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    In this world, there may be a goldfish who doesn’t cry.


    


    The rain seemed melancholy, like watching someone who wouldn’t stop weeping.


    It was July, and Japan was still in the rainy season.


    The windows behind the draped, theater-style curtains were beaded with moisture from a drizzle too fine to really count as rain. To Seiji, the humidity seemed to strengthen the smell of paper that drifted from the room’s floor-to-ceiling bookshelves.


    He was in the study. Just like always.


    “Rain’s a season unto itself,” said Shiroshi. “It’s so chilly, one would hardly think it was summer.”


    At least in terms of appearance, he hadn’t changed since their first meeting. He was sitting in his usual Queen Anne chair, dressed in a kimono that could almost be mistaken for a burial robe, with a large white peony in full bloom on the shoulder.


    The King of a Thousand Flowers.


    Shiroshi Saijou was the half-human, half-yokai son and heir of Sanmoto Gorouzaemon, the Demon King who’d appeared in the Ino Mononoke Roku. Shiroshi also had another position: He ran a proxy service for Hell.


    Or rather, he’d done so once.


    The previous December, having triumphed in a battle of wits and won the Demon King’s throne, young Shiroshi had shuttered his proxy service—or that was what should have happened, anyway. Instead, he’d returned the throne to Nurarihyon, the supreme commander of yokai, “rehired” his freeloader pet—ahem, assistant, Seiji, and enthusiastically embarked on a second life as an apprentice Officer of the Underworld.


    And so everything was just like always, more or less.


    It was teatime, and the table held warm, domestically grown green tea and anmitsu with rice dumplings. Sliced apricots, peaches, and strawberries were set in refreshing cut-glass bowls that made them seem almost luminous, while the use of candied chestnuts as a novel garnish made Seiji’s day just a little brighter. Between the chewy dumplings, the uncomplicated sweetness of the red bean paste and chestnuts, and the juicy fruit, the spread of desserts was so delicious, Seiji wished he could order a bottomless version.


    “It sort of feels like summer’s already begun in my mouth,” he said, literally savoring his happiness.


    “Heh-heh. As sweets go, these are a summer standard, after all,” Shiroshi said. “It does seem a bit like getting a jump on the season.” The tip of his spoon connected with the glass with a clear, refreshing clink.


    “Hm? Come to think of it, you’ve been in the study a lot lately. Are you on summer break already?”


    “No, I’m telecommuting, as it were. At this point, the days my presence is required at court are limited.”


    Ah. In other words, he was working from home. That was probably partly because he didn’t have a functional well connecting to Hell yet, but it was still unexpectedly generous of his employer.


    “Well, I am still in training. And I’m not simply a novice, but a minor as well. I believe it will be about a century before I’m hired formally.”


    “Huh… So basically, you’ve got an unofficial offer, and they’re having you work part-time?”


    Was it just his imagination, or was Shiroshi’s work environment starting to seem vaguely toxic?


    “Heh-heh. That’s a very good question. I’m told I may take a second job in this world, provided it doesn’t interfere with the execution of my duties. There’s even a precedent for it.”


    Oh, there it is again, Seiji thought.


    Shiroshi had avoided saying Takamura’s name.


    I wonder what Takamura’s doing now. I bet that question’s off-limits, too, though.


    Shiroshi had been like this ever since they’d made it back from the Blue Magic Lantern, the site of his final showdown with Ibara.


    “Unfortunately, for a very long time, I’ve made a point of believing in no one except Beniko.”


    Shiroshi had probably been bluffing when he’d said that. If he hadn’t believed in Takamura, he wouldn’t have been hurt, and the business wouldn’t have left an invisible scar on his heart.


    Exhaling lightly, Shiroshi set down his empty bowl. “I won’t name names, but every so often I have the overwhelming urge to send a certain someone an unlucky chain letter.”


    “…Sulking is fine, but could you not get malicious about it out of nowhere? At least stick to stuff like praying he gets ten ingrown fingernails.”


    As Seiji was advocating for morality…


    “Excuse me,” said a voice, and Shiroshi’s attendant, Beniko, appeared from the door to the kitchen. She wore a scarlet kimono and a jet-black obi—a Japanese-style maid uniform that made her look just like a Torachoubi goldfish. “Demon King Nurarihyon has sent an urgent request.”


    Shiroshi’s eyebrows drew together. “Could you tell him I’m not home?”


    “I was given a sealed letter for you in the event you resorted to such an excuse.”


    “A positively bracing display of Geriatric Terror behavior.”


    Reluctantly, Shiroshi took the letter. At first glance, it looked like a perfectly ordinary envelope. However, in place of the standard anti-tampering mark on the flap was a now-familiar seal:


    NURARIHYON, SUPREME COMMANDER OF YOKAI.


    Nurarihyon was a great yokai who had ruled during the Middle Ages, a true demon king who’d outranked both Demon King Sanmoto Gorouzaemon and Evil God Shinno Akugorou. However, he’d abruptly made himself scarce in order to live as a freewheeling retiree in the mortal world. Shiroshi had tracked him down and, after staking his life on a sugoroku match, had forced him to retake the throne. From what Seiji had heard, Nurarihyon was something like Shiroshi’s guardian now, but…


    “Um, isn’t this his third ‘urgent request’?”


    “His fourth, actually. With you here to help me, it isn’t as bad as it could be, but it’s getting very hard to tell which is my main line of work.”


    The man seemed to be the type who’d cheerfully use anybody, even his own parent or grandchild, and he shoved every nuisance that came along on to Shiroshi. Shiroshi seemed thoroughly fed up with it.


    I mean, no matter how you look at it, these jobs aren’t the sort of things he can take care of in his spare time.


    Searching for missing persons, investigating the causes of bizarre incidents—the “requests” forced upon them by the demon king varied widely, but they were all tough, tricky problems.


    Technically, Shiroshi was given decent rewards as “tips,” but he probably would have liked to stick a bow on them and sling them right back.


    “I’m not sure how to put this…,” said Seiji, giving him a sympathetic look. “I’ve got nothing to do, so it’s not a problem for me, but it’s rough on you. That’s a genuine second job.”


    Shiroshi, who had been glaring sullenly at the letter, blinked as if the remark had caught him by surprise. “Weren’t you looking for work as well, Seiji?”


    “Oh, no. Um, I’ve sort of put that on hold for now.”


    “Yet you appear to be going somewhere three days a week.”


    H-he really is sharp. “That’s, uh…nothing important…” Put on the spot, Seiji grew flustered. His gaze was wandering this way and that, when…


    “Master Shiroshi,” Beniko said from behind him. “Regarding the date on that request. I believe you’re required to work from the Enma Ministry on that day.”


    “Huh?!” Seiji yelped.


    Shiroshi also looked taken aback. He scanned the rest of the letter. “You’re right,” he said, groaning softly. “That won’t do.”


    Seiji found himself wondering how Beniko had known what the letter said. She couldn’t have inspected the contents before delivering it, right? “Um, so this is going to clash with your job at the Enma Ministry?”


    “Yes, that’s right. The dates overlap perfectly.”


    I… I see.


    Since Shiroshi was working part-time for the Enma Ministry while also serving as an exclusive troubleshooter for the Geriatric Ter—ahem, the Demon King, there was always a potential for situations like this. Explaining the conflict and having his schedule adjusted seemed like the only solution, but…


    “Well, let’s see. I believe I should prioritize my main duties and postpone the request… But it appears that won’t be possible.”


    Huh? Why?


    “Because this involves murder. Not only that, but it appears there may be another victim very soon.”


    “…Eegh?”


    “That limits our options.” Shiroshi folded his arms, thinking hard. Then, as if he’d hit on an idea, he clapped his hands together. Looking straight at Seiji, he put up an index finger. “I’ll send a proxy.”


    Huh? What does he mean by that?


    “Be the detective in my place. I’ll keep myself available at all times, so if you run into trouble, either call or text—”


    “Whoa-whoa-whoa, hang on!” He’s completely lost it! “Seriously! There’s no way that would ever work! Me, stand in for you? That’s just—”


    “Yes, frankly, I couldn’t agree more.”


    Huh?


    As Seiji sat there speechless, someone cleared their throat right next to his ear. This was the person Shiroshi had actually been looking at—the one standing behind Seiji.


    “Could you do that for me, Beniko?”


    Beniko took a step forward, the heels of her boots clicking against the floor. She bowed deeply, her evenly trimmed black hair swinging forward like a curtain. “Yes, of course.”


    “Oh, and naturally, I’d like you to accompany her, Seiji.”


    …That’s what I figured.


    


    They set out three days later.


    Shiroshi would be leaving for work soon, so he’d seen them off with a “Please do take care.” As always, he was a confirmed worrywart when it came to Beniko.


    Seiji had assumed they’d take the trusty Rover Mini, but… “Huh? We’re catching a taxi?”


    “Yes. Our destination is in Nara Prefecture.”


    “What?!”


    After they reached Tokyo Station, they made the two-hour trip to Kyoto Station by Shinkansen, then transferred to a Kintetsu Railway express train. By that point it was midday, so Beniko gave Seiji a lunch of homemade rice balls. The rice had bits of crispy, sweet-hot tempura batter, chopped leeks, and white sesame mixed into it, and she’d packed them in a good old-fashioned bamboo wrapper. They were so good he had to fight the urge to chew on the wrapper, too.


    However…


    “Um, are you not having lunch, Beniko?”


    “I only take two meals a day, morning and evening. It’s an old habit.”


    There’s no way she means tubifex worms…right?


    “No, dried bloodworms.”


    “……”


    “That was a joke.”


    “I sure hope so!”


    Between this and that, they reached Kintetsu Nara Station at a little past noon, then caught a bus, which finally deposited them in a corner of the old castle town.


    “I’m told this area was once the pleasure quarters,” Beniko remarked.


    “Um, ‘pleasure quarters’ means…?”


    “The red-light district.”


    As Beniko said, the streets were timeworn—or rather, they seemed indifferent to the passage of time itself. The houses, with their imposing, old-fashioned gates, were like echoes of the past.


    The rainy season sky hung over Nara just as it had over Tokyo.


    A fine, damp rain misted the lane, softening the edges of the scenery until it looked like an ink painting. Under her red oilpaper umbrella, Beniko’s back was as vivid as that of an actual goldfish. As Seiji scurried along a few steps behind her—three, so as not to tread on her shadow—he felt like poop clinging to the butt of a goldfish, an old phrase for hangers-on.


    Abruptly, Beniko stopped. Tipping the umbrella back so that its shaft rested on her shoulder, she glanced at Seiji. “It’s going to rain in earnest soon.”


    She raised a pale hand, reaching out from under the umbrella. A large raindrop fell into her palm. As if that drop had been a signal, the rain grew stronger, rapidly becoming a downpour. The spray it kicked up seemed to blanket the road with white smoke. Puddles of all sizes formed in the blink of an eye, then overflowed, merging into a running stream.


    “We’re still ten minutes away, I believe,” she said. “Take care not to catch a cold.”


    “Yes, I’ll be careful. Um… If you don’t mind, can I ask you something?” Seiji cleared his throat. “Do you know what sort of murder this was? Uh, I mean, I know we’re probably on our way to hear about that, but I’d like to steel myself a bit, if possible.”


    It hadn’t been a very coherent question, but Beniko nodded easily. “Yes, I can explain. I called on the client at his home yesterday.”


    “Huh? The client…? I mean, wait, you went by yourself?” He hadn’t meant to, but he sounded shocked.


    Beniko tilted her head slightly. “Is there a problem?”


    “No, um… Th-that must’ve been a lot of work.”


    He probably should have expected as much from Beniko.


    Since his title was “assistant,” Seiji should technically have gone with her. But could he have done much more than nod along? He doubted it.


    …That’s not enough, is it?


    At the very least, he had to realize it wasn’t enough. Even he knew that much.


    Since Seiji was Shiroshi’s assistant… Well, he wasn’t sure he could really call himself that yet, but since it was what he wanted to be…


    “…All right.” Seiji smacked his cheeks to psych himself up, then took a step forward. That put him two steps behind Beniko instead of three.


    “The client’s name is Yuichi Shiomi,” she said. “He’s a building designer with an office in Tokyo.”


    According to Beniko, it had begun when the client came to Demon King Nurarihyon, who’d been passing himself off as a retiree, and tearfully begged him for an introduction to a detective. Apparently, they were online shogi club buddies who’d met at an offline get-together.


    …These days, it seemed the elderly were even more active than young people. Was that true for supernaturals, too?


    “The first death was that of Nagaaki Ootori, age eighty-two. He was Yuichi’s grandfather-in-law. Nagaaki was a renowned goldfish fancier and breeder who had constructed several goldfish tanks under a plastic greenhouse behind his residence. Early last month, while repairing the greenhouse, he fell in such a way that his eye was impaled by an iron pipe. The injury proved fatal.”


    “Th-that’s horrible…or, um, seriously bad luck.”


    As someone who’d had his eye slashed before, the scenario hit pretty close to home. If his eye had been skewered instead of slashed, would Seiji also have been pushing up daisies right about now?


    But there was something even more concerning.


    “Um, you said ‘the first.’ Don’t tell me there were more…”


    “Yes, as a matter of fact. The second was Yuichi’s wife Ritsuko. Although they lived in Tokyo, she’d returned to her family home to attend Nagaaki’s seventh-day memorial service; the next morning, her body was found hanging from a beam in her guest room. Yuichi was overseas on business at the time, and his alibi has been confirmed.”


    An involuntary “Huh?!” escaped Seiji. “I-it was suicide?”


    “No note was found, but Yuichi’s agency was in a slump so severe that their checks were bouncing. It’s believed that Ritsuko was in an unstable state, both mentally and financially. On top of that…” Beniko twirled her umbrella, and silver-gray raindrops scattered like sparks. Beyond, the surface of the road ahead changed from asphalt to rain-blackened flagstones. They’d entered a back alley. “…the rope used in the suicide was purchased from Ritsuko’s computer three days after Nagaaki’s funeral. The vendor’s site had been erased from her browsing history, and all related e-mails had been deleted. However, according to the vendor and the delivery service, both the individual who placed the order and the one who accepted the delivery were definitely Ritsuko.”


    “I see… So it really was a suicide.”


    There was no need to ask. If she’d bought the rope in advance, the word suicide had probably been on Ritsuko’s mind for a while. However…


    “We don’t yet know,” Beniko said. “Something very odd happened at Ritsuko’s funeral. Out of consideration for the couple’s financial situation, it was held at the Ootori residence. But during the event, Yuichi insisted that both Nagaaki and Ritsuko had been murdered. At the time, everyone scoffed at the idea, but when the coffin was carried out, they discovered a line of graffiti that seemed to reinforce his claim.”


    Her red umbrella spun.


    “It was on the unvarnished wood of the coffin, in a spot where it would be hidden by the lid. Written in intentionally clumsy letters meant to disguise the culprit’s handwriting, it read, ‘I know you killed the red goldfish.’”


    How strange…


    For some reason, even though the words seemed nonsensical, they made Seiji’s core go cold. “Wh-what does that mean?”


    “A good question. I have a hunch, but I’m not certain yet. However, it appears that a similar line of graffiti was also on the lid of Nagaaki’s coffin at his funeral.”


    Egad.


    “Kotoe Taki—a live-in housekeeper who has been working for the family for eight years—noticed it before the service began. She said it disturbed her, and she cleaned it off with rubbing alcohol.”


    “Huh… I see.” Seiji couldn’t blame her. If her employer had been good to her, erasing it as quickly as possible would have been the humane thing to do. And yet… “So she didn’t mention it to anybody?”


    “She says she forgot to. She is elderly, so that would be understandable.”


    “…I—I see.” That hadn’t been his most pressing question, though. “Um, but Nagaaki’s death was an accident, and Ritsuko’s was suicide, right? Doesn’t that mean the graffiti on the coffins was unrelated?”


    “No. Yuichi claims that their deaths were both murders modeled on the children’s song “Goldfish,” by Hakushu Kitahara.”


    …What?


    “Huh? Um, what do you—? Whoa!”


    Beniko had stopped without warning, and Seiji, who’d still been two steps behind her, almost ran into her back. She pointed from beneath her umbrella. “We’ve arrived. That is the site of the deaths in question: Goldfish Palace.”


    Through the silver threads of rain, Seiji saw a two-story wooden building with a sheet-iron roof. All the windows facing the alley were covered with wooden lattices, and narrow ornamental balconies protruded under the eaves. Its mere appearance was imposing enough, but…


    “Um…,” Seiji mumbled. “It looks a whole lot like, um…you know.”


    The strangest thing about the place was the ironwork arch that towered in front of it. A wooden sign hung at its peak, its ostentatious gold letters looking down at Seiji’s astonished face.


    GOLDFISH PALACE.


    “I’m told that sign is a vestige of its days as a brothel.”


    “A brothel…? You can’t mean an actual—? Like the type in a red-light district?”


    “Yes. With the passage of the Anti-Prostitution Law in 1958, it was converted into a traditional inn, which then closed due to poor business. It was subsequently purchased and remodeled into a private residence.”


    “Huh. That’s, um, kind of an eccentric move. Why would anybody…? What?! Whoa, you’re fast!”


    With a start, Seiji realized that Beniko had set off while he was talking; she was just passing under the ironwork arch. Seiji ran after her, but by the time he reached the entryway—which had an elegant curved gable roof—she was already ringing the doorbell.


    Except…


    “…It’s out of order,” she remarked.


    “Huh?”


    When Seiji looked closer, he saw that the cover was cracked, exposing the wiring inside. It might have been disconnected; the motion of the button seemed oddly loose.


    “I suppose we have no choice,” Beniko declared. “Let’s go straight in.”


    “Hey, no, that isn’t—!”


    She’d made the decision to trespass far too casually.


    Before Seiji could stop her, Beniko swept the raindrops from her umbrella with one brisk shake, set her hand on the lattice sliding door with its warped glass panes, and—


    “Whoa!”


    The space beyond the door seemed like another dimension.


    They were in a crimson-lacquered box, with an enormous goldfish swimming inside it.


    No, that wasn’t right. The ceiling was the same Bengal red as the walls, and a mural of a goldfish with a fanned crimson tail had been painted on its panels. The design was garish, yet bright and beautiful; it looked like a tattoo inked on the ceiling.


    The next thing that caught Seiji’s eye was—


    “Um…are those stairs?”


    —a set of red-lacquered steps running from the wooden floor all the way to the ceiling. At first glance, they seemed strange. The handrail was far too low. It seemed more likely to hurt your lower back than to help it.


    “An exhibition gallery,” said Beniko. “The prostitutes lined up on the steps so that clients could appraise them.”


    “Wow. As expected, you sure know your stuff.”


    “Most of my generation does.”


    “I-is that right…?”


    Was this one of those “years add rings to trees and wisdom to humans” things?—Except she was a goldfish, of course.


    “More importantly, Seiji, I would like you to see this.” Beniko pointed at something.


    “…A painting?”


    A Japanese-style painting hung just outside the room, near the stone step where visitors were supposed to remove their shoes.


    Um, those are…goldfish. Right?


    The three goldfish in the painting seemed to be playing, swimming in a circular dance. While the subject was the same as the ceiling mural, each individual scale on these fish was drawn in detail. They were both fantastical and photorealistic, and yet there was something artificial about them.


    They were like gorgeous silk flowers.


    “The artist was Koaka Ootori, Nagaaki’s only child. She died prematurely nine years ago, at the age of forty-one. I’m told she was known as a ‘goldfish fanatic’ in both domestic and foreign art circles. She spent her entire life drawing nothing else.”


    “Huh… That’s really something.”


    Well, since her formative years were saturated with the things, it makes perfect sense, really. It must have been hard to escape them.


    As Seiji thought this…


    “Hm? There’s something in the corner…”


    Was it a poem? At first glance, it appeared to be some sort of pattern, but on closer inspection, he saw it was composed of tiny letters.


    “It’s Hakushu Kitahara’s ‘Goldfish,’” said Beniko, “a children’s song published in The Red Bird in 1919.”


    With that, she quietly began to sing:


    
      Mother, Mother,


      Where have you gone?


      I’ll play with the red goldfish.


      Mother isn’t coming home.


      I’m lonely.


      I stab the first goldfish.


      She’s still not home.


      I’m frustrated.


      I choke the second goldfish.


      Why, oh why, won’t she come home?


      I’m hungry.


      I wring the third goldfish.


      Tears spill over.


      The sun goes down.


      The red goldfish die, and oh, I wish…


      Mother, I’m frightened.


      Eyes shine in the dark.


      The eyes of the goldfish gleam and flash.


      …Well.

    


    “That sounds…kind of scary.”


    Maybe because Seiji’s literary interpretation skills were nonexistent, that was the only impression he could muster. “Come to think of it, didn’t you say the murders were modeled on something earlier?”


    “Yes, on the second and third verses.”


    Hastily, Seiji glanced back at the poem. “…Oh!”


    
      Mother isn’t coming home.


      I’m lonely.


      I stab the first goldfish.


      She’s still not home.


      I’m frustrated.


      I choke the second goldfish.

    


    “…You mean Nagaaki’s eye being impaled by that pipe was ‘stabbing,’ and Ritsuko hanging herself and suffocating was ‘choking’?”


    In the song, the red goldfish were killed in three different ways.


    The first was stabbed.


    The second was choked.


    The residents of Goldfish Palace had also died in two different ways.


    The first had his eye run through by an iron pipe.


    The second was hanged.


    Sure, you could say they matched, but…


    “Yuichi claims that the murderer killed Nagaaki and made it appear to be an accident, then strangled Ritsuko and made it look like suicide.”


    In that case, was the graffiti on the coffin to claim responsibility for the crimes? Still…


    “…Frankly, it sounds like he’s been watching too many thrillers.”


    “I’m told that, as a student, he was the president of his university’s Mystery Research Society.”


    Incredibly, Seiji had called it in one.


    “On top of that,” she continued, “Nagaaki was a wealthy man, and he left an inheritance worth hundreds of millions to be divided among three heirs. One of those heirs was Ritsuko. There was a dispute over how the inheritance would be distributed, which could have been the motive behind her killing.”


