drove through the floating streets.


  "...You mean, a 'city of the future a kid might imagine'?"


  "Yeah, that's it!"


  "That was hard to figure out... But it seems pretty appropriate."


  Kino and Hermes rode through the city, loudly spouting exhaust behind them. And soon,


  "We're here."


  "Here it is."


  They arrived at a large building.


  It was a white building with no windows. It looked like a large warehouse, or some sort of a domed stadium. Security cameras and automated security systems equipped with persuaders looked down at them intimidatingly.


  "Kino, Hermes! Welcome to the Centre. We've been waiting for you."


  A door opened, and a man stepped out to greet them. Kino and Hermes greeted him back, and were led into the building.


  Kino pushed Hermes along as they walked down a wide hallway.


  "How much have you been told so far?" The man asked.


  "I've only heard that there was an excellent facility called the Centre, which is responsible for helping people live longer lives, and that I should pay it a visit." Kino answered.


  "I see! Then I suppose it would be easiest to show you everything." The man said. He stopped at a door marked 'Authorized Personnel Only', and entered a code into a numeric keypad.


  The door slid open. Beyond it was something resembling a suspended gallery. The hallway, made entirely of reinforced glass, stretched from one end of the building to the other from near the top of its interior.


  Kino and Hermes followed the man through the corridor.


  Dim orange lights were illuminating the area. At the very bottom of the building were countless bottles packed together like sardines.


  They looked rather small from Kino and Hermes' vantage point, but they were in fact large enough to fit a person inside.


  "Ah..."


  In fact, each bottle did indeed contain a person.


  Men, women, children, and elders of all ages floated in the bottles, completely naked and hooked up to tubes and electrodes. Once in a while one of their limbs would move.


  "Magnificent, don't you agree?" The man asked. Hermes agreed excitedly.


  "I understand what is in this building. But what-no, who are they?" Kino asked.


  "They are our Spares."


  "'Spares'?"


  "That's correct. Take, for example, that revolver you're carrying." The man pointed at the holster at Kino's right side. "The cylinder is used to hold gunpowder and ammunition, correct? And what would happen if you used it so much that cracks began to form on it?"


  "It's time for a switch!"


  Answering the question was not Kino, but Hermes. Kino agreed.


  "Of course. I would be scared that it might explode when I open fire. And since I can't make repairs to the cylinder, I carry around extras in case I need to exchange it."


  The man nodded satisfactorily.


  "Naturally. In much the same way, think of this place as a safeguard for our people's spare parts. People's bodies, like persuaders, can break down due to accident, illness, or age. When such a thing happens, we transplant parts from this place into their bodies."


  "Does that mean that the people here were brought in to become parts for the citizens?"


  The man shook his head.


  "Not at all. That would be considered kidnapping."


  "Then..."


  "They have been born for this very purpose."


  —



  "There is an unspoken rule in this country that states that each couple is allowed to have no more than two children. Any more than that, and it would make things difficult for us in the long term. We would not be able to handle the population growth. But it is not outright forbidden to raise three or more children. And some people, in fact, do so." The man explained. "However, even if they do not plan to raise three or more children, most couples have three, four children. I'm sure you understand why."


  "...So they could be stored as Spares here..."


  "Exactly! Every citizen in this country has a sibling of sorts here. After all, transplants and transfusions between blood relatives have a much lower risk of rejection. And what rejections do occur can be more easily suppressed than otherwise. It's similar to taking parts to use for your persuader from another persuader of a similar model."


  "I see..."


  "Most of such siblings are brought here at birth. They are raised in these bottles, though of course they have no mental capacity. We provide them with nutrition essential for growth, and use electrical signals to stimulate their muscles. We maintain their bodies in top condition so that they could be used at any time. Have at look at number 987 over there."


  Kino looked at the bottle marked with the number. The middle-aged man floating there was missing his legs from his thighs down.


  "His legs were transplanted to his older brother, who lost his own in an accident. I coordinated the transplant myself. The older brother has made a full recovery and is able to walk again. Now, if I could turn your attention to number 323..."


  There was no one inside the bottle of that number. Empty tubes floated gently in the water.

  "Her older sister just passed away of old age this morning. Her role was finished, so she has been removed, naturally."