    In other words, one—or maybe both—of the two surviving heirs had conspired to kill Nagaaki, then eliminated Ritsuko because she was in the way.


    “How do I put this? It seems…kind of clichéd,” said Seiji. It was a common plotline, yes, but that made it all the more convincing as a motive. “So basically, we’ve already narrowed down the suspects.”


    “Yes. The first is Ritsuko’s elder brother, Shougo Ootori. While he lives in Osaka, he’s been staying here since Nagaaki’s funeral. The second is her younger brother, Azusa—” Abruptly, Beniko broke off and held up an index finger. “Shh.”


    “Oh, uh-huh… Hm?” Seiji thought he’d heard something. The sound of water.


    Where is it coming from? He looked around curiously.


    “This way.” Beniko promptly removed her lace-up boots and stepped into the room. Seiji hurried after her. They turned left, cutting across a wood-floored room that had likely once served as a reception area. And then—


    “Wow.”


    —they reached an atrium of sorts.


    Was it a courtyard? There was a pond in its center, the water cloudy and moss green. The space was surrounded on all four sides by a gallery lined with traditional rooms; there were geometric patterns in the decorative lattices of their paper doors.


    The splash I heard must’ve come from that pond.


    Had it been a merman or maybe one of those fish with human faces? Seiji started to back up, but then realized Beniko probably counted as a leveled-up version of either one and timidly moved closer instead. And then…


    “Huh?”


    …peeking into the pond, he saw monster carp.


    Their backs were flat, their dorsal fins missing, while their bodies were egg-shaped with taut, swollen bellies. As the finishing blow, they had lumpy growths like plumed cockscomb flowers on their heads. Even so, there was a vaguely humorous charm about them that made them seem even weirder.


    “Um… Are these cryptids that tried to mimic carp and missed?”


    “No, they’re a variety of goldfish known as ranchu. Nagaaki was a renowned ranchu enthusiast. He won prizes at national shows and even served as a judge.”


    “Huh? Goldfish…?” Seiji hadn’t been expecting that. And there was another, more fundamental issue. “B-but they’re way too big for goldfish, aren’t they? They’re as big as my palm.”


    “Properly speaking, goldfish can live for over a decade. If raised with care in a spacious environment, it isn’t difficult for them to vie with carp in size.”


    “Um, but you’ve lived longer than me, Beniko, and you’ve stayed small.”


    “Frankly, the fishbowl at the mansion is the equivalent of a one-bedroom apartment.”


    “…Oh, I see.”


    When we get back, I’ll ask Shiroshi to think about buying a new fishbowl, thought Seiji, beginning to sweat. Just then…


    “Hm?”


    …ripples as fine as silk crepe disturbed the surface of the pond. One by one, the ranchu poked their heads out of the water, their mouths gaping hungrily.


    Is this their “feed me” mode?


    Seiji couldn’t give what he didn’t have, though. Cringing away from the wordless pressure, he’d nearly taken an uneasy step backward, when—


    “Huh?”


    —catching sight of a human reflection in the water, he looked up, startled.


    A gh-ghost…? No…he’s not. Is he?


    A pale, very handsome young man stood on the other side of the pond. He was roughly Seiji’s age, but the unhealthy pallor of his skin made his face seem haggard. Not only that, but he was wearing a lightweight, mostly white summer kimono that seemed a bit like nightclothes, plus an unseasonable cardigan and a lilac-colored neck warmer. In an outfit like that, he might actually be ill.


    Somehow…he looks a little like Beniko.


    As Seiji was trying to figure out what had made him think so, he saw it.


    It’s those eyes.


    The youth’s irises were large and dark. Though the effect wasn’t as dramatic as Beniko’s, they made his eyes look very black, like the eyes of a goldfish.


    The newcomer let out a painful-sounding cough. “Um, excuse me… Who are you?”


    His voice was as soft as a mosquito’s whine, and speaking made him wince. Apparently, his throat was sore. Maybe he really did have a cold. But there was a bigger problem here…


    “You aren’t…burglars, I assume?”


    See?! What did I tell you?!


    “W-we’re sorry! Um, we’re not sketchy or anything, I swear—” Just as Seiji was fumbling his way through an excuse, Beniko spoke.


    “We apologize for entering uninvited. Your doorbell wasn’t functional.”


    She stepped smoothly in front of Seiji, taking a card from the sleeve of her kimono.


    The young man’s eyes bulged, and he backed up so fast, he might have seen a ghost. Weird. Was he very shy? That card, though…


    “Mr. Yuichi Shiomi requested our services. We belong to the Rindou Detective Agency.”


    There it is.


    Seiji could see gold letters on a black background—the now-familiar forged business card.


    If the impersonated party took them to court over it, they’d lose for sure. Not only that, the pair of detectives would slaughter them the second they caught on. Seiji was glad they were far off across the sea in England. In fact, he hoped they’d lay their bones to rest there. If you ever come back, be ready for a beat down from a nue.


    The young man took the card, averting his eyes a little fearfully. Even so, he seemed perplexed. “It’s…broken? That must have been an awful nuisance.”


    Apparently, the out-of-service doorbell was news to him.


    “Yuichi did say he’d hired a detective to investigate. He said to cooperate with you if we had nothing to hide. However…I hadn’t heard you were coming today, and besides… I’m sorry. I just assumed the detective was a man.”


    “Yes, I get that frequently.”


    “And…I may have the wrong idea, but I’d heard that the Rindou Detective Agency’s ‘Detective Who Summons Death’ was so tall, he hardly seemed Japanese.”


    Beniko raised one eyebrow sharply.


    But, unlike Seiji, who quickly paled, she held her head high, keeping her expression haughtily blank. “I should have introduced myself: I am his elder twin sister, Ibara Rindou. My brother and I have always run the agency together.”


    Whoa, no, stop, if you keep piling up lies like that, you’re gonna get us both—!


    Seiji was standing there, stunned speechless, shuddering over Beniko’s shocking deception, when…


    “Master Azusa.”


    …he heard stockinged feet shuffling down the hall, and then an elderly woman appeared. She seemed to be around seventy. Her hair, which had already gone half white, was tied back simply. In her taupe kimono and white apron, she was the very picture of a housekeeper.


    Huh? Did she just say “Azusa”?


    Then this was the younger son, one of the suspects?


    The old woman stepped in front of Azusa, as if to screen him from Seiji. “Who are these people?” she asked.


    “Oh, Kotoe, perfect timing. These two are the detective Yuichi hired and her—” But before the young man could finish, he was struck by a violent coughing fit. His throat had sounded scratchy all along, and now he was wheezing. He was clearly in pain.


    “A-are you okay?” Seiji asked, flustered, but the housekeeper had already rushed to Azusa’s side and begun rubbing his back. In a motion that seemed almost involuntary, Azusa reached for his throat and loosened his neck warmer.


    “Huh?”


    Seiji’s eyes widened in shock. The skin the young man had just exposed had awful claw marks on it. The gashes were too deep to call “scratches.” It was as if Azusa had dug his fingernails into his neck and raked with all his might.


    “Um, are those…?” Seiji asked, without thinking.


    Azusa collected himself with a jolt, then hastily straightened the neck warmer, pulling it back into place. “…I apologize for subjecting you to that. I have a nasty cold.”


    “No, um, excuse us. We’re sorry for coming when you’re not feeling well.” Seiji hastily nodded, responding to the young man’s polite bow.


    It seemed Azusa didn’t want to talk about the wounds on his neck; he looked down, as if trying to protect himself. “I’m sorry, but as you say, I’m really not feeling well, so I’ll excuse myself. This is Kotoe Taki; she’ll show you around. She’s been living and working here since I was a child, so she’s probably better suited to guide you than I am.”


    A startled noise escaped Seiji. Wasn’t she the one who found the graffiti on Nagaaki’s coffin? As he was mentally reviewing what he’d heard from Beniko…


    “Huh?”


    As though buffeted by a strong gust of wind, Azusa reeled to one side and began to topple over.


    Kotoe hastily supported him. Looking startled, she peered into his face, then held a hand to his forehead. “I’m very sorry,” she said. “Wait here for a few moments, please. I’ll be right back.”


    Apparently, the young man was running a high fever. With a deep bow to Seiji and Beniko, the housekeeper set off with Azusa, letting him lean on her shoulder for support. She seemed to be escorting him to his room, and Seiji wondered if she shouldn’t just stay there and continue taking care of him.


    Then, out of nowhere, Beniko murmured. “A hemp leaf talisman?”


    Kotoe stopped and glanced back, perplexed. Following Beniko’s gaze, Seiji realized she was looking at the back of Azusa’s cardigan.


    There was a small design embroidered there: a simple pattern of six diamonds arranged in a circle, their outer tips linked by a line.


    A star…? No, that’s not it. A flower?


    Beniko bowed deeply. “I beg your pardon. I sewed one myself, long ago.”


    At that, Kotoe seemed to understand. Her gaze softened, and she nodded. “I see. You’re so young; I’m impressed you know about them.” Her expression was so gentle, it made her look like a different person entirely.


    …But then Azusa began coughing again. Turning pale, Kotoe excused herself, nodded to the two of them one more time, then turned away.


    They seem less like a servant and master than like a mother and son, Seiji thought, watching them go.


    Something about the sight struck him as intensely familiar. Maybe it was because he was projecting Beniko and Shiroshi onto the pair. The two of them looked both like siblings and like a parent and child.


    Then…


    Plish.


    …Seiji thought he heard a splash.


    “Huh?”


    When he blinked, he saw the corpse of a red goldfish.


    It was right where Azusa had been a moment earlier.


    No, wait, that isn’t a fish…


    It was human—or at least, something resembling a human.


    A woman in a red kimono was crawling over the wooden floor of the corridor. Her back arched like a fish that had been cast up onto the beach, and hanging down it were long black locks of hair that reminded Seiji of seaweed. Her dripping wet hair rippled, and the train of her red kimono seemed to slither behind her.


    Plish.


    The sound of water followed her.


    She dragged herself along, struggling, fighting.


    Sssst…plish.


    Sst, sst-sst, plish.


    That looks painful, Seiji thought. She might as well be a drowning fish.


    It happened right after that.


    “…Huh?”


    In the blink of an eye, everything was normal again. The grotesque figure in the red kimono had been replaced by Azusa’s receding figure. In that case, the girl he’d just seen was…


    No way…a yokai?


    That would mean Azusa was a Hell-bound sinner.


    Then, without warning…


    “My, my. That’s a shock.”


    The casual comment had come from right behind him, and Seiji nearly jumped out of his skin.


    “Oh, well, you know. I’d gone for a walk, and when I came back, you two were here. Since I had the chance, I listened in, and really…whoever would have guessed the Detective Who Summons Death was such a lovely young lady?”


    Turning, Seiji found himself face-to-face with…a fox mask.


    No, on closer inspection, it was a man in his early thirties with a thin, gaunt face. He wore slacks and a white button-down shirt, and there was a smartphone protruding from his breast pocket. The way he dressed couldn’t have been more ordinary. However, his smirk and aggressively slanted monolid eyes made him seem particularly suspicious.


    “I’m Shougo Ootori,” the man said. “Or ‘one of the suspects’ to you two, I imagine. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He held out a card printed with the name of a certain magazine publisher. The job title was “photographer,” in English, written with the script used for foreign languages. The self-conscious attempt at trendiness only made him seem 10 percent more suspicious. Or was Seiji simply being prejudiced?


    Then this fox-faced guy—or, uh, Shougo—is the second suspect?


    That checked out. As Seiji was nodding to himself, Shougo’s eyes slid over to focus on him. “By the way, is this spacey-looking boy your assistant?”


    Mm-hm, probably, I do believe so, Seiji thought. But before he could say it, Beniko shook her head.


    “No, he isn’t.”


    Denials didn’t come flatter than that.


    He felt the words knife him right in the heart. An attack like that could easily have killed him on the spot.


    “I believe it’s thanks to you that Master Shiroshi is safe. I would like you to continue to help him.”


    After Beniko said that to him, Seiji had assumed she’d acknowledged him as an assistant, even if he wasn’t a very good one. But perhaps not…


    “Huh?”


    Then, out of nowhere, Seiji caught sight of something white and nebulous, and he blinked.


    A-a ghost?


    At first, the thing resembled rising smoke. But in fact, it was a figure in white, with shaggy, wild hair. It floated in midair in the classic haunting pose: arms extended, hands dangling resentfully.


    Not only that, but its face was a skull, its eyes and mouth gaping black holes.


    “Yeek!”


    As Seiji backed up fast, another black hole seemed to leap out at him: a well. The skeletal ghost had risen from a bucket that had been drawn up from that well.


    No, come on, why would there be a well in a place like this?!


    But just as he was opining on the absurdity of his situation, their second suspect spoke.


    “Easy there, kid. What’s gotten into you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


    Once again, everything went back to normal.


    The ominous, skull-faced ghost had reverted to the fox-faced man now looking at him dubiously.


    S-so then…he’s a yokai, too?


    First Azusa, and now, impossibly, a second one. In other words—both brothers were Hell-bound sinners.


    Beniko seemed to have read Seiji’s expression. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “…I see. In general, I understand the situation. I will ask you for the details later, but if Master Shiroshi were here, I believe he would say this first.” Switching into a perfect imitation of Shiroshi’s tone, she murmured, “My, my.”


    Yeah, that sounds about right.


    


    “So, Detective! Why don’t I show you two around the crime scenes?”


    And with that, their tour of Goldfish Palace began with Shougo as their volunteer guide. After having seen Azusa safely to his room, Kotoe came hurrying back a little later, but…


    “It’s all right, I’ll take care of this. You must be half out of your mind with worry over leaving the dying twerp alone,” Shougo said, lightly dismissing her. “Besides, to tell you the truth, I need to leave at four this afternoon. I promised I’d be at a drinking party in Osaka tonight, and I’ve got a Shinkansen to catch. If I’m going to talk to the detectives, I don’t even have an hour left to do it.”


    “Huh? You’re leaving?” Seiji blinked, taken aback.


    “Well, unlike Azusa the parasite, I left the nest long ago. Since I’d lost multiple relatives at once, I took a generous stretch of time off, but I’ve just about hit the end of it…and they won’t give me any more.” Shougo’s lips curved in a smile as superficial as the one on a festival fox mask.


    I mean, the police verdicts were “accidental death” and “suicide.”


    If Shougo casually made himself scarce someday down the road, it wasn’t likely to be considered a problem. However…


    Two people related to the incidents look like yokai…and that means these really were murders.


    As Yuichi said, the brothers had conspired to kill Nagaaki and Ritsuko—or maybe they’d each killed a victim separately.


    Not according to Shougo, though.


    “Still, you’ve got it rough, Detective,” he said. “Having to play along with that mystery freak’s farce, I mean.”


    “…Farce?” asked Beniko.


    “What? You’re not going to tell me you seriously suspect us, are you? Come on, spare me. You’d have to be a moron not to see it: There’s no way this could be a serial murder based on anything. In the first place, if these were murders disguised as an accident and a suicide, as Yuichi claims, why ruin it by leaving graffiti on the coffins announcing that they were murders?”


    “That’s…true. But then what was the graffiti for?”


    “Clearly, Yuichi put it there himself.” The man laughed loudly; his expression was as crafty as a fox spirit’s. “Ritsuko’s suicide must’ve been a real shock to him. He tried to convince himself it was foul play, then thought up that nutty theory about a serial murder based on Hakushu Kitahara’s ‘Goldfish.’ Since we all laughed at the idea, he impulsively doodled on the coffin.”


    Seiji had to admit the man had a point. He felt bad for Yuichi, but this explanation was a lot more persuasive than the idea of a series of murders based on a song. That said…


    “But wasn’t the same graffiti scribbled on Nagaaki’s coffin?”


    “Well, Kotoe might have made that up, you know. She’s the only one who actually saw it.”


    “Huh?” Seiji’s voice cracked impressively.


    The corners of Shougo’s lips drew up in an unpleasant smirk. “She ‘just forgot.’ That’s a patently suspicious excuse, isn’t it? Old people are weak to sob stories. I’d imagine a grieving Yuichi went to her in tears, so she provided false testimony for him.”


    I—I see. That sounds plausible. But there was a more fundamental issue.


    “Even if the graffiti on the coffin was Yuichi’s doing, it wouldn’t prove that you were innocent,” Beniko said bluntly, and Seiji nodded in emphatic agreement. She was right. According to the Mirror of Illumination fragment in his eye, Shougo was a Hell-bound sinner.


    “Touché. I’d expect no less from a renowned detective.” Shougo laughed. “That said, Azusa’s got an alibi for our granddad’s death. He was in bed with a one-hundred-and-four-degree fever that day. Granddad may have been elderly, but he wasn’t so weak that a dying invalid could take him out.”


    “And what about your own alibi?” Beniko asked.


    Shougo shrugged casually. “I was in Osaka…but it was a weekend afternoon, you know. I’m not sure this would count as an alibi, but I bought a few things at my local convenience store a couple of hours before the accident. I’ll probably show up on their security cameras.”


    Hm. Considering the time it would have taken him to get from Osaka to Nara, and then to Goldfish Palace, that just might work as an alibi…maybe.


    “As an aside, I hear Ritsuko and Yuichi were visiting an old university professor of theirs on the day of Granddad’s accident. As alibis go, that one’s solid… Well, let’s get on with it.”


    They started up a set of stairs at the end of the hall.


    The varnished banister shone, and carved openwork goldfish played up and down it.


    At the top of the stairs, they found themselves overlooking the courtyard from a gallery of red pine with a red-painted railing. Guest rooms lined the gallery all the way around the courtyard. Seiji felt as if the languid strains of a shamisen might begin to drift from one of them at any moment.


    Shougo thumped his way down the hall, then flung open one of the rooms’ sliding doors with a sharp clack. “Here we go. This is where Ritsuko killed herself. See the openwork on the ventilation panel over those inner doors? She ran a rope through that and strung herself up.”


    “Whoa, what the…?” Seiji said, flustered. “Th-this is quite a room.”


    The walls and ceiling were a bewitching Bengal red. In a touch that made the space even more surreal, the sliding doors just in front of the spot where Ritsuko had hanged herself were decorated with a magnificent mural of birds and flowers.


    Simply taking a step into the room left Seiji dizzy. There was a drunkenness steeped into the brothel itself that could make even teetotalers tipsy.


    “It’s, um, so gaudy, it’s hard to relax,” he remarked. “Frankly, I don’t think I’d want to die here.”


    “Yes, I had also assumed it would be a more suitable place for a hanging,” agreed Beniko.


    Shougo was taken aback. “You two…are actually pretty rude, you know that?”


    Unfazed, Beniko glided swiftly around the room like a goldfish weaving its way through aquatic plants. She and Seiji searched every corner but found nothing resembling a clue. It had already been more than two weeks since the incident, so they’d had little hope in the first place.


    Shougo leaned back against a pillar, arms folded, looking bored. “Ritsuko died on the night of Granddad’s seventh-day memorial service. She’d been scheduled to return to Tokyo at noon the next day, and when Kotoe went to her room at six in the morning to wake her, she found her body. According to the police estimate, she’d died around two. Then they roused me out of bed, and the whole house was in an uproar… Oh, except for Azusa. Though his cold had been on the mend before, it had taken a sharp turn for the worse. His face was swollen and bright red, his voice was gravelly, and it seemed like it was all he could do to sit up. The police even excused him from questioning.”


    “Um… You mean he’s been in bad shape ever since Mr. Nagaaki died?”


    “Heck, ever since he was a kid. His health gets particularly dicey in the summer, so he always wears that neck warmer and cardigan. The invalid look. I think he might even wear the neck warmer to bed.”


    “Th-that’s really rough.” Seiji had thought the young man seemed as fragile as an antlion lacewing, but that was some hard core frailty.


    Beniko, who’d continued her investigation in silence, spoke up. “Was the neck warmer he wore on the night Ritsuko died the same one he’s wearing today?”


    “Hm? Good question… Oh, that’s right. I’m pretty sure it was olive green. As you saw, the one he’s got now is lilac, so I guess he picked up a new one.”


    “…Did he acquire the new neck warmer on the day following Ritsuko’s death?”


    Shougo quirked an eyebrow. “Yes, now that you mention it… What, you actually suspect Azusa? No, there’s just no way. That guy would be on the wrong side of any murder. He’s constantly at death’s door anyway. In the first place, I doubt he’s got the spirit to kill somebody else to save his own life. They say illness starts in the mind; maybe holing up in bed year-round weakened his heart, too.” The man cackled, lips and eyes sneering.


    “…I see. Perhaps it’s as you say.” Agreeing with surprisingly good grace, Beniko turned to face the man squarely. She’d finished inspecting the scene.


    “Well! Good work, Detective. All right, where to next? The vinyl greenhouse out back? I suppose that would be ‘the first crime scene’ to you,” Shougo said derisively.


    “Yes, please.” Beniko nodded conscientiously.


    Hastily following suit, Seiji bowed. “Thank you for your help.”


    “…I can’t seem to figure out your schtick.” Grumbling, Shougo took the lead and set off, and their tour of Goldfish Palace resumed. Technically, of course, it was less a tour and more a counterfeit detective searching through potential crime scenes.


    “That said, we called in a contractor to repair the place already, so I doubt you’ll find anything there. Between the damage and the rust, we practically had to rebuild it from scratch.”


    At that point, Seiji spoke up without thinking. “Um, I’d actually been wondering about something for a while. Is it better to keep goldfish outside? Do they, you know, grow better with sunlight, like vegetables?”


    Since he had the chance, he thought he’d try to get some ideas for improving Beniko’s living environment. But Shougo just cracked up. He kept on chuckling for a while, shoulders shaking. “…Where do you get your ideas, kid?” He rubbed his chin in amusement, almost impressed.


    Seiji felt the urge to curse the man’s hairline well up inside him. Or was that just his imagination?


    “Water’s more important than sunlight. As they say, ‘cultivating ranchu is cultivating water.’ Maintaining water quality really matters. That’s why Granddad went to the trouble of digging a well behind the mansion, then set up the greenhouse near the water source.”


    “S-so it’s a whole lot of work.”


    Should they be changing the water in the bowl at the house once a day? Hounded by regret, Seiji broke out in a cold sweat.


    “On the contrary, I believe it’s best to avoid changing the water too frequently,” Beniko said; she seemed to have read his expression. “Water with a faint greenish tint in which phytoplankton has propagated—what’s known as ‘green water’—is the closest to their natural environment, and the easiest to live in.”


    “Oh-ho. You’re well-informed. I guess that’s a detective for you. That’s right. That’s why we ‘change the water’ by mixing well water into the tank—or rather, Azusa does that stuff. Personally, I hate goldfish.”


    “Huh?” Seiji blinked, startled.


    Shougo gave a joking shrug. “Well, of course I loathe the little buggers. After all, Ritsuko and I were ‘culled fry.’”


    “Culled fry?” Seiji echoed.


    What did that mean? Or had he misheard the phrase “cold fries” or something?


    “…It’s a long story. And naturally, there’s no real reason to tell you, but…” After that pretentious preface, Shougo cleared his throat. “It all began with the mother who bore us: Koaka Ootori, the artist who painted that goldfish picture in the entryway. She’d lost her own mother, a former geisha, to illness; after that, she was raised by a single father who was a diehard goldfish fancier, so of course she turned out hard core. On top of that, she had a ferocious obsession with beauty.” When he’d reeled off that much, Shougo laughed dismally, a sound that seemed to slip out from between his teeth. “While studying at a university of the arts in Kyoto, she eloped with an aspiring actor. Before three years had passed, out of the blue, she moved back home with me and Ritsuko in tow. Now, why do you think her relationship fell apart?”


    “Huh? I—I don’t know.”


    “Because, she said, he’d failed as a breeder. In other words, she left our father because my little sis and I were born ugly.”


    That’s ridiculous.


    Seiji was speechless. Their vulpine narrator chuckled deep in his throat; he seemed to be in high spirits. “If I’m a fox, my sister was a tanuki: stocky and solid, with swarthy skin. On top of that, she had a round face and droopy eyes, just like those yard statues, so her nickname was always ‘Liquor Tanuki.’ A little while later, our mother got rid of us, too. She dumped us in a private grade school that had a dormitory for boarders.”


    His manner of speaking was as light and witty as could be, but his voice sounded vaguely hollow. “Culled fry are the bum ones, the fish you throw away. Selection and reduction are indispensable parts of ranchu breeding. Starting just after hatching, you select the young that are likely to grow up beautiful and thin out the malformed ones—just like our mother did with Ritsuko and me.”


    How awful.


    The words were on the tip of Seiji’s tongue, but he caught them just in time and swallowed them. He was a stranger; he wasn’t sure it would be right for him to casually give his opinion on the matter.


    “Then, while she painted pictures in her studio at her father’s house, she gave birth to Azusa. The father was a washed-up host from some club. That infant turned out to be a beautiful boy with large dark eyes. She’d finally gotten her ideal baby, and she doted on him like you wouldn’t believe…”


    He paused for a beat.


    “But then, guess what?”


    His voice acquired a singsong edge, and his eyes and lips curved in a smirk.


    “He turned out to be a sickly little fry. Practically every day, he had fevers, headaches, nausea… And by the time he started elementary school, he was spending half of each month in the hospital. It didn’t take her long to abandon him, too. It didn’t matter how good he looked. If he was physically frail, he was a bum fish. After that, she mostly just ignored him. Soon, her long years of neglecting her health took their toll, and she abruptly dropped dead of a cerebral hemorrhage.”


    “No…” This time, Seiji said what he was thinking aloud. A verse from the “Goldfish” song surfaced in his mind:


    
      Mother isn’t coming home.


      I’m lonely.


          I stab the first goldfish.

    


    Had these three siblings felt like the lonely, frustrated, hungry child who’d killed goldfish while waiting for a mother who never came home?


    Slowly tilting his head to look at the ceiling, Shougo stroked the back of his neck.


    “In the end, Azusa didn’t even finish middle school. He gave up on higher education and getting a job and focused on convalescing at home. While he was here, he helped Granddad out, and he ended up getting pretty good at it. I dunno how he feels about it, but as far as the people around him are concerned, he’s a full-fledged goldfish enthusiast. I hear Granddad’s friends have pestered him into being on the judges’ panel for shows.”


    “Um, then he was Nagaaki’s heir?” Seiji asked.


    He hadn’t meant anything in particular by the question, but the other man’s face twisted into a wry smile—no, a cold one.


    “Well, yes, that’s right. Goldfish aren’t a hobby you can indulge in for free, though. Even if you take great pains over your fish and sell them to a professional tradesman, you’ll only make a pittance. Between his medications and his hospital fees, Azusa’s ridiculously expensive; he’d give the ranchu a run for their money.” Shougo gave a harsh bark of laughter.


    Beniko cut in. “In consequence, did Nagaaki intend to leave a greater portion of his estate to Azusa? I suppose you and Ritsuko objected, and it escalated into a fight over the inheritance.”


    “You really are a sharp one. Or I suppose Yuichi could have told you.” One side of Shougo’s mouth drew up in a smirk. “Though he technically left a bit to Ritsuko and me, Goldfish Palace, the property, and the bulk of his savings all went to Azusa. Ritsuko kicked up one hell of a fuss.”


    He chuckled deep in his throat.


    “Not only did she insist on taking her legal share of the inheritance, but she also demanded that the goldfish be included as well. I mean, fish that win prizes at shows do go for several hundred thousand yen apiece. On top of that, she claimed that all of Azusa’s past hospitalization and treatment costs constituted some sort of special benefit and demanded eighty million yen.”


    “Wha—?!” Seiji yelped. Th-that’s a diehard goldfish fancier, all right. The number was several digits beyond anything he could have imagined. “C-can he pay that?”


    “Mm, I really doubt it. I’ll be honest with you: I took my cue from Ritsuko and demanded the same amount. He’d probably have to give up both the mansion and the goldfish. As far as Azusa’s concerned, we basically told him to die. He’s nothing if not timid, so I thought he might just roll over for us. But as you might imagine, he flatly refused. That said…” Shougo shrugged ironically, smirking with both his eyes and lips. “Ritsuko’s back was pretty solidly against the wall, too. She wouldn’t get a penny of the inheritance until the dispute was settled, you see. If arbitration and the like dragged things out, that could end up being several years down the road, and Yuichi’s office was hanging by a thread. In other words, the more reckless her demands, the more she’d end up strangling herself and her husband.”


    “Th-then why would Ritsuko make a demand like…?”


    He was about to say It was almost like harassment when it hit him.


    Had it been exactly that? If Ritsuko’s goal had been to force Azusa into a corner, then…


    Out of nowhere, words echoed in the depths of his ears.


    “Well, of course I loathe the little buggers. After all, Ritsuko and I were ‘culled fry.’”


    Hatred, anger, resentment—and envy.


    If the two siblings who’d been abandoned by their mother had vented their feelings on the goldfish she’d kept as pets—then wasn’t it completely possible that the brunt of their anger had come to bear on Azusa, the child on whom she’d once doted?


    Shougo seemed to have guessed what Seiji was thinking. His threadlike eyes narrowed even further. “I really couldn’t tell you. But, you see, Ritsuko didn’t really know what love between a parent and child was like. To her, the big stack of money Granddad left us might have looked like love itself.”


    His tone was still light, but there was a gloominess in his voice that hadn’t been there before. This was probably very close to what he really felt.


    “Then Ritsuko…,” Seiji started to say, but he didn’t finish the sentence.


    In stealing their grandfather’s inheritance from her little brother, had Ritsuko been trying to retake his love? Had she chosen to do that instead of openly begging for affection?


    
      Tears spill over.


      The sun goes down.


          The red goldfish die, and oh, I wish…

    


    At first, that children’s song had seemed merely dreadful. But maybe it was something much sadder.


    Beniko spoke quietly. “Do you feel as Ritsuko did?”


    Shougo shook his head. “I’ve got no personal grudge against Azusa. I mean, I do think he’s an eyesore. He’s like a dying goldfish that’s floating belly-up; just looking at him is depressing. That said, he probably hates me, too, so I plan to carry out Ritsuko’s will and collect my share of the inheritance. In this day and age, one can never have enough money.”


    He wore a fox’s mocking smile, cunning and vulgar.


    “That’s a lie,” Beniko murmured. “It looks as if you truly hate Azusa, just as Ritsuko did.”


    “Oh yes? And why is that?”


    “Your expression when you speak of him. In a sincere smile, the lips soften, and then the eyes narrow. When the eyes and lips smile at the same time, the expression is a forced attempt to hide an individual’s true feelings—just as yours is.”


    Instantly, the man’s thin smile vanished. It was as if a crack had run through the fox mask.


    “…Detectives are nastier pieces of work than I’d thought,” Shougo said slowly. His face was so sober that it seemed to radiate cold air.


    Unfazed, Beniko tilted her head to one side. “I apologize if I’ve offended you. I’m merely being myself.”


    Those nonchalant words convinced Seiji of something on a deep, fundamental level.


    Beniko’s like this because of Shiroshi. Or maybe it’s the other way around.


    “If I may add to my observation, people are more talkative when there’s something they wish to conceal. I think what you’re currently attempting to hide may be this individual.” She drew a photo from the breast of her kimono.


    Um… Is that an art studio?


    The picture showed a table littered with paint mortars and sketchbooks, with a small grove of easels by the wall. There was a chair beside the window, and in that chair…


    “Akane Ootori. She was adopted into Goldfish Palace ten years ago and died before six months had passed. I believe that graffiti, ‘I know you killed the red goldfish,’ refers to her.”


    Seiji caught his breath, startled. When he hastily looked at the photo again, he saw a girl of about six or seven. She had black hair trimmed evenly above her shoulders, and her skin was so fair, it might have been powdered. The most striking things about her were her round damp eyes with their large dark irises and her startlingly vivid, deep red kimono with long, trailing sleeves.


    She was just like a red goldfish.


    “Oh, wonderful. You already checked into that, huh?” Shougo looked at the ceiling in exasperation, then raised his hands, miming surrender. “That’s right. Our mother abruptly adopted her from relatives right around the time Azusa started middle school. Back then, nobody was sure he’d live to adulthood, so she probably picked her up in advance as a spare. In the end, though, the girl died first… But don’t go getting the wrong idea, all right? It was just an unfortunate accident.”


    “I was told she fell into the well in the middle of the night and drowned. At the time, you and Ritsuko were both home from university.”


    Shougo sighed in resignation. “That’s right. Apparently, she got out of bed when she was still half-asleep. In the morning, her futon was empty. The front door was unlocked, and we looked all over the house but couldn’t find her. There was a huge uproar. ‘Good heavens, was she kidnapped? Has she run away?’ But there were no signs that anyone had gotten into the house, and no rumors of any suspicious characters. In the end, we found her four days later, at the bottom of the well. As the saying goes, it’s hard to see what’s under your nose.”


    “There was no possibility that she could have been murdered?”


    “Absolutely none. To rule out foul play, they performed an autopsy, and from the state of her lungs, it was clear she’d died by drowning. In other words, there’s no chance that she was killed and then thrown into the well. On top of that, phytoplankton from the well were detected in the water remaining in her lungs. That means she can’t have died anywhere else. Besides, from what I hear, she’d showed signs of developing somnambulism—that would be ‘sleepwalking’ in lay terms—before she came to live with us. A relative of hers gave testimony to that effect, and partly based on that, they ruled it an accident.”


    “That’s a lie,” said Beniko, shutting him down a second time.


    At her flat rejection, Shougo’s thin smile disappeared again. “What was that?” His voice was pricklier than they’d ever heard it.


    That didn’t seem to bother Beniko, though. “One of her relations lives in Tokyo, and I spoke with them before coming here. After losing her birth family in a car accident, Akane was shuffled around among various relatives, and Koaka’s offer to adopt her was seen as a windfall. And then…” She paused for the space of a breath. “I’m told that one of those relatives agreed to a certain request from Nagaaki. He said that, due to Akane’s accident, the police had cast unfair suspicion on his family, and he asked if the relative would provide a statement in exchange for a guarantee of financial support.”


    “Huh? So the story about Akane sleepwalking was…?”


    An outright lie?


    But before Seiji could get the words out, a sharp, dry sound filled the space. Shougo had clapped his hands together.


    “In that case, why don’t I talk about your lies now?” His faint smile was back. “You see, through a work connection, I’ve actually seen the Detective Who Summons Death. Not in person, mind you; it was just a photo. But I’ve known from the start that you two were impostors.”


    Seiji felt his blood run cold. At the same time, Azusa’s words came back to him.


    “And…I may have the wrong idea, but I’d heard that the Rindou Detective Agency’s ‘Detective Who Summons Death’ was so tall, he hardly seemed Japanese.”


    Come to think of it—No, Seiji didn’t even have to think. Azusa was practically housebound. A relative who worked for a publisher would have been his only opportunity to hear that information.


    “Promptly running you off wouldn’t have been any fun, though. All else aside, I wondered what you were after, so I went along with your little story. We’re done with that now, though. I need to get going.”


    Pulling a smartphone in a black leather case out of his breast pocket, he held it up for Seiji and Beniko to see. The clock on the screen said 3:50 PM.


    There were fewer than ten minutes left before he had to leave—and that meant their time was up.


    “So, do you suppose you could leave the premises immediately and never come back? You see, I still have that forged name card you gave me.”


    “Um… Meaning you could turn us over to the police at any time, with evidence?” Seiji mumbled.


    “Yes, that’s right.”


    …Hm. While it was unfortunate, Seiji was well aware they’d messed up.


    “But, um… Are you sure you’re okay with this?” He’d asked the question before he knew what he was doing. Shougo had turned his back, but Seiji went on anyway. “If the ‘red goldfish’ in the graffiti really was Akane, then whoever wrote it has a grudge against your family, don’t they?”


    Right. And two members of that family were already dead.


    “In that case,” he went on, “if Nagaaki and Ritsuko’s deaths were actually murders, then someone else might—”


    Shougo turned, cutting him off in midsentence. There was no smirk on the man’s face now. It was as if he’d stripped off the fox mask and flung it away. His expression was so blank, it sent a chill through Seiji. Then a smile crept onto his face. First his cheeks rose, then his eyes narrowed. Oh, of course. This mocking expression is genuine.


    “If it’s Azusa, I’ll have no complaints,” Shougo said bluntly. The emotions he’d been hiding under his mask were now plain on his face.


    Hostility and malice.


    Or perhaps the intent to kill.


    


    The rain was still falling.


    It had eased up somewhat, and it wasn’t pouring anymore, but the patter of the drops on Seiji’s vinyl umbrella was pretty loud. The streetscape was as ash gray and hazy as ever.


    “Standing out in the rain for ages is pretty rough, huh?” Seiji sneezed. He was hiding behind one of the stone pillars that supported the arch out in front of the mansion, stealthily keeping an eye on the building beyond it. The front entrance was silent under its imposing gable. No one had entered or left for the past half hour.


    Long story short, they’d been kicked out, and now they were watching the house.


    “Humans are weak to water,” said Beniko. “You shouldn’t push yourself.”


    “Huh? But that goes for both of us—”


    “I am a fish.”


    “…Oh, right.”


    That aside…


    We can’t just come back and try again some other time.


    After all, three days ago, Shiroshi had said, “This involves murder. Not only that, but it appears there may be another victim very soon.”


    In other words, he’d sent the two of them because he’d anticipated a third killing. As his assistant, it was Seiji’s job to keep that from happening no matter what—or at least to try.


    …For now, he’d set aside the question of whether anyone actually thought of him as an assistant. In fact, maybe setting it aside and permanently forgetting about it would be for the best.


    “Um, when Shougo comes out, should we talk him around somehow and get him to let us back in?” he asked Beniko, who’d come over to stand beside him. He was visualizing a kind of laid-back home invasion.


    “No, I believe we should contact Master Shiroshi first. We don’t yet know which yokai Shougo and Azusa are.”


    “Oh! R-right.”


    Whoops. I completely forgot.


    Hastily pulling his daypack off his back, Seiji took out a large art book. It was his copy of Toriyama Sekien’s The Illustrated Demon Horde’s Night Parade.


    Come to think of it, it’s already been half a year since I bought this.


    Last autumn, in an attempt to develop a little more confidence in what he “saw,” as Shiroshi’s eyes, he’d done something out of character and gone around the Kanda Used Book District, searching for a copy.


    Ever since, he’d been slowly reading through the books Shiroshi recommended at a pace of one or two a month. It had paid off: At this point, he felt as if he had a good grasp of the so-called major yokai, except…


    “…H-huh?”


    What do I do? I have no clue what these two are. Were they obscure yokai or something?


    I think I’ve seen Shougo’s somewhere before, though.


    He thought back to the hazy, skull-headed ghost that had emerged from the well bucket. Praying, Please let me find it, he paged through his personal yokai art book, until…


    “There it is!”


    Yessssss! He was so psyched he pumped his fist.


    In the More of the Demon Horde from Past and Present section, he’d found a tall, skinny, vaguely human silhouette with a creepy face, its mouth and eye sockets black, sunken holes.


    The name beside it was Kyoukotsu.


    “What sort of yokai is that?” Beniko peeked at the book.


    “It’s, um… I—I think maybe we should have Shiroshi explain it after all.” Seiji pulled his smartphone out of his back pocket. He’s probably still working, but…


    “I’ll keep myself available at all times, so if you run into trouble, either call or text.”


    Remembering what Shiroshi had said, he steeled himself and hit the CALL button, and…


    “Hello?”


    “Huh?! That was fast!”


    Shiroshi had picked up on the first ring.


    “Wha—? Aren’t you at work? Even when you’re not doing anything, you always let it ring, like, ten times—”


    “I assumed it was Beniko.”


    …So it was just plain old discrimination.


    Fuming over this difference in treatment, Seiji was mentally cussing Shiroshi out as if this were that one story about boyhood trauma that everybody read in middle school: I see, I see, so that’s the kind of guy you are, huh?


    Seeming to pick up on this, Shiroshi cleared his throat. “Excellent work to you as well, Seiji. By the way, what is the situation over there?”


    Seiji would have liked to respond with a haughty Damned if I know, but continuing to sulk didn’t seem like a great move as a human being. Just in case, he made eye contact with Beniko. “Do you want to take over?”


    Beniko shook her head. “No, go ahead.”


    He switched the phone to speaker mode. “Um, first we ran into Azusa, the younger son, in the courtyard…”


    Haltingly, he explained what had happened. Shiroshi listened carefully, responding with “Mm-hm” and “I see” every now and then. After he’d heard the whole story, he said, “Azusa is the ghost of the goldfish. I believe Shougo is the kyoukotsu.”


    As usual, he’d responded effortlessly. However…


    “That said, the yokai kyoukotsu isn’t genuine folklore.”


    Huh? What was that supposed to mean?


    “‘Kyoukotsu is bleached bones in a well. As the world calls an extreme and reckless action kyoukotsu, so its grudge is no less than extreme.’ That is a passage from Toriyama Sekien’s More of the Demon Horde from Past and Present. At the same time, kyoukotsu is a Sekien original. While the majority of the yokai in The Illustrated Demon Horde’s Night Parade are believed to have been based on picture scrolls such as The Compendium of a Hundred Monsters by Sawaki Suushi, a handful are complete fabrications.”


    “I see… So he basically ran out of material and had to add random stuff to make it long enough?”


    He’d asked the question casually, but he thought he heard a suppressed burst of laughter on the other end of the line.


    …As always, if Shiroshi appeared on the “Whatever You Do, Don’t Laugh” New Year’s program, he would have gotten himself spanked on the butt for cracking up the second the show started.


    “Heh-heh. Excuse me. They’re more like a type of rebus, really. By creating yokai from the picture puzzles popular at the time or from wordplay based on proverbs and the Chinese classics, he infused them with a kind of educated playfulness. After all, in addition to being an artist, Sekien wrote haiku poetry.”


    “Um… So they’re not just made-up nonsense?”


    “Yes, that’s right. In the case of kyoukotsu, the first meaning is kyoukotsu, written with the characters for ‘white bones from which the flesh has fallen away.’ That is believed to be the origin of the kyoukotsu’s skeletal appearance. In addition,” he went on, without the slightest hesitation, “in the dialects of Toyama, Shimane, and Kanagawa prefectures, there is a ‘kyoukotsu,’ which means ‘being careless.’ He may have taken its synonym sokotsumono, or ‘scatterbrain,’ kept the sounds, and switched the characters to mean ‘the one at the bottom,’ thus linking it to the ideas of ‘a well with a deep bottom’ and ‘bottomless resentment.’”


    “…Huh. Okay.” Seiji nodded, but frankly, he didn’t really get it.


    Shiroshi seemed to pick up on this. As he went on, there was a wry smile in his voice. “Put simply, it’s safe to interpret its meaning as ‘a skeleton that was thrown into a well and harbors unending resentment.’ As portals that link this world to the spirit world, wells have always been indispensable to ghost stories. There’s Banchou Sarayashiki, for example, and… Oh, the ‘well to Hell’ is another.”


    …Uh-oh. That term was linked to Takamura, and the end of Shiroshi’s sentence had sounded a little melancholy.


    Would you please quit acting like you’re at a wake whenever the conversation turns to Takamura already?


    The words were on the tip of Seiji’s tongue, but he managed to swallow them back down.


    “Um, what kind of yokai is the ‘ghost of the goldfish,’ then?”


    Shiroshi cleared his throat and pulled himself together. “A yokai that appears in the book Baika Hyouretsu, which was published in 1808. Long ago, a samurai who bred goldfish took a girl by the name of Monohana to be his mistress, and she soon fell pregnant. However, a wicked man manipulated the samurai’s wife until she was crazed with jealousy, and the woman beat Monohana and ultimately killed her by thrusting her head into a goldfish bowl. After meeting a terribly cruel end, Monohana became a vengeful ghost. I believe that is what your eye saw, Seiji.”


    “Th-that’s, um… That’s horrible.”


    “In addition, the goldfish splashed with Monohana’s blood transformed to resemble her. ‘Their bellies swelled like those of pregnant women, their eyes grew larger, their tails split into three, and cap-like growths of angry lumps developed on their heads. This was the beginning of the ranchu goldfish’—in other words, this is the tale of a vengeful ghost, and it’s also the secret origin story of the ranchu.”