  "What happens in cases like this? Do you just toss them out somewhere?" Hermes asked.


  "Not at all. Spares are cremated and buried together."


  —



  The tour came to an end.


  "Kino, Hermes. If possible, please explain this wonderful system of ours to other countries you visit in the future. We would be happy to share our technology with the rest of the world!There would be nothing more satisfying than bringing happiness to others." The man said as he said goodbye.


  Kino and Hermes thanked the man and left the Centre. They started along the long, smooth street stretching out before them.


  And so-


  Afterword —Preface—


  Hello, everyone. This is Sigsawa, the writer of this book.


  You! Are you disappointed that this afterword started out looking so plain? Yes, I'm talking to you!


  Not to worry, dear reader. This may look like an ordinary afterword, but there will be nothing ordinary about its length. Just to warn you, this Afterword is a whopping seven pages long. That's about as long as some short stories. Is it really all right to use up so much space? Well, I guess it must be, since the editorial department said it is. I can't stop now!


  In any case, there are no spoilers for the book in this afterword. You can rest easy and read this before starting on the book itself. This is the Sigsawa Quality.


  —



  Kino's Journey has finally reached its twelfth volume.


  I have no words to describe this feeling of accomplishment. The number twelve holds a special significance in my heart.


  This might seem a bit random, but I always considered multiples of three a conclusive number for a series of stories. Kino's Journey had volumes 1~3, 4~6, and 7~9. Movies like Star Wars, Lord of the Rings, and Mobile Suit Gundam were all completed within three films. My other works, [Allison] and [Lilia and Treize] also ended in multiples of three for that same reason.


  And that was why when I wrote Kino's Journey 3 (Published January 2001, for your information), I thought that I would end things there. I was incredibly happy to have been able to come so far with a work that was originally just a submission.


  That was why the last story in that volume was titled [A Finished Tale]. It was quite a conclusive name.


  But thanks to your warm reception, my books sold very well, and the editorial department gave me the green light to keep writing more. Actually, it was more like they asked me to. In fact, it was more like 'Hurry up and write more'. Anyway, the editorial department's attitude encouraged me to continue.


  "Then it's up to volume 6 I go! In other words, Season 2!" (Volume 6 was published in August 2002.)


  "I can write more?! Then volume 9 it is! Three times three! This is beautiful!" (Volume 9 was published in October 2005.)


  Time passed, and I've reached the fourth stop with volume 12.


  In other words, this is the end of Kino's Journey! The final volume!


  



  AS IF.


  



  I'd like to keep writing as much as I can from now on.


  And just now, when I typed out the word "final volume" and converted it to kanji, I received the characters for "re-imprisoned" instead. That was quite a shock. What a terrifying thought.


  In any case, I have no idea how much further I can take this story, but now that I've come this far, I'd like to keep trying as much as possible. I still haven't gotten to the Stock Market Arc, either. Gakuen Kino ended up coming out first... (See volume 4's afterword for details.)


  —



  Now, I'd like to talk about the work that goes into making Kino's Journey.


  I've written something similar to this in volume 11, but to be frank, this is something like a 'normal afterword'.


  I think I just realized that I've been thirsting for a normal afterword for a while now. Although I guess I'm reaping what I sowed.


  —



  In volume 11, I discussed things about the title, typos, jargon, character/weapon names, belongings, and fan work. This time, I'll be talking about something different so it doesn't overlap.


  That is--the process of completing one book.


  This Dengeki Bunko book you're reading is made through a very long process and passes through many hands along the way. I'd like to talk about my part in that process--a timeline I usually work by.


  There are two things you should keep in mind before reading.


  First, the following process may differ greatly between individual authors, departments, and publishing companies.


  Second, I've intentionally left out things relating to the illustration process. I'm very sorry about that.


  —



  Step 1: Handing in a plot outline


  I am a professional author who lives off royalties, so I have to write books. If I don't get royalties, I can't feed myself. So let's start things off.

  

  First, I create a plot outline of the next piece I want to write and hand it in to my editor. That's where it all starts. In terms of a regular office, think of it as a project proposal.


  Of course, I could just as well write an entire volume's worth of stories and have my editor read it then, but if the story is rejected, it will mean I have wasted an enormous amount of time.