    “Huh?” Seiji said, sounding dazed. “Then, um, ranchu were originally yokai?” Who’d have thought they were genuine cryptids?! He shuddered.


    “No, no. The story was made up to fit them after the fact,” Shiroshi told him, summarily dismissing the idea. “The ranchu breed has more than a hundred and fifty years of history and tradition behind it. They began as common goldfish, and the dorsal fin was bred out to make them better suited to being viewed from above. They’re known as ‘the paragon of goldfish’ and are famed for their many devoted fans.”


    Hm. This wasn’t really clicking for Seiji. Actually, if he was being honest… “Maybe it’s just favoritism, because she’s like family, but I think Beniko’s several times cuter,” he whispered.


    Shiroshi cracked up. “Heh-heh! I agree. Beniko is the best in the land. However, ranchu are considered the ideal of artificial beauty precisely because of their bizarre shapes, so different from the ones fish should naturally take.”


    “…Um?” Seiji tilted his head, puzzled; he was having difficulty processing this information.


    “Ordinarily, the dorsal fin of a fish plays an indispensable role in helping it to swim. On top of that, ranchu have those bulging, egg-shaped bellies and short fanned tails—it’s no exaggeration to say they’ve been modified to be terrible swimmers. In a word, as fish go, ranchu are deformed.”


    Oh. Of course. For wild fish that inhabited rivers or the ocean, being able to swim faster was a positive evolution. The ranchu’s modifications took it in the exact opposite direction.


    “Yes. For that reason, if ranchu bred without human interference for several generations, they would eventually regain the attributes of crucian carp. That is why fanciers carefully choose which fish to breed, then select and cull the young, working to create fish that are ever closer to the ranchu ideal. In a word, they’re a living example of sculpted beauty.”


    …Wasn’t that a bit warped? Or was Seiji simply misguided?


    No, I bet this feeling isn’t really because of the ranchu. It’s more about…


    He was thinking of the story Shougo had told them, about the three siblings’ childhoods. To Koaka, all three of them had been defective specimens, far from her ideal. Really, though, for a human, the very idea of selecting and discarding one’s children was devastatingly sad.


    “…Still, there’s something I don’t understand,” Shiroshi said, after thinking in silence for a while. “If Shougo is a kyoukotsu, Azusa is the ghost of the goldfish, and no other related parties have become yokai, then the culprits were Shougo and Azusa. It would be natural to conclude that they worked together to kill Nagaaki and Ritsuko so that they could divide the vast inheritance between them, as Yuichi claimed. However…” He hesitated for a moment. “Nagaaki’s and Ritsuko’s deaths are a complete mismatch with the characteristics of kyoukotsu and the ghost of the goldfish.”


    They absolutely are. Seiji had to agree.


    Nagaaki had been stabbed through the eye with a pipe.


    Ritsuko had hanged herself from a beam.


    Even if both deaths were disguised as murders, neither of them linked to the yokai stories Shiroshi had just related. And actually…


    “If we interpret kyoukotsu as signaling ‘a corpse that was abandoned in a well’ and the ghost of the goldfish as ‘a young girl who met an untimely death by drowning in a goldfish tank’—Akane’s drowning in the well ten years ago is a much better fit.”


    Yes, exactly.


    Working from that one line, “kyoukotsu is bleached bones in a well,” Seiji figured Shougo had been the one to throw Akane’s corpse into the family’s well.


    Meaning Azusa also…


    When Seiji had thought that far, he felt goose bumps prickle up his back.


    If Shiroshi’s interpretation was accurate, then had Azusa been the one to drown Akane? It hardly seemed possible, but…


    “At the time, Azusa was a semi-invalid who was receiving care at home, while Shougo was back from university on a visit. I believe either of them could have committed the crime. However, that leaves us with no potential culprits for Nagaaki’s and Ritsuko’s deaths.”


    “Oh!” Of course. Of the people connected to this incident, the only ones who’d appeared as yokai were Shougo and Azusa.


    “That’s right. Aside from the brothers, the only involved parties are Yuichi—the client—and Kotoe. Yuichi has an established alibi, and if Kotoe hasn’t appeared as a yokai, then…”


    In the end, they were both stumped.


    Shiroshi sighed. “Still…‘culling.’ That sounds distressingly familiar.”


    He might have been talking to himself. His tone went beyond self-deprecation; it was a mixture of pain and grief. It was as if something that had been lodged in his throat for a very long time had suddenly come tumbling out.


    “Selection and culling. In the end, what my father did to me and my brothers was the same thing. He killed all the others—even my youngest elder brother, Hibana—just as if he were sorting young fish.”


    His voice was as quiet as the rain. It made Seiji hesitant to interrupt, even to show he was listening.


    “There was nothing I could do about that, though. It may sound blunt, but that’s how I see it. As Takamura pointed out, however, I never even tried to do anything for myself. That is the difference between Ibara and me, and it is also my weakness.”


    Oh, I see. Seiji nodded. He felt as if he finally understood what was really bothering Shiroshi. It was the remark Takamura had made on the observation deck of the Blue Magic Lantern.


    “However, if it weren’t for something like this, you would never have thought to leave that birdcage, would you?”


    It was true that, although Shiroshi had quietly resented his father’s unfair treatment, he’d never tried to defy him.


    “Blood for blood, a life for a life. If proxy services for Hell send sinners to be punished, then fathers who’ve done as they pleased with their children’s lives are the ones who most deserve our attention. That was what Ibara claimed. Even if the things he did were atrocious, he was never wrong. He never averted his eyes from the truth, from his true enemy. I think that was his strength.”


    That was probably why Takamura had agreed to cooperate with him.


    However, if Shiroshi had voluntarily made up his mind to take on Demon King Sanmoto Gorouzaemon, Seiji was pretty sure Takamura would have offered to help him, too. The man might have been waiting for that moment all along as he watched Shiroshi grow up. Did Shiroshi understand that? Was that why he couldn’t forgive himself? Because he knew he’d disappointed Takamura as well?


    Even so…


    “I—I think you’re right about it being a weakness, but isn’t it kindness, too?” Seiji blurted out.


    Even he wasn’t sure what he was trying to say, but he kept going, like a drowning man groping for something solid to hang on to. “If you’d tried to do what Ibara did, even with help from Takamura, you would have ended up putting yourself and…Beniko, for example, in danger, right? I think that would have been really hard for you. Trying to protect the people you care about is probably a weakness, but I think it’s also kindness.”


    Takamura must have understood that. Maybe that was why watching over Shiroshi had been all he could do. Shiroshi and Beniko were completely surrounded by enemies, but they’d always protected each other. He hadn’t wanted to destroy their happiness. Seiji thought that perhaps that was a kindness on Takamura’s part as well.


    For a little while, there was no response.


    The silence felt too long, but then the atmosphere abruptly softened.


    “…You really are you, Seiji,” Shiroshi said, with a little breath of laughter. “Still, you may be right. At the very least, I think I’ll try to see it that way. However, since I’d rather not use someone else as an excuse for lamenting my own life, I’ll need to do the best I can from now on.”


    “Y-you think?”


    “Heh-heh. Yes, I do.”


    Shiroshi seemed to be back to his old self, and Seiji was feeling relieved, when…


    “By the way…the situation may have taken a very unpleasant turn.”


    “Huh?”


    He’d changed the subject from out of nowhere.


    “From what you told me a moment ago, Seiji, Shougo planned to leave Goldfish Palace at four in the afternoon, correct? He said he’d promised to be at a drinking party this evening… And yet you and Beniko have been watching the front door for nearly an hour now.”


    “Oh…”


    When Seiji turned, he saw the ironwork arch and the curved gable of the entryway behind it. The warped glass panes in the lattice door seemed to ripple like water. During the past hour, no one had used that door. The atmosphere was hushed, silent—too quiet.


    “Um… He might have simply canceled his plans, though.”


    “Yes, of course that’s a possibility, but the broken doorbell concerns me. This is the last day that Shougo and Azusa—the surviving members of the Ootori family—will be under the same roof. If someone was plotting to commit some sort of crime today and had disabled the doorbell to prevent outside interference, then…”


    Seiji tried to say There’s no way, but the words wouldn’t come. He’d just remembered what Azusa had said earlier.


    “Yuichi did say he’d hired a detective to investigate. He said to cooperate with you if we had nothing to hide. However…I hadn’t heard you were coming today, and besides… I’m sorry. I just assumed the detective was a man.”


    Come to think of it, if Azusa had been telling the truth, then the residents of Goldfish Palace hadn’t known that a detective would be barging in on them today. If Seiji and Beniko had managed to stop by on the very day that Nagaaki and Ritsuko’s killer had planned to commit their third murder…


    “W-we have to stop it!” Seiji shouted. Just then…


    “I apologize for the interruption, but…,” said Beniko, abruptly coming up behind him.


    “Dwah!” Seiji jumped a few centimeters into the air.


    Her face as expressionless as ever, Beniko pointed at the entryway. “Someone appears to be leaving.”


    Even as she spoke…


    Click-click.


    …they heard the screw-type lock being turned, and then the lattice door rattled open.


    “Excuse me. I could hear you from inside. Is something the matter?”


    It was Azusa.


    His color was a little better now, but the melancholy shadow unique to the ill still hung over him. He watched Seiji and Beniko with a wary gaze.


    O-oh, good. At least we know one of them is safe.


    “I’m sorry; we’ll call back later,” Seiji said into his phone. Ending the call, he ran over to Azusa. “Um, excuse us, where’s Shougo?”


    “My brother? I saw him heading for the front door with his luggage about…thirty minutes ago, I think. He’s been gone for quite a while.”


    Seiji doubted his ears. Thirty minutes ago? But we were watching the door then…


    Either Azusa was lying, or…


    “I don’t think Shougo managed to leave the house,” Beniko said.


    She pointed through the open door, at the stone step behind Azusa. When Seiji looked closer, he saw a pitch-black lump lying there. It was a black leather smartphone case.


    Wasn’t that Shougo’s…?


    As soon as that fact registered, Seiji felt his temperature plummet.


    From where it was lying, it looked as if it had slipped out of Shougo’s breast pocket when he bent over to put his shoes on. And yet he hadn’t picked it up. Had something happened to him right after it fell, and he hadn’t been able to?


    “According to you, Shougo left through the front door quite some time ago,” said Beniko. “We were watching from outside and did not see him. In that case, someone may have attacked him here while he was putting his shoes on. Since there are no bloodstains, let alone a corpse, I believe he was rendered unconscious and taken elsewhere.”


    Seiji cut in. “B-but why would they—?”


    “In order to wring him to death.”


    Seiji’s heart gave a heavy thump.


    Beniko’s eyes were on the Japanese-style painting on the wall. More accurately, she was looking at the three fish dancing around in it—and at the lyrics beside them.


    
      Mother isn’t coming home.


      I’m lonely.


      I stab the first goldfish.


      She’s still not home.


      I’m frustrated.


      I choke the second goldfish.


      Why, oh why, won’t she come home?


      I’m hungry.


      I wring the third goldfish.


      Of course.

    


    If the culprit had stabbed Nagaaki and strangled Ritsuko, then Shougo was bound to be…


    “Yes,” said Beniko. “If they intend to follow the lyrics of ‘Goldfish,’ as the third victim, Shougo must be ‘wrung’ to death. I imagine that will involve choking him manually or with a garrote, as either will take more time than bludgeoning or stabbing, I suspect his assailant moved him to avoid interruptions.” She then turned to Azusa, who seemed stunned. “Where is the closest room that can be locked from the inside? It should be near enough that, for example, a woman over seventy could drag an unconscious adult male to it.”


    “Huh?” Seiji said, startled.


    Azusa’s head snapped up, as if he’d been stung; he looked as vulnerable as a child who’d just awakened. “You can’t mean… Are you saying Kotoe did this?”


    Come to think of it… No, Seiji didn’t even need to think.


    There had been only three people in Goldfish Palace: Azusa, Shougo, and Kotoe. If Azusa was here now, and Shougo was the third victim, Kotoe had to be the killer.


    Azusa shook his head, as if he were trying to break free of some invisible force. “I’m sorry, but I simply can’t believe that,” he said firmly. Then, through gritted teeth, he added, “That said, I can’t let anything happen to my brother.”


    For some reason, he went over to the painting on the wall. Coughing now and then, he felt around behind the frame.


    “I think my mother’s studio fits your conditions. Kotoe normally has the key, but my mother kept a spare hidden here while she was alive.” His groping fingers found it. “I’ll show you the way. Follow me.”


    Azusa set off. Walking beneath the vivid goldfish mural on the ceiling, which seemed as if it might drip color on them at any moment, they passed by the tiered gallery that had once showcased the brothel’s wares and headed away from the courtyard.


    Azusa led them to a western-style space that appeared to have once been a waiting room. It contained a sofa set for receiving guests, and beyond that, a door.


    “That’s the one,” said Azusa.


    The lock clicked under his fingers, and he flung the door open.


    “Huh?” The scene inside made Seiji’s mind go blank with shock.


    The former studio looked just the way it had in the photograph. There was a table littered with all sorts of objects—mortars for grinding pigments, a sculptor’s knife with rust on the blade, and a sketchbook covered in scribbles. On the other side was a window clouded with dust, and in front of the window was…


    “N-no… Why…?” Azusa sounded delirious.


    His eyes were fixed on Shougo—or rather, on the completely wretched figure bound to the chair by the window as Kotoe’s hands twisted a rope tighter and tighter around his neck.


    Shougo’s mouth gaped like an oxygen-starved fish; his face was contorted, growing darker and more congested with blood as they watched. Seiji could hear a weird, groaning noise that sounded like something a clogged vacuum cleaner might make. Was that the sound of Shougo’s throat being crushed?


    In other words, he was being wrung to death right this second.


    “…I see. She’s put a fountain pen through the noose and is twisting it to tighten the rope, hm?” mused Beniko. “That was the method used by serial killer John Gacy.”


    “No, um, that’s not the important—! H-hold it! Please just stop!”


    Coming to his senses with a start, Seiji was about to rush over, when Kotoe looked up at them over Shougo’s shoulder. Her grip on the rope must have loosened; there was a shrill wheeze, and Shougo started coughing and choking.


    Slipping a hand into the front of her kimono, Kotoe withdrew a dagger.


    She tossed the sheath away, revealing a blade fifteen centimeters long. Gripping its hilt in her wrinkled hand, she set the tip against Shougo’s throat, right above his carotid artery.


    “Don’t move, please. Take one step closer and I’ll stab him,” Kotoe declared, her breathing rough.


    She’d just taken a hostage.


    Wh-what the heck are we supposed to do now? Half panicking, Seiji swallowed hard.


    “…I see. In a general way, I understand,” Beniko murmured. “I’m becoming increasingly aware that I am not suited to detective work. However, I am the one best suited to this particular situation.”


    “Huh? Um, what do you…?”


    Before Seiji could finish fumbling his way through the question, Beniko lunged forward and snatched something from the tabletop.


    “Pardon me,” she said coolly.


    She’d circled around behind Azusa and was menacing him with the sculptor’s knife. Dexterously avoiding his neck warmer, she set the blade against the underside of his chin. “Make your choice: Either drop that knife now or allow Azusa to be hurt.”


    She sounded just like a villain.


    Actually, that was exactly what she was. She’d now taken a hostage of her own.


    B-but, I mean, if Kotoe refuses…


    As Seiji shuddered at the thought of impending bloodshed, Kotoe stared back at Beniko. Her eyes were wide with astonishment, and her trembling lips parted slightly—but then she gritted her teeth and shook her head.


    She might have been about to call Azusa’s name.


    The dagger slipped from her hand and fell to the floor with a clatter.


    Seiji’s relief didn’t last long, though. After she’d watched the dagger fall, Beniko tilted her head. “Thank you. However, I never said I would release Azusa if you complied.”


    You’re doing this “bad guy” thing too well! thought Seiji. The words almost slipped out, but…


    “Argh, dammit!” Shougo roared.


    He coughed and gagged, his throat gurgling like a clogged pipe. His face was dripping with greasy sweat, and there was rage in his bulging eyes.


    “What the hell was that for?! Why me?! Aaaargh, dammit, gimme a break, wouldya?! That old bitch almost killed me!”


    He howled, spittle flying; he was almost unrecognizable. Being throttled seemed to have burst the capillaries in his eyes, and their whites were bloodred.


    Before Seiji could ask if he was okay…


    “…Was this you, Azusa?” Abruptly, the man’s eyes flicked to his brother. He gave a tense, convulsive chuckle, his swollen purple face twisted with anger. “Oh, I get it. You went crying to Kotoe, huh? Sure, I bet Ritsuko and I were total eyesores to you. But come on, you bastard—after having Kotoe nurse you all year, you’ve started outsourcing your murders to her, too?!”


    “No, you’re mistaken. Azusa came very near to being murdered himself.” The objection didn’t come from Azusa or Kotoe, but from Beniko. “As they say, proof is better than argument. Look for yourself,” she told the stunned group. “Once again, excuse me,” she said, and then she stripped Azusa’s neck warmer away.


    Oh. Seiji gulped.


    There were vertical gashes on the young man’s bared neck—the cuts he’d seen earlier. It was as if Azusa had clawed at his neck with both hands. At first glance, the marks looked like the work of an animal. However…


    “The heck is that? Did you try to kill yourself and screw that up, too?” Shougo looked daunted.


    Beniko shook her head. “They’re defensive wounds.”


    Hm? That sounded vaguely familiar.


    “It’s a forensic pathology term. In this case, it refers to the wounds that result when a victim of strangulation claws at the rope. The fact that these wounds are present means…”


    No… Had someone tried to strangle Azusa?


    “Yes, that’s right. Since the wounds haven’t fully healed, it will have happened within the past few months. Not only that, but he’d probably bled heavily. I believe his usual neck warmer was bloodstained, and he was compelled to procure a new one. He may have gotten one of another color, changing, for example, from olive green to lilac.”


    Instantly, a memory surfaced in Seiji’s mind.


    “Was the neck warmer he wore on the night Ritsuko died the same one he’s wearing today?”


    “Hm? Good question… Oh, that’s right. I’m pretty sure it was olive green. As you saw, the one he’s got on now is lilac, so I guess he picked up a new one.”


    Seiji tried to say It can’t be, but he couldn’t get the words out.


    Had Beniko already realized this when they’d had that conversation?


    “In that case, someone attempted to strangle Azusa here at Goldfish Palace on the night of the seventh-day memorial service,” Beniko explained. “According to Shougo, Azusa’s face was bright red and swollen the next morning, and his voice was raspy. That wasn’t actually due to his cold; it was the aftereffects of being strangled—the very symptoms Shougo is experiencing now.”


    Shougo’s mouth hung open. “W-wait just a minute. The only ones here that night were Ritsuko and me, plus Azusa and Kotoe. There’s no way Kotoe would strangle Azusa, and of course it wasn’t me. So you mean…” He swallowed hard, then groaned deep in his throat. “No… Ritsuko did it? ”


    “Yes, that’s right. It wasn’t Kotoe, nor you. That means it could only have been Ritsuko. Three other things seem to corroborate this.” Beniko held up three fingers. “First, the fact that she purchased a rope from an online vendor for an unknown purpose three days after Nagaaki’s funeral. The fact that she erased her browser history and deleted all e-mails related to the purchase makes more sense if she bought it for a murder, rather than for a suicide.”


    She folded one finger down.


    “Second, the fact that there was emotional friction between Azusa and Ritsuko over their mother’s love even before Nagaaki’s death. The sort that could become a motive for murder if allowed to fester.”


    She folded a second finger down.


    “Third, the fact that her husband’s agency was on the verge of bankruptcy. That meant Ritsuko needed to eliminate any obstacles to her inheritance as quickly as possible.”


    She folded the last finger down.


    “It’s possible that Ritsuko saw stealing Azusa’s inheritance as the greatest possible revenge for the lack of love she received from her family. However, the longer it took to reach a settlement, the greater the risk that her husband’s agency would be past saving. Therefore, she decided to strangle Azusa, making it look as if he had killed himself or died from his illness, and take his inheritance that way. But in the end,” she went on, “it was Ritsuko herself who died. I believe we can assume that something went wrong during her attempt. For example, I’m told that Azusa had a cold at the time; perhaps Kotoe went to check on him during the night and stopped her.”


    At that remark, Kotoe lowered her gaze.


    …I see, thought Seiji. It looks like she called it in one.


    Shougo gasped, as if he still couldn’t get enough air. “Th-then, you mean…Ritsuko killed herself…because she’d failed to kill Azusa?”


    “Yes, it’s likely. This is merely a conjecture, but perhaps she wanted to kill herself before she could be arrested. If the suspect was deceased, then even with Azusa’s testimony, no one would be prosecuted.”


    Oh, of course, Seiji thought, groaning. Ritsuko might have been trying to protect her husband.


    She hadn’t wanted to burden him with the stigma of being related to a criminal. Though, that only made the situation sadder…


    “Wait, that can’t be right,” said Shougo, wearing a suspicious frown. “Ritsuko hanged herself at two in the morning, and Kotoe called the police to report it at six. Why didn’t she call right away?”


    Quietly, Azusa answered. “Kotoe stayed with me until morning, treating my injuries. She didn’t report the attack to the police because I told her not to.”


    “What? Why?” Shougo asked dubiously.


    Azusa’s lips trembled, as if he was trying to say something—but then he closed them, as if he’d given up on speaking at all.


    Come to think of it…


    When Azusa had declined to tell his story to the police the following day, he’d lied and said it was because his cold had gotten worse. As a result, he’d ended up shielding Ritsuko… But why had he done it?


    Shougo tsked irritably under his breath. “Got something on your conscience?”


    “I believe that describes you,” Kotoe interjected. One of Shougo’s eyebrows shot up, but the old woman went on, before he could say anything. “‘I know you killed the red goldfish.’ I’m the one who wrote those words on the coffins. One night ten years ago, my grandniece Akane died at Goldfish Palace. It was you who killed her.”


    For a moment, Seiji thought he’d heard wrong.


    Apparently, Shougo did as well. “It’s not possible,” he said, groaning. His voice trembled, rising shrilly at the end. It was as if he’d encountered a ghost in broad daylight. “There’s just no way. You’re making it up. You two can’t have been related—”


    “Yes, I don’t think Akane herself knew about me. My parents sold me long ago.”


    According to Kotoe, she’d been sold to a geisha house just after the war ended. As a result, her ties to her parents and siblings had been severed. Even after the Anti-Prostitution Law, when the geisha house had been converted into an inn, she’d continued to work there as a live-in hostess.


    The year she turned sixty, she’d received unexpected news from relatives back home.


    The younger sister she hadn’t seen in decades had been killed in a traffic accident, along with her son and his wife, and the woman’s six-year-old granddaughter was being shuffled around the family.


    I’d like to take her in, Kotoe thought. But she was an old woman and practically a total stranger; would she even have the right? While she was trying to decide what to do, she was informed that the wealthy Ootori family had offered to adopt the girl. Kotoe had been relieved. But then…


    Before half a year had passed, Akane fell into the well and drowned.


    “A little while later, the inn where I’d worked for so long went out of business. An acquaintance pointed me toward a new job opportunity, and by sheer coincidence, the post was with your family.”


    Possibly because she’d still had her suspicions about her grandniece’s sudden death, Kotoe had accepted readily—and those suspicions had proved to be correct.


    It happened on the night of the second anniversary of Koaka’s death.


    Kotoe was passing in front of the guest room where Shougo was staying, when she heard his drunken voice.


    “Just between you and me, that kid actually died in the courtyard. I’d given her a few drops of the good stuff; it went straight to her head, and she fell in the pond. Nah, come on, being charged with ‘caretaker neglect’ or whatever would’ve killed my chances of graduating or getting a job. When the police got involved, I thought I was done for. Granddad picked up on something, though; he pulled some strings for me behind the scenes… And so yours truly escaped with his life.”


    Right after that, he’d tried to backtrack—“Hey, I’m just pulling your leg. Of course I was lying”—but the conviction that had formed in Kotoe’s heart remained unshaken.


    The child had been given liquor, become intoxicated, and drowned, and then her corpse had been thrown into the well.


    Meanwhile, Shougo’s face had literally gone from red to white, and he chuckled tensely. “Ha-ha. That’s one hell of a false accusation. I’ll be damned; who’d have thought anyone would take that liquor joke seriously?”


    It was hard to look at the man. To be frank, he was hideous. His lips were trembling as the best bluff he could manage seeped from their corners. But somehow, at the same time, he seemed to be begging for his life.


    It was a familiar sight.


    He had the face of a sinner whose crime—locked up until now at the back of his memories—had just been thrust under his nose. Seiji had seen that expression in the mirror once, in that house beside the sacred anise tree.


    “Besides, it’s not as if there’s any proof either way,” Shougo went on.


    “…I see,” Beniko said. Her expression was as blank and unchanging as ever. “Then this argument is pointless. In that case, let us do this: If Shougo does not confess everything here and now, Azusa, Seiji, and I will step outside and wait. Once we have done so, you may stab him, strangle him, or do whatever you like at your leisure.”


    …Hm. Yet another refreshing display of blackhearted villainy.


    Shougo’s eyes widened in shock. His gaze darted between the dagger on the floor and Kotoe.


    “Goddammit!” With a parched little laugh, he hung his head. He looked as if he might burst into tears. “Fine. I’ll talk. Are you happy now, you bastards?”


    And with that, he began to relate the events of a certain night in July, ten years ago.


    Shougo had come home from university during summer break. It was about two in the morning, and he was having a drink before bed, when the sliding door opened and Akane stuck her head in. Apparently, she hadn’t been able to fall asleep, and the sweet scent of his chuhai had drawn her.


    “Aw! Lucky! Let me have some.” She’d pestered him artlessly, so he’d handed her the can. He’d only been teasing; he’d assumed she’d take one sip and spit it out, but…


    “She chugged the whole thing. Who would’ve seen that coming, huh? Nobody! Her face flushed red, but that was it; she wasn’t acting sick or anything, so I shooed her back out into the corridor and told her to head back to her room. I thought about calling somebody, but I didn’t want them getting on my case about the liquor.”


    However, for some reason, he’d had a bad feeling he couldn’t shake.


    When he finally got off his butt and went out into the courtyard, he saw a red goldfish in the pond. It was the corpse of a little girl in crimson nightclothes, floating face down in the moss-colored water.


    “I see,” said Beniko. “So you carried the body around the back of the mansion and threw it into the well, which had the same type of water as the pond. You wanted to delay its discovery as long as you could, in order to decrease the possibility that an autopsy would detect alcohol.”


    “Well, what was I supposed to do?!” Shougo howled. He glared at Beniko with savage, bloodshot eyes, as if he’d lost his mind. “She died! She was already dead! There wasn’t anything I could do! She’s the one who begged for some of my drink, and I sure didn’t tell her to chug the whole damn can! Maybe she got drunk and fell in the pond, but she did all of that on her own! I didn’t do a thing!” His scream was like a death rattle; he sounded like a child, desperately making excuses.


    However, if Beniko was at all flustered, it didn’t show. “Yes, that’s true. You didn’t do a thing, and that is why Akane died. When accidental ingestion results in acute alcohol poisoning, symptoms such as loss of consciousness are said to occur thirty minutes or more after a rise in blood alcohol level. In other words, if you’d kept Akane with you and watched her instead of shooing her out of your room, or if you hadn’t prioritized protecting yourself and had gone for help instead, she would not have died.”


    Seiji felt the urge to cover his ears.


    Shougo said he hadn’t meant any harm. That was probably the truth. However, it was also true that there was no fixing the damage he’d done.


    “In other words,” Beniko began, “Akane died due to your—”


    “No, you’ve got it wrong.” The objection had come from an unexpected quarter. Azusa had spoken up, although his voice was faint, weak, and trembling. “He didn’t kill Akane. He only found her body in the pond and threw it into the well.”


    Seiji wanted to deny this, but he couldn’t. He knew it was the truth.


    If Shougo, the one who’d thrown the corpse in the well, had taken the form of a kyoukotsu, then Azusa, who’d transformed into the ghost of the goldfish, was…


    “I’m the one who murdered her. Kotoe, if you’re planning to kill him for that girl’s sake, please don’t. Instead…”


    His lifeless, hollow face had gone as pale as a corpse. But then he turned and grabbed Beniko’s wrist with ferocious desperation; her grip loosened, and he wrenched the sculptor’s knife from her hand.


    Azusa pressed the blade to his own throat, which still held those brutal claw marks.


    “…I’ll kill myself. ”


    


    To Azusa, illness was violence.


    It was arbitrary and unfair. It made him suffer so relentlessly that he had to give up on his studies, on romance, on higher education, and on ever finding a job. It crushed every possibility he had under its feet, like so many ants.


    Even so, the doctors and nurses never stopped encouraging him.


    Hang in there. Don’t give up. Fight.


    This, when his mother and half-siblings—his own family—already thought of him as a corpse. They looked at him like he was a goldfish that had gone belly-up. As if he was unpleasant and sickening.


    I wish you people would die instead.


    That July, as he carried that curse around in his heart, he’d made it to thirteen.


    When he awoke, it was two in the morning. Lately, he’d had a fever that made him delirious and drowsy during the day, so he often found himself wide awake in the dead of night.


    He could hear the gloomy, repetitive murmur of rain in the courtyard beyond the thick sliding door.


    His nightclothes were drenched with sweat. He changed, but the unpleasant sensation still clung to him. When he breathed, his throat whistled like a draft through a crack. His appetite these days had practically vanished, and even drinking water and emptying his bladder felt like too much work.


    If that fever doesn’t break soon, this is going to be it, he’d heard the doctor murmur to himself. Every time Azusa remembered that remark, he felt as if he were being dropped into a deep, dark, cold abyss. As if he were a vengeful ghost, cursing the entire world from the bottom of a pitch-black well.


    I don’t want to die.


    Really? Even though nobody wanted him to live?


    Just then, the door slid open, and a figure bounded in from the rain beyond. “Azusaaa, gimme water!”


    It was Akane.


    This was the girl his mother had adopted because of her ideal looks. Azusa the invalid seemed to be an object of curiosity to her. Either that, or maybe she felt a sort of kinship with him because they had the same large dark eyes. In any case, she’d barge in on him at all hours; it was never too late or too early.


    Screw you, you little turd.


    He grumbled to himself, biting back a cough. But then he noticed something.


    Is it just me, or does her breath smell like she’s been drinking?


    He didn’t have time to ask, though. Having guzzled down as much water as she could handle, Akane rolled onto her stomach, planted her elbows on the tatami, and gazed down fixedly into a shallow ranchu tank. Ranchu goldfish were bred specifically to be viewed from the top like that.


    The girl seemed to realize that Azusa wasn’t going to chase her out right away, and, yawning sleepily, she said, “Um, this is a secret. Don’t tell anybody, but…” Her voice was vague and faintly sweet, as if she were rolling a candy around in her mouth. “Mom says she doesn’t want you to die. And then, if you grow up…”


    He felt something in his chest catch.


    If I grow up—if I manage not to die…


    He’d said those words to himself over and over, countless times.


    It’s not as if there’s no chance.


    Tomorrow, his fever might recede. Maybe by next month, the nausea and headaches would be only a distant memory. By next year, it was possible that…


    These scenarios might be all “ifs” stacked on “maybes,” just a pipe dream.


    But if someone would believe in it with me…


    If there was even one person who wished he wouldn’t die, it felt as if that would be enough.


    Even if, in the end, he sank into that deep, dark, cold place, if someone would reach out for him—and especially if that someone was his mother—he’d never feel lonely or empty again.


    And yet…


    “…she says you’re going to marry me. So get better soon, okay?”


    There was a bashful smile in the girl’s voice, but her words turned Azusa’s world pitch-black.


    In that moment, he’d realized what his mother had actually meant.


    Oh, I see. She was choosing a breeding female.


    His mother had been planning to make this girl Azusa’s fiancée when she adopted her. She meant to breed this female fish, who was so close to her ideal, with Azusa, her chosen male.


    Ranchu breeding begins with selecting the parents. With wishes for better colors and improved shapes in mind, the selected male and female are placed together in a tank.


    Just like Azusa and Akane, who were both being “kept” at Goldfish Palace.


    Oh, I see. Of course.


    So his mother had never even seen him as a human being. Even if he survived and grew up, a fish’s death was all that was waiting for him.


    The moment he understood that, he felt like he’d been pitched into a black, clouded, muddy place.


    Plunged to the bottom of deep, dark, cold water.


    Feelings like hatred and sorrow were nothing compared to this. It was bottomless, hopelessly dark, and so terrible, it made him feel numb. He was all alone in the black. He felt pulled, warped, twisted, swollen, crushed—and he couldn’t even cry.


    It was despair and utter nothingness.


    And then he heard a light splash.


    When he looked up with a start, for some reason, Akane had passed out. She’d been leaning over the goldfish tank, and now her head was plunging into it.


    She fell, sinking. Her pale arms and legs lay limp. She was drowning, as quietly as if she were falling asleep. And…


    
      Mother isn’t coming home.


                      I’m lonely.

    


    His mind had gone blank and numb. The only thing in it was a phrase from a children’s song.


    He didn’t move, he didn’t shout—he didn’t save her.


    Keeping very still, holding his breath as if the sound of rain would hide him, Azusa simply waited.


    Waited for this red goldfish to drown.


    
      Tears spill over.


      The sun goes down.


          The red goldfish die, and oh, I wish…

    


    Even when he carried Akane’s corpse to the courtyard and lowered her face down into the pond, he felt no regret or twinge of conscience. On the contrary, it felt as if this was the only way for him to die as a human. The only way to defy his mother, his breeder, and prove he wasn’t a fish.


    And so, even when the body inexplicably disappeared from the courtyard and was found in the well out back… Or when the loss of her ideal girl made his mother even more careless with her health until she died abruptly of a cerebral hemorrhage…


    He didn’t cry, didn’t wonder. He neither died nor lived. He simply stayed hollow, submerged in despair…until Kotoe came to Goldfish Palace to be their live-in housekeeper.


    Then, finally, he learned what it felt like to have a warm hand rub his back to soothe his coughing fits.


    There was an embroidered motif in the shape of a hemp leaf on Azusa’s back now. The hands that had put it there, stitch by stitch, had pulled him out of that deep, dark, cold place. And once he’d grown up and become the adult he’d longed to be, Azusa finally realized something.


    All he’d done on that rainy night ten years ago—was kill someone.


    


    When Azusa finished his story, there were no tears in his eyes, but his voice trembled, as if he were a child who’d cried himself into exhaustion.


    “That night, when my sister strangled me, it felt like I was finally being punished. As if the more it hurt, the more I suffered, the more I’d be forgiven.”


    Everyone gazed at him, speechless.


    The only one who’d stayed expressionless was Beniko. “Is that why you didn’t let Kotoe report Ritsuko to the police? Because being strangled was a punishment for your past crime?”


    Azusa began to nod but hesitated. Then he shook his head weakly. “…I may just not have cared. Even though I escaped death because Kotoe saved me. Ever since that night, atoning for my sin has been all I can think about. Up until now, I’d thought I was making up for it by seeing that little girl in the ranchu I cared for, but…” There was self-mockery in his voice; he lowered his eyes, as if raindrops were beating down on him. “When I saw that graffiti on the coffin—I know you killed the red goldfish—I knew it was about her. I didn’t know who’d written it, but I was sure they wanted me dead as well. If possible, I wanted to leave my share of the inheritance to Kotoe before I died… But in the end, maybe this was fate. Including the fact that you’re the spitting image of that girl, Detective.”


    Oh, of course. Finally, Seiji felt the pieces click into place.


    That explained the fear in Azusa’s eyes whenever he looked at Beniko. To him, she must have seemed like the ghost of the girl he’d watched die.


    Then, out of nowhere, Beniko tilted her head.


    “That’s a lie.” She narrowed her black glass eyes, as if she were peering through rain. “To me, it looks as if you mean to die, not to atone for your sin, but to flee from it. You’re like a child who runs because he’s frightened of being scolded. As proof, you haven’t so much as glanced at Kotoe for the past several minutes.”


    Azusa’s gaze wavered, as if Beniko had slapped him. He looked down and bit his lip.


    “…The one thing I couldn’t stand was for Kotoe to find out what I’d done. I could have taken anything else, but not…” His voice quivered. He exhaled painfully, as if he were drowning. When he went on, as if wringing the words out one by one, his voice was barely audible. “I knew it was unforgivable. If Kotoe found out, I was sure I’d lose her—and that scared me more than dying.”


    He was looking down, but Seiji could see his face twisting. Tears spilled from the corners of his eyes, running down his cheeks, dripping from his chin. His throat trembled.


    “I was used to giving up. On advancing in school, on getting a job—on life itself. But I just couldn’t give up on Kotoe. As long as she was with me, I felt as if I could die as a human. As if even I had a family. But what I really should have done was—”


    He was sobbing as he spoke, and his voice was like a small scream. Then, with an ominous abruptness, he broke off.


    “Huh?”


    Seiji saw him push the sculptor’s knife toward his neck, the tip biting into the flesh of his throat. The skin broke; blood welled up, oozing, then trickled down like the juice of a split ground cherry. He retched painfully, his throat creaking, then he forced the blade in deeper.


    He was trying to kill himself right in front of them.


    “N-no, hold it!” Seiji yelled, but before he could move, he saw something that made his eyes go wide.


    Moving her hand so fast, it whistled through the air, Beniko slapped Azusa across the face.


    She’d put all her force behind the strike.


    The impact jolted the knife out of Azusa’s hands. Then, with her tabi-clad foot, Beniko kicked the blade’s hilt, sending it skimming across the floor to clatter into the wall.


    “…Um,” Seiji muttered.


    Everyone was frozen. Azusa, whose throat was still bleeding, seemed petrified.


    It was so quiet you could have heard a pin drop. Kneeling formally on the floor, Beniko pointed sharply at a spot in front of her. “Sit.” Her flat voice sounded almost emotionless, but the simmering anger beneath it burned with the intensity of blue flame.


    She was in serious lecture mode.


    “No, Seiji, not you,” she added.


    “…Oh, right.”


    Seiji, who’d knelt without thinking, dejectedly got back up again. Taking his place, Azusa timidly knelt in front of Beniko. He still looked confused.


    Folding her hands in her lap, Beniko looked straight at Azusa. “One point about this incident is still unclear: Why was it necessary to make these deaths appear to be a series of murders modeled on Hakushu Kitahara’s ‘Goldfish’?”


    Shougo looked up, shocked. “H-hang on. If Kotoe’s the one who wrote the graffiti, then she killed Granddad, right? She must have resented him for using false testimony to make the kid’s death look like an accident—”


    Azusa’s head snapped up. “No, Kotoe hasn’t killed anyone.” He glared sharply at Shougo, and his voice was fiercer than they’d ever heard it. “On the day of Grandfather’s accident, I was in bed with a fever. I heard a scream from behind the mansion, and immediately afterward, Kotoe ran past my room. She has an alibi.”


    Beniko nodded. “If that is true, then Kotoe did indeed have an alibi of which she was unaware. By a process of elimination, then, the only possible killer is Shougo.”


    Shougo’s face went gray. “Y-you can’t be serious!”


    “Yes, I’m joking. You have something resembling an alibi for Nagaaki’s death as well, and more importantly, you have no motive.”


    After that ridiculous exchange, Beniko continued.


    “Here is my conclusion: Nagaaki’s death was an accident, while Ritsuko’s was suicide. In other words, the only person killed at Goldfish Palace was Akane.”


    “Huh?” Seiji said, in spite of himself. In almost the same moment, realization hit him. The Mirror of Illumination fragment had shown Kotoe as human; his eye had never seen her as a yokai. In other words, she hadn’t killed anyone yet. But…


    “Th-then what was that graffiti for?” Seiji was completely lost.


    Beniko nodded. “I believe she improvised it after hearing Yuichi’s theory at Ritsuko’s funeral. After Nagaaki’s and Ritsuko’s deaths, she resolved to kill Shougo and make him appear to be the third victim in a serial murder. Conveniently, ‘Goldfish’ mentions three different methods of killing. She simply had to provide the graffiti as supporting evidence for Yuichi’s theory, then watch for a chance to kill Shougo.”


    “But why would she do that?!” Seiji blurted out, unable to help himself.


    By making Shougo’s killing appear to be part of a series of murders, Kotoe would have shouldered the blame for Nagaaki’s and Ritsuko’s deaths as well. Even though there was a huge difference between the penalties for one murder and three…


    “The first reason was to ensure that Azusa couldn’t be suspected in Shougo’s death,” said Beniko. “Since the declared motive was revenge for Akane’s killing, the likelihood of Azusa’s involvement would have been low to begin with. If Nagaaki’s and Ritsuko’s incidents were also included, it would have been impossible for him to take part in the crimes at all. He would inevitably have been above suspicion.”


    Oh, I see.


    At the time of Nagaaki’s accident, Azusa had been in bed with a high fever. When Ritsuko had killed herself, he’d been half dead from being strangled. That meant he couldn’t even have served as Kotoe’s accomplice.


    “But… No…” Azusa groaned. His gaze seemed to ripple like the surface of a windswept pond, and he clenched his fists so tightly on his knees that the knuckles turned white.


    This didn’t seem to concern Beniko. “Second, she used the phrase ‘I know you killed the red goldfish’ to emphasize that her motive was avenging Akane, thus concealing her real motive. Not just from the police and Yuichi, but also from the very person she was protecting—Azusa.”


    “Huh?” Azusa faltered.


    Deliberately sitting up straighter, Beniko pinned him with her gaze. “Allow me to start with the conclusion. When you stopped Kotoe from reporting Ritsuko to the police for strangling you, she realized you were contemplating suicide. However, because she didn’t know the truth behind what happened to Akane, she assumed the cause was Nagaaki’s death and the fight over the inheritance. She thought you had despaired of your future because your only protector had died, and because the others were trying to take away your goldfish and the mansion where you’d lived your whole life. That is why she tried to kill Shougo: simply so that you would live.”


    Oh, of course. Belatedly, Seiji realized something.


    Kotoe had learned about what happened to Akane on the second anniversary of Koaka’s death—seven whole years ago. If she’d planned this incident purely to avenge the girl, it was happening too late.


    “Even when you were trying to kill yourself, Kotoe was trying to keep you alive,” Beniko said quietly. “She was prepared to discard the remainder of her life by killing Shougo, unaware that you were the one who let Akane die ten years ago.” Her eyes were on Azusa. His thin, frail body was trembling pitifully—but he still couldn’t look Kotoe in the eye.


    “Your cardigan.” Beniko’s hand came up to point at the sweater Azusa wore. More specifically, she was pointing at the embroidered design on its back; the array of six diamonds, stitched in white thread. “That hemp leaf embroidery is a type of talisman known as a ‘back ward’; they were popular from the seventeenth century until just a few decades ago. As a rule, they’re stitched onto the clothing of very young children as a wish that they will grow and thrive, just as hemp plants grow perfectly straight and sturdy. Every stitch is worked with a prayer.”


    Just then, a memory came back to Seiji.


    “I beg your pardon. I sewed one myself, long ago.”


    Oh, I see.


    So Beniko once sewed this same design, stitch by stitch, with a prayer in her fingertips. It must have been for Shiroshi, when he was very young.


    “In addition, when one finishes a back ward, the end of the string isn’t cut. It’s left long and allowed to hang down the back—so that even if the child were to fall into a well, someone could pull them out again. So that they would never fall into a deep, dark, cold place all alone, as Akane did.”


    Even hearing that, Azusa stayed stunned and frozen.


    Beniko rose to her feet as smoothly as a goldfish kicking off the bottom of a pond with its tail. “What you should have done was live and atone for your sin,” she told him quietly. “Live for Kotoe, who sewed that back ward for you—and for Akane, who died before anyone sewed one for her. This time, live, even if it makes you cough up blood.”