  No author would do something like that unless they could write a book in the blink of an eye or have a backlog of books they've written. But in my case, I never do that. I don't want to end up with regrets like "I should have used that time to write another story".


  There's no given format in which an author has to convey the plot outlines. In other words, all I have to do is make sure my editor understands what I'm trying to say. I could walk into the editorial office and say, "I want to write a story like this!", or I could type one out and email it to my editor. Sometimes I hand in multiple plot outlines at once.


  The summaries themselves have no set format, either.


  It's possible to simply say, "A story with this kind of feel", or go into lengthy detail about characterization and plot points.


  Personally, I don't start writing out a story until I've decided on an ending for it, so I always hand in the latter type.


  It's beneficial for both the author and the publishing company for a work to become a multivolume series. Sometimes I come up with stories thatcan be neatly finished in one volume, but in most cases, I also think of ways I can continue the story in a serialized format.


  If I'm working on an already existing project like [Kino's Journey] or [Meg and Sellon], I send in an outline describing only the contents of the story.


  And once the editorial department gives me the go-ahead, I begin writing.


  This is around the point where we decide on my deadline for this story and the publishing date. After all, if an author had forever to write a story, he'd never get anything done.


  Deadlines are what keep authors moving forward.


  —



  Step 2: Writing


  I begin writing.


  This is probably the most self-explanatory part of the process.


  An author who has a plot outline works along it (sometimes making corrections and alterations), and others weave complicated stories on the spot.


  Of course, it's almost unheard of for an author to just write a story as fast as he can type. It's a long, long battle with your own self.


  To all you authors in the world (including myself), don't give up! May the grace of the God of Novels be with you always.


  Yes, I'm done! On to the next step.


  —



  Step 3: Editorial pass and meeting with the editor


  Even when I've finished writing, at this stage it's all still in the rough draft stage. These drafts are called 'first drafts', and I hand them in to the editorial department for their approval.


  I'm very nervous during the time between handing in the draft and getting an answer back. If they tell me, "Boring. Rejected!", then I can feel my eyes go dim.


  But if that happened at this stage, I couldn't continue thisafterword. So let's assume the first draft was received with the empowering magic words "It's great!".


  But that doesn't mean "Then you're all set! Thanks for your work on the story!". If anyone receives an answer like that, I would give them my utmost respect. Please teach me your secret.


  Normally, the editorial department gives me questions and points out corrections that have to be made.


  These could range from honest mistakes to awkward phrasingto things like "I don't understand what happened here", "The characterization could have been better", "Please add/remove this scene", or "Please cut down on your obsessive firearms expositions".


  Then comes the meeting. I discuss the story with my editor, and sometimes we go all-out and toss around ideas, making a list of things to fix.


  I've heard that authors who live far away tend to have their meetings over the phone, but I personally prefer to have my meetings in person, so I go to the editorial department myself.


  When it comes to longer stories and stories thathave received a lot of comments about things to fix, one meeting can take hours. For example, we could start at 3 in the afternoon and finish at 9 in the evening.


  Before, I used to print out my manuscripts and make notes on them with a red pen, but these days I usually take my laptop along and make edits on the spot. The reason is simple--I sometimes can't read my own red writing.


  This new draft is labelled the 'second draft'. I make corrections and reread the story at the same time, fixing up sentences, adding in scenes, or taking them out.


  Sometimes I re-submit this second draft for another editorial pass and go through a third draft, but if the deadline is just ahead, that's not always an option.


  After all, normally by this time I would have long missed the deadline we set for me at the beginning.


  —



  Step 4: Completion


  Along with the words "reprint" (the books are selling so well we're printing more copies) and "royalties", this is one of the most beautiful words that could ever exist in an author's life. That much is certain.


  In other words, this is the process of sending in the manuscript to be printed.


  Each time I enter this stage, I breathe a sigh of relief.


  I don't need to be afraid of looking at clocks and calendars anymore. I don't jump when the phone starts ringing. It's a time when an author regains his humanity.


  For your information, I've experienced this stage twenty-seven times, including with this very volume. But each time I reach this stage, I treat myself to delicious food. Usually that means conveyor belt sushi. After all, it doesn't look quite as sad even if you're eating alone.