    Turning on her heel, Beniko walked over to Kotoe. The woman’s expression was tense, and she stood as still as a statue, holding her breath. Abruptly coming to a stop, Beniko bowed to her deeply. “We’ve imposed on you for a very long time today. We’ll take our leave now.”


    No sooner had she spoken than she untied Shougo’s restraints, releasing him from the chair, and headed straight for the studio door.


    A full thirty seconds later…


    “W-wait for me!”


    Coming to his senses with a jolt, Seiji hastily jogged out of the studio—only to see Beniko standing beside the door, waiting for him.


    Seiji sighed in relief. “Um, sorry for the wait. I-is it really okay to leave now, though?”


    “If we stay any longer, my dinner preparations will be delayed.”


    …O-oh, I see.


    “Besides, the rest of this is an issue for the family to sort out.”


    With that, she promptly set off without so much as a backward glance.


    Flustered, Seiji started after her—then hesitated and looked back.


    The studio door stood open. Through it, he could see the two brothers: Azusa, huddled up with his head hanging low, and Shougo, who’d caught his arm and was trying to get him back on his feet.


    Then a hand reached in from the side and pressed a handkerchief to the still-bleeding wound on Azusa’s neck.


    It was Kotoe.


    As if tracing the contours of his face, she touched his cheeks, his forehead, his eyelids, and his lips.


    It was like she was making sure he was alive.


    I’m sorry, said a voice that seemed to be drowning in tears.


    When Seiji finally set off, he realized that at some point, the rain had stopped.


    


    …But that wasn’t the end.


    Shougo chased after them, and in the end, it was another thirty minutes before they actually managed to leave Goldfish Palace. The evening was deepening around them; the very air seemed to be growing darker, as if someone had dissolved indigo pigment into it. It was the blue peculiar to summer twilight.


    When Seiji followed Beniko through the ironwork arch, there was already a warm glow in some of the windows of the houses along the lane.


    He’d once heard this time of day called the lamp-lighting hour.


    “Let us hurry. As things stand, we won’t reach Tokyo until late at night.” Beniko was walking two steps ahead of him, the soles of her boots gliding soundlessly over the pavement.


    The sky had changed from gray to a deep, dark blue, and Seiji couldn’t see any trace of rain clouds. However, a marked scent of petrichor seemed to rise from the black rain-slick paving stones.


    Somehow, the smell of rain seems more melancholy once the rain is over.


    Although, that might have been only his imagination.


    “I looked into Koaka’s childhood the other day as well,” Beniko began. Seiji followed her out of the narrow lane and around a corner. At regular intervals, vague reflections from streetlamps glowed on the wet asphalt like will-o’-the-wisps.


    “Publicly, it was said that Koaka’s mother died of an illness, but it seems she’d had many lovers since her days as a geisha. She left home in what was practically an elopement, and she never returned. With his spouse gone, Nagaaki grew even more absorbed in his goldfish. Meanwhile, Koaka had lost her mother at a young age, and…”


    Breaking off, Beniko took a photo from the breast of her kimono and held it out to Seiji.


    It showed a woman standing on the seashore. Her black hair rippled in the wind, and she held the strands back with one hand, a bright smile on her vivid rouged lips.


    Oh, I see… Is that how it was?


    A dismal feeling welled up inside Seiji, and a lump formed in his throat.


    The eyes of the woman smiling at the camera were large and dark and somehow reminiscent of a goldfish’s. Just like Azusa’s and Akane’s.


    A line from “Goldfish” surfaced in his mind.


    Mother, Mother,


    Where have you gone?


    The children’s song that hung in the mansion’s entryway might have described how Koaka herself had felt, long ago.


    Is that why she was so particular about her children’s looks?


    Maybe she hadn’t been pursuing an aesthetic ideal as a goldfish breeder at all. Maybe she’d simply been looking for the shadow of the mother who’d never come back.


    
      Mother isn’t coming home.


      I’m lonely.


          I stab the first goldfish.

    


    Seiji thought he’d heard a young child singing, somewhere in the distance.


    Or maybe they’d been crying.


    “Hm? Oh, just a second. I have a text.”


    His smartphone had vibrated in his rear pocket. When he pulled it out and checked the screen, there was an e-mail from Shougo; they’d swapped contact information a few minutes ago.


    Forcing himself not to rush, he scrolled down, skimming the message.


    “…Shougo says he won’t report Kotoe’s murder attempt. Tomorrow, he’s going to the police station with Azusa. He says they’ve decided Kotoe will manage Nagaaki’s inheritance and the goldfish.”


    Seiji couldn’t just say, Oh good, of course. Still, he felt something like relief.


    Would Kotoe end up staying in the house where Akane had died, mourning her death while she waited for Azusa to come home? …Not that anyone could know what the future held, but…


    “I see.” Nodding, Beniko gave a small sigh. “This case has affirmed for me that I’m not suited to detective work, so I’m glad it’s been settled so promptly.”


    “What? I mean, Shiroshi trusted you to be his proxy, and you were as good at detecting as I thought you’d be. Plus, your merciless attitude made me suspect you might actually be better at this than Shiroshi—”


    “No, to be honest, I was less concerned with the truth of the incident than with how well the laundry I’d hung inside was drying. I just couldn’t stop thinking about it.”


    “…Oh, I see.”


    “And so, Seiji, please do continue to assist Master Shiroshi.”


    “Huh?!”


    “Is there a problem?”


    “Oh, no. It’s just, when Shougo asked if I was your assistant back there—”


    I’m pretty sure you told him I wasn’t.


    Beniko seemed mystified at first, but once she’d heard Seiji out, she nodded, as though everything made sense. “That was because you are Master Shiroshi’s assistant.”


    Seiji hadn’t been expecting that; he blinked. Then, slowly, he thought about what those words meant.


    “…Really?”


    An indescribable awkwardness came over him, but it also felt like a tiny fish bone that had been stuck in his throat was now gone. He was thoroughly relieved. However…


    “Besides, in some ways, you and Master Shiroshi function as a full-fledged person only when you are together. So I think it would be best if you spent as much time in each other’s company as possible.”


    That remark skewered Seiji right through the heart.


    After taking a good, long look back at his ineffectual attempts at assisting over the course of the day, Seiji felt so defeated that if he’d had a tail, it would’ve been tucked between his legs.


    “That said, since neither of you is alone anymore, I’m sure you’ll be all right.”


    How weird. For some reason, that simple remark made him feel like crying.


    And so he nodded, squeezing out an “Okay” from somewhere deep in his heart. “Um… I’ll do my best.” The words felt more like a personal reminder, or even a prayer.


    At this point, it was all he could say. He still didn’t know how he should go about doing his best, or what he should be working on—but it was true that he had someone who’d give him an encouraging thump on the back and tell him to go for it, and that might as well be a miracle.


    And then…


    “My.” Beniko stopped. When Seiji followed her gaze, he saw a very familiar figure standing beneath a streetlamp. It was as if someone had dropped a single white peony onto the asphalt. Shiroshi.


    Seiji could only see Beniko’s profile, but he could tell it had softened. She narrowed her eyes slightly, as if she were looking at something dazzling. It was like watching a red camellia bud unfurl.


    Just maybe…


    That children’s song might also have been Shiroshi’s, long ago.


    After all, no matter how hard it had been for him to wait for Beniko to come home, he hadn’t been able to take a single step outside the mansion. No matter how lonely and uneasy he felt, he’d simply had to endure it.


    Then all those books in the study…


    Had they been Shiroshi’s substitutes for red goldfish? When he was lonely, frustrated, hungry—instead of killing fish, had he lined books up on the shelf, one by one? Until he had so many that they covered an entire wall?


    But now…


    The birdcage that had simultaneously protected and trapped him was gone. Shiroshi had destroyed it.


    So that he could live where he wanted to live.


    So that he could go to meet Beniko—and Seiji—on his own.


    “Shiroshi!” Seiji called, and Shiroshi raised his head.


    Immediately, as if they’d rehearsed it, smiles appeared on Beniko’s and Shiroshi’s faces—and maybe on Seiji’s, too.


    “I grew a little concerned,” he said, “so I came to meet you.”


    “Oh, thanks!” Seiji exclaimed. “How did your day go, Shiroshi?”


    Their three shadows overlapped, blending into one.


    In time, it was possible that the paths they walked would diverge. However, they were all bound to wind up in the same warm light of home.


    


    In this world, there may be a goldfish who cherishes a crying child.
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    In this world, there may be twin oni who live in a foreign land.


    


    During August in London, night doesn’t fall until nine in the evening.


    Due to the high latitude, sunsets are astonishingly late. However, even though it was just past noon, today’s sky was so gloomy, it seemed like an echo of night.


    It was a harbinger of rain.


    In a corner of central London, a three- or four-minutes’ walk from a main avenue that featured popular double-decker buses for tourists, there was a certain backstreet. On that street was a block of flats with the redbrick exterior characteristic of Victorian architecture.


    This particular flat was quite literally “flat”: a three-bedroom apartment all on one level. Built over a century ago, the town house currently served as a safe house for the Rindou brothers, traitors who’d been chased from their homeland after killing their father.


    And now, in the spacious living room, Ibara Rindou stood by the window.


    From a distance, he looked like a doll made of pale wax. Even close up, he probably wouldn’t have looked very alive. That made the taut burn scar that showed through his long bangs seem even more ghastly: It was the face of a corpse.


    He raised one thin finger.


    A tall young man lay on a sofa near the window, fast asleep, with his suit jacket pulled over him like a blanket. Ibara’s younger twin, Odoro.


    Looking down at his sleeping brother, Ibara tapped him on the shoulder.


    “Odoro,” he called.


    Then he tried again.


    “Odoro, wake up.”


    With no way of knowing this was his final warning, his brother stirred only once, as if annoyed. Then his breathing settled back into its regular, peaceful rhythm.


    Deliberately turning on his heel, Ibara crossed to the dining room, filled a baking pan to the brim with water, then quietly returned to the window. Grabbing the back of Odoro’s head with one hand, he pushed it into the pan. There was a dramatic burbling noise, and then—


    “Are you trying to kill me?!”


    “Well, well. Good morning. If that were enough to kill you, though, you’d be better off dead,” Ibara told him nonchalantly.


    “What kind of logic is that?!” Odoro howled. Wormlike veins twitched on his temples.


    This response didn’t seem to faze Ibara in the slightest. He gave a little shrug. “You got to wash your face the second you woke up. I’d call that lucky.”


    “Shove it,” Odoro spat grimly, raking his wet bangs back with one hand. Then he realized he’d forgotten to speak politely and clicked his tongue in irritation. Resettling himself on the sofa, he looked at his watch and saw it was already noon. It seemed he really had slept in. Not that it warranted a drowning.


    Exhaling in disgust, he got to his feet. “Have you eaten?” he asked, abruptly curious.


    His brother looked thoroughly mystified. “If you mean lunch, you’re going to make it now, aren’t you?”


    Of course. Dammit.


    “Let me rephrase that: What about breakfast?”


    “Whose?”


    “Yours, Ibara.”


    “It’s been eaten. One glance at the table would tell you as much.”


    When Odoro looked, he saw a paper sandwich wrapper lying on the coffee table. He’d bought that sandwich from a local bakery while he was out grocery shopping yesterday.


    He wanted to complain—Don’t just eat things without asking—but for someone who ate very little and tried to skip meals at every opportunity, this was a job well done. Although it seemed a bit too good to be true.


    Something tugged at Odoro’s instincts, and he glanced at the sash window, where he saw a scattering of breadcrumbs on the sill. His brother had probably given the sandwich to a stray cat or some pigeons without taking a single bite of it.


    “‘Eaten’ by…birds?”


    “No, a cat.”


    Odoro clicked his tongue sharply.


    Ibara shrugged. “If you don’t like it, I’ll stop.”


    “Then I don’t like it. Stop,” Odoro shot back immediately.


    Ibara blinked, as if he found that rather unexpected. “You fed the pigeons the other day, too. Remember?”


    “Not what I meant. Stop lying,” he snapped.


    The muscles around Ibara’s eyes relaxed slightly. He gave a slow, feline blink, and there was a faint smile in his sigh. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”


    “Shut up,” Odoro snarled, nose wrinkling like a ferocious dog’s. He strode into the dining room, but before getting to work on their lunch, he took some mineral water from the refrigerator. As he drank it, he looked around the room.


    Perfect order. That was the only way to describe it.


    In a word, there was a place for everything, and everything was in its place. After all, Ibara was blind, and the moment something wasn’t in its place, he had no way to find it.


    Conversely, as long as things stayed where they were supposed to be, he didn’t have much trouble in his day-to-day life. Ibara could work out where he was standing, the direction he was facing, and even deduce whether doors and curtains were open or closed from the way footsteps and voices echoed.


    He was just like a detective.


    However, his eyes would never see again. That much was certain.


    Odoro had sighed without meaning to, and he stroked his hair back to divert attention from his expression. Even though he knew there was no need to do that now.


    “Odoro,” his brother called.


    Hearing traces of surprise and bewilderment in his voice, Odoro narrowed his eyes. “What is it?” A sense of urgency he couldn’t explain welled up inside him.


    Ibara’s expression was unreadable. When he answered, his voice sounded like the whisper of a ghost: “Someone’s sent us a case.”


    As he spoke, the first drop of rain struck the window.


    There was no light in the sky.


    Even so, night had yet to fall.

  

  
    

    
      [image: Mystery 2 Zashiki Warashi]
    
  

  
    In this world, there may be a never-ending game of hide-and-seek.


    


    The second Seiji stepped off the bus, he was hit by the sweltering, enervating summer heat.


    Standing at the stop, located along a roundabout, he looked at the sky. The peak of a towering cumulonimbus cloud rose up beyond the roof of the wood-and-mortar train station building.


    “Boiling hot” almost seemed like a literal descriptor: The heat made him feel as if he was soaking in simmering water. He’d only been off the bus for a minute or two, and he was already dripping with sweat.


    It was September.


    That “Heat and cold only last till the equinox” saying is a total lie.


    The first day of the equinox week was the middle of autumn, according to the calendar, but the temperatures were still pushing ninety every single day, and the number of deaths due to heatstroke was keeping the news in an uproar. It was insane weather for visiting a grave.


    This had all begun a month ago with a certain conversation.


    “It looks as if I’ll be traveling to Kanagawa Prefecture in mid-September on business for the Enma Ministry,” said Shiroshi during their usual teatime. “I’m thinking of having Beniko drive me. Would you like to accompany me, Seiji?”


    I think Beniko’s spoiling you a little too much, Seiji thought. But Beniko was slicing a lemon pie just then, and he could have sworn he caught a menacing glint off the knife in her hand, so he hastily asked a substitute question. After all, silent pheasants don’t get shot.


    “A business trip? What sort of job is it, specifically?”


    “I’m told I’ll learn the details on arrival, but I’m supposed to meet the people I’ll be working with at the port. I’m supposed to show up by eight in the evening, so we would be able to stop by your parents’ house during the day. Either that, or we could make a grave visit.”


    Shiroshi hadn’t specified whose grave. That said, Seiji could think of only one.


    And now, here he was.


    In the end, Seiji had turned down Beniko’s offer of a ride. He’d boarded a train at Tokyo Station and taken the one-hour trip to the Miura coast, then made his way to a small fishing village at the end of the Miura Peninsula.


    That village was Seiji’s hometown, where his parents still lived. From there, he’d taken the bus over a mountain, visited a grave near Inokoshi’s parents’ house at their family’s temple, then returned to the train station.


    It’s still only half past two, but I need to get moving soon.


    He and Shiroshi had planned to meet at Yokohama Station at six. But considering how long wait times could be at rural stations, he figured he had better give himself a generous margin.


    And yet when he tried to set off, his feet froze, as though someone had hit the PAUSE button. Then, turning unsteadily on his heel, he started down a paved road that branched off from the roundabout. He was headed away from the station.


    It’s not like I’m too ashamed to face him, but…


    He wanted to give it a little more time. Maybe then he’d have a nicer face to show. He didn’t have to check a mirror to know he looked pretty awful right now.


    After a little while, the sound of the surf grew closer, and Seiji stepped onto a road hugging the coast. Abruptly, his view opened up, though the world was still sharply divided in two: one-half concrete seawall, the other half blue sky. It wasn’t until he got up onto the wall that he finally had a sweeping view of the sea.


    He was standing at the edge of an expanse of flat land, backed by mountains, on a little bay that looked as if someone had snipped it out of the coastline with scissors.


    When Seiji turned his head, he saw a dense crowd of fishing boats out beyond the breakwater, on their way home from the open ocean. This was a fishing port, after all.


    Yeah, this is what it was like.


    It felt somehow “right” to him, though he doubted the conviction had anything to do with nostalgia.


    Then, out of nowhere…


    “Whoa.”


    A wave of dizziness dumped him on his butt on the seawall. The seabirds that had been preening their feathers there all took flight at once.


    “H-hot…” The heat of the concrete made him groan, but he stayed where he was, hunched over, and buried his face in his knees. It was hard to breathe; he kept trying to take deep breaths, but he couldn’t seem to empty his lungs properly.


    As a matter of fact, he’d been like this ever since the grave visit. Or if he was being honest, since the moment he’d found himself standing in front of the headstone carved with the words INOKOSHI FAMILY GRAVE.


    He’d rinsed the stone, lit some incense sticks, then put his hands together in prayer—and at that point, he’d realized he couldn’t remember how Inokoshi had looked when he smiled.


    What had come back to him instead was the somber face in the funeral portrait he’d seen when he’d visited Inokoshi’s parents after getting off the Blue Magic Lantern… And it hadn’t been long before even that was replaced by the tearful faces of Inokoshi’s family members, their eyes red and swollen.


    I know I had more…


    He could’ve sworn he’d had a lot more memories than that. Nothing important, just odds and ends another person would have snorted at. Is that all? they’d say, but just remembering those little moments would make his life seem ever so slightly better. And yet…


    Don’t tell me… One day, will I just…?


    Would he stop being able to remember Inokoshi as anything other than a corpse in a moldy bathroom with his face in a basin of water? In the end, was that what death was?


    And how would that be any different from killing Inokoshi all over again?


    The depths of his skull prickled painfully, and it was getting seriously hard to breathe. It felt as if he’d topple over sideways if he wasn’t careful. If he wound up getting heatstroke, it would be a total disaster.


    Just then, a hand fell gently onto the crown of his head. Someone’s small warm hand.


    There was a light metallic clunk. Looking up, Seiji saw a can of coffee, fresh out of a vending machine. When he raised his gaze farther, he saw Shiroshi standing beside him, nonchalantly gazing out over the ocean from under the navy blue oilpaper umbrella he was using as a parasol.


    He gave no sign of the things he had to be thinking. He only narrowed his eyes like a contented cat and stayed there, accompanying Seiji.


    “Um…” Seiji tried to say something but couldn’t find any words.


    He inhaled, then exhaled.


    It finally felt like he could breathe.


    “…Do you like the ocean, Shiroshi?”


    “Well, it’s nice to look at from a distance, but I really don’t think I could swim.”


    “Oh, me either. Sinking or floating are basically my only options.”


    “Heh-heh. If possible, I’d prefer to float.” Shiroshi smiled softly. “I simply thought it wouldn’t hurt to see your hometown, so I had Beniko bring me here instead.”


    “…Is that—?” Seiji tried to answer, but his throat closed up on him.


    He searched for the right words for a while but found nothing. Gritting his teeth, he swiped at the sweat stinging his eyes, then drank down the coffee. The can was beaded thickly with condensation.


    Then, as a substitute for saying I’m okay now, he got up and forced his throat to work. “I saw a ‘local flavors’ soft-serve ice cream kiosk in front of the station. Would you like some?”


    However, when they went back to the station roundabout together so Seiji could treat Shiroshi to a cone, they each ended up trying to push the one they’d bought as an experiment on to the other.


    …Icefish soft serve with parsley topping sounded like a terrible idea.


    Come to think of it, Inokoshi liked weird food combinations, too.


    When he thought back, Seiji recalled seeing him munching on a Lumonde cookie while holding a glass of shochu liquor. At the time, Seiji had told him, Look, make up your mind: Are you a drinker or a sweets guy?


    And then, quite naturally, he remembered Inokoshi breaking into a faint smile.


    “Oh.”


    The memory had been right there. The moment he realized that, all the tension drained from his shoulders.


    Huh! So I hadn’t forgotten after all.


    Apparently, the tension and unease he’d felt about the grave visit had caused a blockage in his mind. If Shiroshi had fixed it by smacking his head, there wasn’t much difference between Seiji’s brain and an old TV.


    Shiroshi had shrewdly foisted the icefish disaster on to Seiji and was rapidly polishing off a matcha soft serve. As Seiji was watching him with vague amusement—thinking Yes, yes, eat up and grow big and strong—the boy said, “By the way, aren’t you planning to visit your parents?”


    “Ngh! No, um, frankly, that would be pretty awkward.”


    After all, he hadn’t heard anything since they’d told him “Our son is dead” and hung up on him. After that, they’d never so much as sent him a text, so he had the feeling they’d probably disowned him quite a while back.


    Now that his ice cream was gone, Shiroshi crossed his arms and fell to thinking. “If that’s how things stand, I think it’s even more important to make sure they’re all right, really.”


    “M-maybe, but I have two big sisters, and they’re both on good terms with our folks.”


    As a matter of fact, Seiji’s sisters were more than fifteen years his senior. By the time he’d been old enough to notice the world around him, they’d both been working adults. It seemed his folks were tired of parenting by then, so he’d grown up getting yelled at and hit almost every day. Either that, or they’d treated him as if he wasn’t there at all.


    That said, he was very sturdy physically; he’d hardly ever gotten bruises, let alone broken bones. As a side bonus, it had made him extremely good at running away.


    Still, I guess they did cover my university fees and my rent.


    He’d had to cover all his living expenses himself, utilities included, but he figured he’d been pretty lucky overall. Although…apparently, that money had actually come from his deceased grandparents.


    Shiroshi already seemed to know about those things. He gave a small nod. “Just to confirm, are there any other acquaintances you could contact?”


    “Uh, well, it sounds like my old classmates think I’m dead, so it would be sort of tough to get back in touch now.”


    If he was dumb enough to reconnect with somebody and they set him up to be publicly ridiculed at a class reunion or something, he’d probably wish he was dead. Although there was a good possibility that they wouldn’t invite him in the first place.


    “What about relatives, then?”


    “Um, I only ever really met one aunt, and that was always just at New Year’s—Oh!” He’d remembered. “Actually, excuse me, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you about for a while now.”


    “Oh? What is it?”


    “Do zashiki warashi actually exist?”


    The question had come completely out of the blue, and Shiroshi blinked, perplexed. “…You can’t mean like the tsuchinoko, that venerable cryptid?”


    “Um, so this happened back when I was a kid, but there was this mansion…”


    The Yatsuka estate, they’d called it.


    It had been built farther inland on a lot cleared on a small mountain, the highest spot in town. Its builders, the Yatsukas, were an old family that had once owned the entire surrounding area. During Obon in mid-August, the whole extended family would gather at the estate; the adults would drink, dine, and make merry; the children would go swimming in the ocean; and everyone would stay over for several days. For some reason, although he was a total stranger, Seiji had stayed with them.


    From what he’d heard, his grandpa had been fishing buddies with the previous head of the family, and when the man had said, “Bring your boy up for Obon. Heck, he can come every year,” Seiji’s grandpa had taken him seriously. And so it had begun.


    Sure enough, Seiji had only been welcome the first year. When the family had refused him in a polite, roundabout way the following summer, his grandpa had bulled his way through with “Hey, it was a promise between men,” in a shudder-inducing display of gall.


    Yet, no matter how much of a nuisance Seiji’s hosts considered him to be, Seiji himself was unable to just say, “I’m in the way, huh? I know,” and flee back home. So he did his best to be invisible and spent his days catching pond snails or collecting cicada husks, all alone.


    Every so often, the other kids would find him. And when they did, for some reason, they’d chase him around, shouting “Monster, monster!” Perhaps they thought he was some sort of yokai that only appeared at meals.


    I bet most of them didn’t even know my name.


    However, that regular summertime event had ended the year Seiji was in fourth grade: Incredibly, the entire Yatsuka family had been wiped out.


    “Um, first, the previous head’s boat capsized when he was out fishing. He ended up in a coma—or actually, what they call a ‘vegetative state.’ So then the eldest son took over, but he had a chronic heart condition, and he had an attack that killed him before a year had passed.” As Seiji spoke, he could feel his voice taking on the tone people used for ghost stories. “On the day of his funeral, the area took a direct hit from a big typhoon, and there was record-breaking rain. I’m pretty sure it was about this time of year. There were wireless emergency broadcasts from city hall and vans driving around issuing warnings by loudspeaker, and things were crazy all evening. Fortunately, the town was fine, but…”


    Due to the risk of landslides, the mountain’s residents had been urged to evacuate starting early in the day. But the Yatsukas hadn’t been able to bring themselves to abandon the coffin. The family members who’d gathered for the funeral had stayed at the mansion until after midnight. Then, just when they had finally decided to evacuate, the garage—which was a sixty-year-old remodeled storehouse—had collapsed. That had left the family of twelve with only one vehicle: an eight-seater minivan. They’d squeezed themselves into it and started for the emergency shelter at the community center, but…


    “On the way, they hit a washed-out section of road, and the minivan plunged into the river.”


    Although the news just after the accident reported that everyone in the vehicle had died, one of them was later rescued downstream. A little while later, the survivor moved out of the prefecture. All that was left was the family’s deserted estate, up on the mountain.


    “Soon after, a weird rumor started going around. People said the family had long been known to have a zashiki warashi, and that they’d been wiped out because of it.”


    When Seiji finished his story, Shiroshi nodded. “I see. Yes, that’s quite clear.” He folded his arms pensively. “The zashiki warashi is a tradition from the Tohoku region, with roots in Iwate Prefecture. In some legends, zashiki warashi are boys. However, in general, they take the form of very young girls, with bobbed hair and ruddy faces, dressed in long red vests. Kunio Yanagita’s The Legends of Tono made them famous overnight. I believe they’re closer to gods than to yokai, though.”


    “Huh?”


    The only thing that came to mind when Seiji heard the word gods was worshipping at a shrine.


    “In simple terms, a ‘god of luck’ may be the closest comparison. ‘The house in which that god maketh its abode will have wealth and fame at its command’—in other words, a family that welcomes a zashiki warashi will become prosperous, wealthy, and renowned.”


    I—I see. Seiji was able to muster a fuzzy recollection of the Seven Lucky Gods, and the visual seemed pretty similar, too.


    “However, since they are a ‘divine guest’ invited from elsewhere, they’re quick to leave if the family displeases them. When they do, the family’s downfall begins.”


    “Um…how, specifically?”


    “Well, let’s see… For example, it’s said that a certain household of twenty, including servants, ate mushrooms that proved to be poisonous, and all but one of them died. In short, the entire family is annihilated.”


    “Eegh! ” Seiji’s voice stuck in his throat. Mushrooms weren’t the same as a storm, but the calamity that had struck the Yatsukas seemed fundamentally similar. Meaning… “Th-then was a zashiki warashi the real reason for the Yatsuka tragedy?” His voice was trembling.


    “Hmm.” Shiroshi made a pensive noise in his throat. “No, we can’t be certain of that. Zashiki warashi legends are created as explanations, after the fact.”


    What did that mean?


    “The houses where zashiki warashi live belong to old families that have lasted for generations. In other words, families that have consistently monopolized wealth. That makes them an object of envy to their neighbors. On the other hand, villages are cooperative systems, and accepting that disparity in wealth is necessary for their survival. That is where the zashiki warashi comes in.”


    “Huh…” Frankly, none of this was really clicking for Seiji.


    Shiroshi seemed to pick up on that. “Why is one person poor, while another is wealthy? Birth, luck, innate talent, effort—many factors contribute to a person’s affluence or poverty. However, ‘because they have a zashiki warashi’ is the easiest explanation to accept. ‘That family has a god living with them, so of course all the wealth and fame is theirs. How could it not be?’”


    Hm. Yes, that made sense, in a vague sort of way. Seiji’s basic potential was so low, however, that he couldn’t even work up the desire to envy others’ success.


    “The same goes for the opposite situation. Say that one day a tragedy occurs—by flood, fire, or food poisoning—that wipes out a distinguished old family. This is a frightening thing for the surrounding villagers; after all, it could be them tomorrow. Telling themselves it happened ‘because the family’s zashiki warashi went away’ is reassuring and easier to accept.”


    Ah. That was very true.


    Come to think of it, the local zashiki warashi rumor had spread after the papers and TV news reported the damage from the typhoon. Was that rumor a product of fear and unease, too?


    Except…


    “Um, but…the thing is, a zashiki warashi rescued me once.” As soon as he’d said it, voices rose from the depths of his memory.


    Ready or not, here I coooome!


    No, not yet!


    A game of hide-and-seek.


    The children had started it while they waited for dinner. Seiji hadn’t even been playing, but for some reason, they’d caught him, too; they’d shoved him into the cupboard under the stairs and wedged the door shut with a stick, trapping him.


    The children had laughed themselves silly over it, but then they’d gotten bored and scattered, and a call of “Dinnertime!” had drawn them all away. Completely forgotten, Seiji had been hugging his knees and sniffling and cursing them all to turn into pond snails, when…


    “Just then, I heard noises outside: first footsteps, then the sound of something being moved.”


    When he’d timidly pulled on the door, the stick that had been jamming it closed clattered to the floor. Someone had moved it for him. When he looked around, though, no one was there.


    Perplexed, he’d headed for the great hall. Most of the large platters had been cleared from the low table, and a plate of triangular watermelon slices was on its way in, having been carried all the way down the veranda from the distant kitchen.


    When Seiji explained what had happened…


    “Well, you must’ve been half-asleep. Either that, or you got a visit from a zashiki warashi. Everyone was here, see? That means it had to have been a monster,” the previous head of the family had joked, his face flushed bright red from his bottle of beer. His words were followed by a roar of laughter.


    In the end, Seiji had gotten his hands on a sushi roll and some watermelon, but no explanation. He’d never found out anything solid about the person who’d saved him.


    “…I see,” Shiroshi murmured. He looked down, a trace of pity in his eyes. “It is true that zashiki warashi also appear as ‘someone extra who shouldn’t be there.’ Children will be playing hide-and-seek, and at some point, they’ll notice another player in the game, someone nobody knows—that’s a zashiki warashi. Your rescuer does seem to fit that definition.” He paused for a moment. “That said, I believe you were also a zashiki warashi to the people in that room, Seiji. As evidence, you were absent during the entire time when, as they said, ‘Everyone was here.’ And yet no one noticed, and they didn’t search for you. In other words, their ‘everyone’ didn’t include you.”


    As he spoke, he patted Seiji on the head in a “good boy” sort of way. H-he moved so fast that I couldn’t avoid it.


    “Now then, considered in those terms, the identity of the person who saved you should be clear.”


    Oh, I see. So it really was like I thought. Seiji felt a keen sense of agreement settle in his chest. Being reassured that he was right at this point, however, only emphasized his lingering feelings of helplessness. That aside…


    “Um… So in the end, you’re saying that zashiki warashi don’t exist, and that what destroyed the family were coincidences like illness and natural disasters?”


    “Yes, I think that’s the most likely possibility. After all, there’s no knowing what even the immediate future holds.”


    No one knew whether they’d be alive tomorrow. Ultimately, was that the only truth there was?


    In that case…I guess I probably should call home.


    After slipping his phone out of his back pocket, Seiji pulled up his parents’ number. Inwardly, he still wasn’t sure about this, but he steeled himself, hit the CALL button, and…


    “The number you have dialed is not in service.”


    …Huh?


    “Hm? What’s the matter?” asked Shiroshi.


    “Uh, nothing; I just…can’t get through to my parents’ phone.”


    They hadn’t blocked him, had they?


    No, in that case, the announcement would have said “can’t be reached” or “is not accepting calls.” He’d been blocked a few times by part-time jobs that had fired him before payday, so he was sure about that—although he’d blocked other people several times more often.


    “…Perhaps they simply don’t use their landline anymore and have canceled the service?” Shiroshi offered.


    “M-maybe. But actually, both my parents are bad with smartphones.”


    “My. What about your elder sisters, then?”


    “Well… My number changed when I switched phones, and I haven’t heard from either of them since.”


    Shiroshi patted him on the head again. Seiji had actually tried to dodge this time… But was it his imagination, or was the boy getting even quicker with his hands? Was Seiji witnessing a pro at work?


    “Hmm. In that case, it would be best to go to their house and see how things stand.”


    “Y-yeah, it really would.”


    In the end, this is what they learned: There was no house.


    “…Huh?”


    It had been demolished and cleared away without a trace. Not a single blade of grass grew in the perfectly leveled soil. A “For Sale” sign was the only thing there. It was a genuine vacant lot.


    Seiji fell to his knees. Even Shiroshi was just standing there, silent and stunned, as if words had deserted him. He’d set a hand on the back of Seiji’s head, but not to console him; the gesture was more like an owner unconsciously petting his dog in an attempt to calm himself down.


    “Let’s try contacting the real estate office first. We can ask around the neighborhood as well; someone may know something.” But just as Shiroshi managed to pull himself together, they heard the high-pitched ring of a smartphone from inside his Shingen bag.


    “Don’t tell me…,” he murmured. He took the phone out, checked the screen—then immediately hit the REJECT button and shoved it back into the bottom of his bag. Was it Seiji’s imagination, or had the caller name on the display been Geriatric Terror?


    “Um, Shiroshi, was that—? Yeek!”


    The base of the Shingen bag buzzed like a dying cicada. This time it was a text. Grudgingly, Shiroshi opened it. Deep, dubious furrows formed between his eyebrows, and then… “Excuse me,” he said politely, before returning the call.


    I bet he’s calling the Geriatric—um, Demon King Nurarihyon.


    When Shiroshi hung up, he gave a long, thin sigh. “It sounds as if the Geriatric—erm, the esteemed elder has encountered some trouble.”


    See? I called it.


    “He says he purchased an antique British Ouija board from a street vendor yesterday evening, and it appears the ghost possessing it has cursed him.”


    “…Huh?”


    “The curse is likely to kill him by tonight, and he says he’d like to settle things with the specter one-on-one before that happens. However, he can’t speak a word of English, so he would like me to interpret.”


    “Oh, so the ghost is British, too.” Pointing out the fundamental ridiculousness of all this would have been a waste of time. “Are you heading right back to Tokyo, then?”


    “No, I have an agreement with the Enma Ministry; I’ll interpret remotely via video chat. I’ll need to secure a quiet location, though, and more importantly, we still need time to ask about your…” Shiroshi frowned and fell to thinking; he looked unusually troubled.


    “Um, in that case, you relocate to a café, and I’ll check with the neighbors on my own. I’m pretty sure one of my sisters would have told me if the house had burned down or something, so it probably wasn’t anything that bad.”


    “…All right. I’ll finish as quickly as possible. Let’s meet up later.” Shiroshi still looked rather glum. He glanced up, then tipped his head back and gazed at the white cumulonimbus cloud towering overhead. “It looks as if we’re in for a rainstorm.”


    “Now that you mention it, it does seem like the top of that cloud is getting bigger…” The wind had picked up a bit, too. The rain was getting closer.


    “Be careful.”


    “You too, Shiroshi.”


    After that brief exchange, Shiroshi turned away, his back receding beyond a heat mirage.


    Then Seiji was on his own.


    Calling the real estate agent comes first. If I just go around ringing doorbells, somebody’s probably going to call the cops on me.


    Still thinking, he’d just walked up to the “For Sale” sign, when…


    “Hm?”


    …he heard a car brake behind him.


    When he looked back, there was a small white vehicle stopped on the shoulder of the road. The windshield had been coated with tinted film, probably to block UV rays, and he could just barely make out the driver through it.


    She was a middle-aged woman, rather plump, with a round, good-natured face. For some reason, though, she was gazing at Seiji without so much as blinking.


    D-do I know her? But I don’t think she’s a neighbor—Oh right!


    He’d remembered.


    Ready or not, here I coooome.


    No, not yet!


    A summer memory rose up in Shiroshi’s mind along with the sound of voices. The Yatsuka family members were sitting at a low table filled with food and beer, eating, drinking, and making merry. Hadn’t this woman been part of that circle? Except…


    I’m pretty sure only one of them looked like this, and her name was…


    Unfortunately, his memories were pretty fuzzy.


    “Chinami Yatsuka…?” he asked timidly.


    His voice seemed to have reached the driver’s seat: The woman’s hands were on the steering wheel, and he immediately saw the tension drain from her shoulders. Phew! Looks like I guessed right.


    She was the previous family head’s younger daughter; she had a massive sweet tooth, and whenever there was extra watermelon or ice cream, she’d be playing rock-paper-scissors with the kids for it.


    She’d seemed jollier before, but it had been fourteen years since then; for better or worse, change was inevitable. Especially after losing her family like that.


    As Seiji thought this over, the power window on the driver’s side rolled down smoothly.


    “…You’re Seiji, aren’t you? The Tohnos’ boy. You came to visit every Obon.” Chinami, who’d poked her head out the window, smiled awkwardly at him.


    “Y-yes, um, it’s been a long time.”


    “I heard you went off to college in Tokyo. Are you back home visiting your parents? You have the day off from work?”


    Cr-crud.


    If he hung around on the street smack in the middle of a weekday afternoon, questions like these were absolutely inevitable. He’d learned that all too well by being flagged down and questioned by the police while he was a net café nomad.


    But is “detective’s assistant” even a valid profession?


    Seiji was genuinely stressing out, when…


    “…I’m sorry. It looks like I shouldn’t have asked.” Sensing his unease, Chinami gazed at him sympathetically.


    She’d almost certainly mistaken him for an unemployed twenty-something who’d lost his money, job, and home in Tokyo and come back to the country by himself.


    That said, there was one thing he needed to ask before anything else.


    “Excuse me. Have you heard about any sort of trouble at my parents’ house? You see, um, I came back and it was…like this.” Hastily fumbling his way through the question, Seiji pointed at the empty lot.


    “Huh?” Chinami was struck speechless for a moment. “Your house was here, Seiji? Th-then what about your parents?”


    “Well, um…actually, I haven’t been able to get ahold of them. I don’t know where they’ve gone.”


    …Hm. She was giving him the sort of look people gave a dying dog, to put it mildly.


    Abruptly, Chinami seemed to remember something. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “That’s right. I think your parents sent me a postcard to announce that they’d moved.”


    “Huh? Really?”


    Whew! How lucky is that?!


    “Um, do you think you could tell me their new address?”


    “Of course! Oh, but I’m sorry; I’ve got a little business I need to take care of. Would you go up to the house first and wait for me there?”


    Um, which house would that be?


    “You know. The mansion up on the hill, where you stayed with us at Obon.”


    “Huh?!”


    Seiji had just assumed the place was still vacant. One of its former residents had actually gone back?


    “I was living outside the prefecture until not long ago; I came back just around the time you left. And so…your issue feels all too familiar.” Chinami’s hands shifted on the steering wheel. She looked very apologetic. “I’m sorry I can’t give you a ride up there. Do you know the way?”


    “Um, take the bus down the street and get off at the last stop, right?”


    “Yes, that’s right, at the end of the line. Once you get there, go ahead and cool off inside. The key to the front door is hidden in the umbrella stand, and the great hall’s been tidied up. If you stop by, I can treat you to dinner; I can even loan you some money.”


    Was she a saint?


    Seiji was so moved that he was about to cry, but her offer was based on a fundamental misunderstanding, so he hastily tried to correct it. “Um, actually—” But he wasn’t fast enough.


    “Okay, I’ll see you later.” With that, Chinami’s car sped off.


    So… I guess I have to go now…right?


    Frankly, a simple text or phone call would have done the job, but if he rejected kindness on that level, Heaven was likely to smite him for it. And yet…


    I’ve got a weirdly bad feeling about this.


    He felt goose bumps rising on his skin. Was it because of the approaching rain? Still wondering about it, Seiji turned away from the “For Sale” sign and started for the bus stop.


    Really, he should have known. Seiji was well aware, after all, that the worse a premonition was, the more likely it was to be correct.


    


    When he reached the estate, it was cast in shadow.


    The family had been old and distinguished, and so was the house. It was a wooden building, two stories tall, with a hip-and-gable roof. The roof was laid with wave-shaped tiles, and the ornamental ridge-end caps featured stern oni faces and the family crest.


    And, more than anything, it was dark.


    Since it’s so high up, you’d think it would get a lot of good sunlight.


    The ground underneath thrust upward, creating a slightly raised spot on the mountain, and it had a panoramic view of the town below. As an overlook, it left nothing to be desired—and yet because of the dense mixed forest that nearly covered the rear of the house, it was gloomy.


    The woods kept things cool enough that the place didn’t need air-conditioning even in summer, but every time Seiji stepped onto the property, he felt as if he were being swallowed headfirst by an enormous shadow.


    Still, it’s not like I can turn back now.


    He trudged along like a calf being led to market until he reached a familiar-looking front entrance: a double-paneled sliding door with glass panes set in a wooden frame, and a nameplate with Yatsuka carved in relief in a rather ostentatious font. Neither had changed in fourteen years.


    It’s been about an hour since we talked. Chinami might be home already. He tried the intercom, but there was no response. Apparently, she was still out.


    “She said it was fine to go in, but isn’t that a little…?”


    It was way too careless of her. He was (presumably) an unemployed twenty-four-year-old who’d come back home only to find his parents had vanished, and she was trusting him with her house while she was gone? That was insane.


    It might have been better to wait outside the door like Hachiko the faithful dog, but if somebody happened to see him there, they’d definitely call the cops.


    Um, she said to use the key hidden in the umbrella stand, so… What the—?!


    When he peeked into the Shigaraki ware vase, there was a bright, gleaming object at the bottom—the key. Was it just him, or was the “hidden” key not hidden at all?


    “E-excuse me.”


    Timidly retrieving the key, he unlocked the door. A big, empty front hall with a stone floor greeted him. He found only two pairs of shoes—a set of boots and a set of sandals—sitting side by side at the door. He was used to seeing it at Obon, crowded with all sorts of footwear, big and small, and the memory made the current view seem melancholy.


    Um, to get to the great hall, I’m pretty sure you had to turn left just past here.


    He kept thinking as he moved his feet. The corridor’s wood floor shone as if it were wet; he thought he could feel the coolness of water rising from it, even though that had to be an illusion. When he reached the veranda, with its row of glass doors overlooking the garden, he got a surprise.


    Whoa, it’s dark! …Oh. The storm doors are closed, huh?


    Chinami seemed to have locked up when she left the house: Beyond the glass doors, everything was pitch-black. The incandescent lights in the ceiling made it possible to see, more or less, but Seiji still had the unsettling feeling that night had fallen out of nowhere.


    Then he realized faint light was streaming in at the end of the veranda.


    Two of the storm doors had been left open. Through the exposed glass, he could see the untended, weed-choked garden. Apparently, Chinami had forgotten to close these last two. When Seiji took a good look around…


    “Oh.”


    …he realized he was standing right outside the great hall. It consisted of two traditional tatami-floored rooms, each seventeen square meters in area, separated from each other by sliding doors. Removing the doors instantly turned the space into a banquet hall.


    “Um, excuse the intrusion,” he said to no one in particular. As he opened the sliding doors, he heard children’s singsong voices.


    Ready or not, here I coooome.


    No, not yet!


    But all that was in the room was a massively broad low table made of ebony. He didn’t see a single floor cushion, let alone children. His ears had been playing tricks on him.


    Just then…


    “…Huh?”


    …the sun dimmed behind him.


    When he looked back, the sky beyond the glass doors had turned a sooty color, as though ink had been poured into it. The trees rustled restlessly in the damp wind, and a long, drawn-out rumble of thunder echoed across the sky.


    It was an evening shower.


    And then…


    “Yikes!”


    Clatter-clatter-clatter.