  As another aside, I usually end up catching a cold after this stage and lying in bed sick for two days. Maybe my body's just allowing itself to relax again. Or maybe it's the sushi. (I certainly hope not.)


  —



  Step 5: First proof printing, copy editing, author's revisions


  First proof printing:


  The manuscript is sent to the printing house, and printed out on sheets of A4-sized paper, in the same layout and format as the Dengeki Bunko volumes. This version is called the "first proof".


  Author's revisions:


  The first proof is photocopied, and sent to me under the name "photocopy of first proof". And as the author, I read it over again and dedicate myself to making edits. (This manuscript is also called an "author's revision copy".)


  And as I read the manuscript again, I reread sentences I thought were perfectly fine when I first wrote them, but then realize are extremely awkward.


  "Who the hell wrote this? Oh, wait. It was me."


  I shake my head in confusion each time andmake my red pen edits.


  Copy editing:


  While I'm working on my own revisions, the original first proof is sent to the copy editor, the person responsible for checking my writing.


  At this point, I've reread the story (and wrote it, to boot), and the editorial department has read it again and again, but there are always mistakes that slip by somehow. In fact, there are many of them. Bucketfuls, in fact.


  The copy editor literally combs through each and every sentence to discover these errors.


  They don't stop at typos, omissions, incorrect character readings, misused idioms, or incorrect use of kanji. They even find mistakes in the content of the story (for example, the wrong number of people being indicated, or using the wrong first person pronoun). After this, the first proof is sent back to the editorial department.


  Honest mistakes aren't much of a problem, but I have to answer to questions that come up at this stage. This is why I visit the editorial office with my copy of the first proof, with the corrections all made.


  Then we review the revised first proof and check it over, going over each point with either "leave this part as it is" or "let's fix it up". Normally we just write "As is (leave it as it is)" or "OK (OK, please make the correction)".


  After that, my work is done! Not.


  —



  Step 6: Second revision, author's revisions, revision check


  Then we go through the whole process again, making sure to look very closely.


  The second revision is simply a check to make sure that the first proof has been revised properly.


  And as it was earlier, I'm given a copy of the second revision. I go over it on my own one more time, find awkward phrases again, and despair just a tiny bit.


  For your information, I found a huge mistake in this very book during this dangerous phase. I get chills just thinking about it.


  I had made a typo on just one character--a number. The mistakenversion still made sense in context, so the editorial department and the copy editor didn't note this down. But if I hadn't noticed this mistake, the entire story would have been changed. What would I have done if I hadn't spotted it?


  (And the fact that I can write about this incident in this afterword means--yes. I pushed back my deadline to the limit and am treading on very thin ice. I'm sorry...)


  As with the first proof, the copy editor checks this proof again. It'sonly natural that there are fewer corrections to be made in this process, but sometimes we get even more notices at this phase than before.


  I go back to the editorial department to answer those questions. I can leave them as is or make corrections.


  And after this, my work is finally done.


  There's a printing process after this called the "Blueprinting" phase, but this stage has almost nothing to do with me.


  —



  And that is the process by which my stories take form.


  Now that I look at it written down like this, it doesn't feel that complicated at all.


  Well, I guess I shouldn't lie. Even by the time I had over ten books under my belt, I still didn't have a good understanding of what second revisions or author's revisions weresupposed to be. I just wrote when the editorial department told me to, and I went in to the editorial department whenever they gave me a call. I guess things all work out in the end. Heh.


  And this is how these books are made, but there's something I shouldn't leave out.


  That would be the fact that I am always being supported by my illustrator Kouhaku Kuroboshi-san, the employees of Ascii Media Works, everyone at the printing house, the workers who ship the books, and people who sell them, and dozens, if not hundreds of others.


  Kouhaku Kuroboshi-san and I are the ones doing the creative work, but this book could never have come to bookstores without the people who undertake the process of creating this product.


  I'd like to extend my thanks to every one of them once again.


  My terribly long afterword is finally over. After this, I'll be moving on to my next story--my twenty-eighth book.


  What to write next?


  What in my head should I form into a story next? All these thoughts I have before I take the first step make me feel warm inside. This must be what it means to be an author.


  I'll go through these steps again, and meet you in the next afterword.


  Sigsawa, signing off.


  October 10, 2008 Sigsawa Keiichi
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