    …there was a noise as if a truckload of pebbles had been scattered across the roof. The downpour had begun. The world in front of Seiji misted white in no time, flashed, then seemed to crack with a roar—lightning and thunder. The sound of the rain was truly violent now; Seiji began to hear splashing as the gutters overflowed, until it almost seemed as if rain might be falling from the ceiling.


    I—I wonder if Chinami’s okay.


    If a downpour this brutal had hit while Seiji was driving, he would definitely have run off the road and into a rice paddy. He was also worried about Shiroshi, who was on his own…


    “Hm?”


    The phone in Seiji’s back pocket rang. Is that maybe…? When he checked the screen, he saw the name he’d been expecting: Shiroshi was calling.


    “Yes, hello, it’s me!” Seiji hastily slid the screen to answer and started talking fast, but…


    “…ed……the……y?”


    …all he heard was gibberish.


    The heavy rain and thunder seemed to be messing with the signal. He’d just have to wander around until he found a spot with better reception.


    “H-hang on a minute, please. I can’t hear you very well.”


    That said, since he was at the end of a hall, his only option was to go back the way he’d come. Pressing the phone to his ear, he jogged back down the veranda, until…


    “…ello? Is everything all right?”


    Once he turned the corner, Shiroshi’s voice finally came through clearly.


    “Oh yes, it’s okay now,” Seiji replied. “Um, the rain’s pretty intense; are you—?”


    “I’m still in a café in front of the station. I was just about to leave when it began.”


    “Huh? Then the ghost trouble’s cleared up already?”


    “No, we managed to learn the ghost’s mortal identity, but after the apparition told its tragic life story, the two of them launched into a raucous drinking party. It all began to seem utterly ridiculous, so I made my escape.”


    “…Yeah. I doubt drunks really need an interpreter.”


    In Seiji’s experience, liquor and bar snacks were a universal language. And, as usual, pointing out the insanity inherent in the situation would be a waste of time.


    “By the by, how are things with you, Seiji?”


    “Um, well, you see…”


    After he’d explained where he was and why…


    “…That’s very odd,” Shiroshi murmured. He sounded dubious.


    Odd? What about it? Seiji was perplexed.


    “A short while ago, at a hospital near the station, I’m told there was a______urder.”


    “Huh?”


    Crud. The signal had broken up at a crucial part. However, unless his ears were deceiving him… “Huh? A-a murder?”


    “A woman who’d undergone back surgery and had been given a private room was attacked by someone who’d disguised themselves as a visitor. They strangled her with a rope. The staff saw the attacker flee from the hospital, but it appears they haven’t yet been caught.”


    “Y-you really know a lot about this. How did you find out?”


    “Well, you see, an elderly inpatient who’d slipped out of the hospital—an ‘informed source,’ as it were—decided to have an enthusiastic conversation about it on his phone at the table adjacent to mine, and he was not, shall we say, ‘using his indoor voice.’”


    “Th-that must have been rough.”


    Even Cinderella would’ve made a dash for the Labor Standards Inspection Office if she’d been forced to interpret for a couple of drunks under circumstances like that.


    However, that wasn’t Seiji’s biggest concern at the moment. “Um, then…when you said something was odd, what did you mean?”


    “As a matter of fact, the victim was—” But just as Shiroshi began…


    “Yeek!”


    …the sky fell.


    Seiji saw a flash of light. The world around him was dyed blue for a moment, then, a few seconds later, a shuddering boooom ripped through the sky. The air seemed to vibrate, and as the echoes of the roar faded, a heavy downpour hit the house. It seemed as if the sky had cracked in two. It was practically a waterfall.


    “…Th-that was scary.” Seiji’s voice was trembling. Then he realized that somewhere in there, his smartphone had slipped out of his hand and was now on the floor by his feet.


    “Huh?! Whoa!” He hastily scooped it up, but the screen was black. He held the power button down, just to see, but nothing happened. Apparently, getting dropped had damaged it.


    “Y-you’re kidding me. No way…”


    Why now, of all times? What had Shiroshi been about to tell him?


    Not only that, but there’s a murderer on the loose?


    A fierce shiver ran down his spine, and just then—


    …Huh?


    —he heard a clatter. The sort of noise a wooden sliding door that didn’t sit well in its tracks would make when someone pushed it. Like the sound of a storm door closing.


    Oh good, Chinami’s back.


    That was one less thing to worry about. But just as Seiji was feeling relieved, he stopped.


    “…Wait.”


    Something didn’t feel right. It was as if a small object was stuck deep in his chest.


    A chill began to spread through him, starting near his solar plexus and crawling slowly up his spine. A chill—or was it a premonition?


    I mean…isn’t that weird?


    There was only one route from the front of the house to the veranda. If Chinami had come through the entrance and gone to close the storm doors, she would have had to pass Seiji. That said…


    No, cut that out. She could’ve stopped by her bedroom or the kitchen first. He hastily rejected the thought, but then a ridiculous idea popped into his head. But what if she didn’t come through the front door? What if she entered from the garden?


    Right. The two storm doors at the end of the hall hadn’t been closed. If Chinami had forgotten to lock the inner glass doors as well…


    Then couldn’t somebody else have gotten inside just as easily?


    Seiji shuddered.


    Come on, “somebody”? Who, exactly?


    A sneak thief or a robber? But there was no way somebody on the wrong side of the law would have closed the storm doors and cut off their own escape route.


    So it has to be Chinami.


    Hearing about that murder seemed to have kicked his worry circuits into high gear.


    But if the murderer who fled from the hospital headed for the mountain to hide from the cops…


    Seiji swallowed hard.


    If the killer knew the family had been wiped out and assumed the estate was abandoned, wouldn’t it have sounded like a perfect hideout?


    Did they go to the trouble of shutting the storm doors so that nobody could look in and see them?


    That would mean there was a fugitive murderer just down the hall.


    No, no way.


    Come on, that couldn’t happen.


    However, no matter how Seiji tried to use logic to deny the possibility, his unease had already manifested, and it wasn’t going anywhere.


    I guess I’ll just have to check.


    He made his way down the hall very slowly, careful not to make a sound. When he finally reached the edge of the veranda, he stopped, startled.


    The storm doors were closed.


    Just a minute ago, the two doors at the end had been open, forming holes in the darkness like missing teeth. The veranda was now in pitch-black shadow. And at the end of the hallway that ran straight past the doors…


    Aren’t those footprints?


    Wet footprints led right up to the paper sliding doors of the great hall, the room Seiji had peeked into earlier.


    It was as if someone soaking wet had gotten into the house from the garden, closed the storm doors to hide the fact that they were trespassing, and gone into the great hall.


    Seiji swallowed so hard that his throat made a weird, creaking noise.


    The door wasn’t quite closed. Creeping up to it, he set one eye to the gap. When he saw the figure inside, his knees very nearly gave out on him.


    At first glance, it resembled an Ichimatsu doll: a young girl in a long red vest with her back turned toward him… And when he saw the thing in her hand, Seiji really did shriek.


    It was a small, sharp sickle, the sort used for harvesting rice.


    


    The sky howled.


    Lightning must have struck nearby. The floor shook under Seiji, as if the earth itself was rumbling, and the window glass shivered. The roar of the thunder had drowned out Seiji’s scream, which meant the figure with the sickle hadn’t noticed him yet, but…


    I—I’ve gotta get out of here.


    Coming to his senses with a jolt, Seiji clapped a hand over his mouth and backed away. He had the urge to bolt like a rabbit, but he fought it and slid back, step by step, never lifting his feet from the ground.


    Wh-what was that thing?


    Remembering what he’d just seen made him tremble to his very core. His pulse was racing so fast, it felt as if his heart might burst, and his knees were on the verge of quaking.


    A kid in a long red vest, though? That’s— Before he could think almost like a zashiki warashi, a realization hit him.


    “The zashiki warashi is a tradition from the Tohoku region, with roots in Iwate Prefecture. In some legends, zashiki warashi are boys. However, in general, they take the form of very young girls, with bobbed hair and ruddy faces, dressed in long red vests.”


    If what he’d seen had been an actual zashiki warashi, the kind Shiroshi had been talking about—then it must have been a sinner, given a yokai form by the Mirror of Illumination shard in his eye.


    That would mean the person in the great hall was almost certainly the hospital’s fugitive murderer. Not only that, but since they’d been holding a rice sickle, if they spotted Seiji, it was a sure bet they’d use it to put an end to him.


    “Th-this can’t be happening,” he said, moaning under his breath as all his hair stood on end.


    A-anyway, for now, I have to get out that front door just as fast as I—


    But before he could think the word can—


    “…Huh?”


    —his feet, which had been slowly taking him toward the front entrance, stopped as suddenly as if he’d tripped. In the entryway at the end of the gloomy hall, which was filled with the sound of rain, he’d seen something bizarre.


    Wh-what…is that?


    Vertical, horizontal, diagonal—warped lines ran across the glass doors in all directions. Was that…? It couldn’t be duct tape, could it? When he looked closer, he saw that cardboard had been used to block the cracks at the edges of the doors.


    Wh-when did all this…? And it’s…


    It had all been done from the outside. That meant Seiji, on the inside, had no way to get the cardboard and duct tape off. The front door had been sealed.


    No way… Am I trapped in here?


    Seiji gave a whistling shriek deep in his throat, though all that escaped was a gasp.


    Just then, he heard the floorboards creak. The sound came from right behind him—no, no, it didn’t. It was probably from near the veranda. Creak, creak. With an eerie slowness, the footsteps were steadily coming closer.


    “E-eep!”


    For a moment, the fear nearly stopped Seiji’s heart. Then it began pounding so furiously it seemed liable to punch through his ribs. His knees were shaking so hard, it was all he could do to stay on his feet, and yet he had the urge to scream his head off and start sprinting blindly. He was in a state of complete panic.


    Come to think of it, when that high school girl had chased him around with a carving knife last summer, Shiroshi and Beniko had ended up saving him. Even then, it had been an extremely close call—and this time, he was on his own, up against a murderer who’d just killed somebody.


    What the heck am I supposed to…?


    Between the fear and the tension, his mind was rapidly blanking. But just then, he thought he felt someone lightly thump him on the back. From the depths of his memories, a voice said, One hundred years.


    Oh, right—I promised.


    The one thing Seiji couldn’t do was give up now.


    Raising his trembling right hand, he bit down hard on the base of his thumb.


    “Ow!”


    He’d left surprisingly clear tooth marks. Blood started welling up in them, but his hands and legs had finally stopped shaking. Now he’d be able to run.


    Okay, but where to?


    He wanted to take off right that second, but he forced his brain to work.


    Think. If you don’t think, you’re gonna die.


    If he fled down the hall, the noise of his footsteps would give him away. That meant his only real option was to hide, but…


    Oh, right!


    He ran to a ten meter–square room that had long been used for storage. It had a huge pile of old tools and bulky rubbish in it, and its wood-paneled walls made it even gloomier. A light hung from the ceiling, but maybe because it hadn’t been used in so long, the bulb had been removed.


    As you’d expect from a storage room, there were loads of cardboard boxes and wicker storage chests in the closet, plus a door panel that must have been removed from one of the other rooms. At first glance, there seemed to be plenty of hiding places, but…


    No, it’s no good. They’d find me in any of those.


    Seiji knew from experience that the best hiding spots were the first places a person would look. That ruled out the closet and cardboard boxes. Still, he had to find a place that would conceal him completely…


    Just then, he heard the floor creak right on the other side of the sliding door. They were here.


    Aaaaargh, dammit, I’ll risk it!


    Steeling himself, Seiji took cover.


    Almost immediately, the door opened.


    Creak…creak… Horribly slowly, footsteps crossed the tatami flooring.


    There was silence, as though the figure was carefully examining the room. Then, with a bang, they flung open the closet door. Seiji’s heart flipped, then he started gushing sweat.


    Shf, shf. Once again, the figure moved, feet sliding stealthily across the floor. Then Seiji heard the lids of cardboard boxes and wicker chests opening and shutting.


    They’re looking for me.


    He couldn’t seem to get enough air; it felt as though an invisible hand were clenched around his throat. His teeth were threatening to clack and chatter, and he desperately gritted his molars.


    Then the footsteps stopped.


    The figure was right in front of him—facing him.


    D-did they find me?


    A few seconds ticked past, whittling down Seiji’s sanity as he hesitated even to breathe. At last, the door swished open, then closed with a light thunk.


    The intruder had left the room.


    The footsteps creaked away down the hall, until at last he couldn’t hear them anymore.


    “It…it worked.” Finally exhaling, Seiji sank down into a sitting position. The intruder had been standing beside him until only a few moments ago. He was just in front of the end wall.


    In other words, Seiji hadn’t really hidden at all. He’d simply stood there holding the spare door—whose color was very similar to the wood panels—in front of him, pretending to be part of the wall.


    G-good thing I didn’t try to hide.


    If he’d taken his chances in the closet or in one of the boxes, he probably would have been dead by now.


    He’d gambled on the murderer not noticing him in the gloom. Still, considering the fact that one little noise would have given him away, he wanted to applaud himself for managing to become one with the wall.


    Then, abruptly…


    “…Huh?”


    …the ceiling creaked.


    It wasn’t the natural creak of a settling house. These were footsteps with human weight behind them. Someone was slowly traveling above his head. His pursuer had expanded the search to the second floor.


    Th-then this might be my only chance to get outside.


    But how?


    The first exits to come to mind were the windows and the front entrance. The front entrance was sealed up with cardboard and duct tape. If Seiji rattled the doors from the inside, he might be able to shake them loose, but the intruder would hear the noise, and that would be it.


    Going out a window isn’t an option, either.


    Since the forest came right up to the back of the house, most of the windows had been fitted with aluminum grates to keep monkeys and birds from getting in.


    The simplest way would probably be to exit into the garden from the veranda, but…


    There was a knack to opening and closing the estate’s storm doors that only its residents knew. If an outsider like Seiji pulled on them, they wouldn’t so much as twitch, making escape via the veranda basically impossible.


    …Hm?


    For a second, something tugged at him. He didn’t have the time to figure out what it was right now, though.


    “Argh, dammit!” Swearing under his breath, Seiji clawed at his head in frustration. If his smartphone had been functional, he could have called the cops, at least. And then he had a brainstorm.


    Hang on a second. Speaking of phones…


    The landline.


    Right! I’m pretty sure the main unit used to be in the living room.


    Almost nothing had changed in the rooms he’d seen so far. Did that mean the telephone would still be where he remembered it, too?


    I mean, frankly, I have no idea, but…


    Since Seiji was the only one here now, he had to think and find the answers on his own. Even if he’d never really believed in himself before.


    Okay, let’s do this. He smacked his cheeks lightly, then got to his feet. Moving as quietly as he could, he peeked through the crack in the sliding door, then went out into the hall.


    As he did, he started hearing the rain again. The thunder had stopped, but the gloom that hung in the hallway was so heavy, it felt almost waterlogged.


    Nobody’s here…right? Good, it looks like they’re still upstairs.


    Curbing his anxious urge to hurry, he jogged down the hall.


    When he reached the living room, he found that it looked just the way he remembered. There was the CRT TV, which probably counted as an antique these days; the traditional paulownia wood chest of drawers; the low square table that would probably become a heated quilt-draped kotatsu come winter; and there, on the table…


    “There it is!”


    The telephone hadn’t changed a bit, either, and the second Seiji saw it, relief welled up inside him. Thinking I’m glad that wasn’t a lethally bad decision, he reached for the receiver with a trembling hand. Just then—


    Trrrrrrrrr.


    —the phone rang.


    “Huh?”


    His fingertips froze.


    That monotonous electronic trrrrrrrrrr, trrrrrrrrrr echoed in his blank mind.


    …Wh-who’s calling?


    More importantly, if he let it keep ringing, whoever was upstairs would realize there was a phone here.


    N-not good!


    He felt sweat break out on his back. Feet tingling, he rushed to the table and snatched up the receiver.


    “…Hello, Seiji?”


    The voice belonged to Chinami.


    Th-thank goodness! The tension drained from Seiji’s body in a rush. Chinami had probably called because she’d been delayed and was concerned about him.


    “Um, I’m in the house right now, and there’s a—”


    But as he rushed to alert her of the situation…


    “Just wait, okay? I’ll be right there.”


    “Huh?”


    An indefinable chill made Seiji’s hair stand on end. It felt as if something extremely unpleasant was crawling up his body from his feet. A premonition—and a looming sense of dread.


    No, but…why?


    Just then, an alarm started to sound in the back of his mind.


    On the phone—the light that indicated a call from the extension was on.


    “Huh?”


    The word just slipped out.


    At the same time, the line went dead. Silence, broken only by the sound of the rain, fell over Seiji as he held the receiver in a daze.


    Wh-what’s going on?


    That extension light meant that the call had been made from the house’s second telephone. In other words, Chinami was inside the house. But…


    Wasn’t the extension…?


    Right. It was upstairs.


    “What?”


    The floor seemed to slant under him. At the same time, the vague sense of wrongness he’d shoved into a corner of his mind came into focus.


    Come to think of it…how did the person upstairs manage to shut the storm doors?


    Right, there was a trick to opening and shutting them—and only the people who lived here knew how.


    Plus, there’s the cardboard and duct tape they used to block the front entrance. If they got those from inside, they’d have to know the house well.


    Of the people who fit that description, only Chinami was still alive.


    “It can’t be…,” he murmured. He felt goose bumps rise on his skin, and a shudder slowly spread through him. He was terrified.


    Then the person who’s in this house, trying to attack me…


    …It’s Chinami?


    “No…”


    The shock was so great, Seiji felt as if he’d been hit in the side of the head with a hammer. He broke out in a cold sweat; his ears were ringing, and something else was welling up inside him, forcing its way up from the depths of his throat.


    But Chinami can’t be a zashiki warashi.


    After all, when he’d met her at the vacant lot where his house had been, she’d looked human. The intruder who looked like a zashiki warashi had to be somebody else.


    Before relief could sink in, though, Shiroshi’s voice came back to him. “A short while ago, at a hospital near the station, I’m told there was a______urder.”


    A short while ago? When would that have been?


    Don’t tell me… If it happened after I parted with Chinami, but before I got to the house…


    She’d looked human when they’d met earlier, but she might have taken the shape of a zashiki warashi during the time they were apart. And that would mean…


    “I’ve got a little business I need to take care of. Would you go up to the house first and wait for me there?”


    If Chinami’s “business” had been murder, then Seiji had met a killer right before the act, near the scene of the crime. And if that had made his existence extremely inconvenient for her…


    Then wait, is she trying to kill me so that I can’t talk?


    Come to think of it, Chinami thought Seiji was “an unemployed twenty-something who’d come back home from Tokyo only to find that his parents had disappeared and left him with no place to go.” She might have assumed she could quietly get rid of him, and there wouldn’t be anyone to request a search or to report him missing.


    That tidbit about my parents sending her a postcard might have only been bait to get me up here.


    Then, in the hour it had taken Seiji to reach the house, she’d committed her murder, driven up to the estate—arriving before he did—and closed most of the storm doors. Then, once Seiji had gone inside, she’d sealed the front entrance.


    She’d blocked all routes of escape—so she could kill him.


    And that meant…


    I—I have to run, right now.


    Shaking his boggled head, he took an unsteady step forward, and then… “Ow!” He’d managed to bang his knee on the low table, and a stack of mail slipped over the edge with a rustle. A beat later, he reflexively grabbed one of the falling letters.


    “Huh?”


    His breath caught in his throat, and bone-chilling fear crept up inside him. The name printed in the address space didn’t make any sense.


    Yae Yatsuka.


    “Wh-why…?”


    His voice and fingers were both trembling with confusion. Hastily, he checked the other pieces of mail. They were all addressed to the same person. Some of them were thank-you cards for midyear gifts, dated last month; others were utility bills for water and gas.


    The wife of the previous family head…wasn’t her name something like that?


    The local residents had called her Madame.


    But the one living at the estate now was Chinami—the only survivor of the twelve Yatsukas who’d been swallowed by the raging torrent the night of the typhoon, fourteen years ago.


    Then, as Seiji involuntarily backed away, his heel came down on something thin.


    A flyer?


    No, it was a magazine-type pamphlet. The page with the publisher information sported the name of the big hospital in front of the station. When he glanced at the cover…


    “What?”


    Surprise made his throat close up.


    The pamphlet had been written for outpatients, and its cover featured words like What to expect during your hospitalization and Guide to herniated disc surgery.


    It can’t be. His clenched hands trembled, as if he’d been hit with an electric shock. “A woman who’d undergone back surgery and had been given a private room was attacked by someone who’d disguised themselves as a visitor. They strangled her with a rope.”


    Unless what he’d heard from Shiroshi had been a freak coincidence—then was the woman killed at the hospital Yae?


    And if Yae had been the only one to leave the river alive, that meant Chinami had died fourteen years ago.


    Then who did I meet at the vacant lot?


    Had Seiji only assumed the woman was Chinami, when she was someone else entirely?


    Wh-who on earth is she?


    He’d definitely recognized her face from somewhere.


    In fact, if she was able to open and close those storm doors, and if she’d known where the cardboard and duct tape were, she had to have deep ties to this house.


    Th-there has to be some sort of hint somewhere.


    Seiji looked around the room, and then something caught his attention.


    “Oh.”


    There was a framed photograph on top of the wooden TV cabinet.


    A family photo taken at Obon, perhaps. On the veranda, in the dappled, shifting sunlight, Seiji saw the previous family head, whose boat had capsized, and the son who’d succeeded him and died of a heart attack. Around them, the children tumbled and tussled like puppies, and the adults laughed together companionably. It was a peaceful, lively summer moment, like a scene from a dream.


    Everyone was smiling happily.


    The fathers wore fatherly expressions.


    The mothers’ faces were maternal.


    The kids looked like kids.


    Each person in the photograph wore a face that marked them as “family,” and they were nestled together under one roof. This was probably how families ought to be.


    Not that I can even imagine it.


    After all, to them—no, even to his own family, Seiji had been no more than a zashiki warashi, someone who shouldn’t be there.


    Ready or not, here I coooome.


    No, not yet!


    Once again, he heard voices from the depths of a distant memory.


    Those children would never call for Seiji, though.


    Then, suddenly…a voice that had come back to him. Seiji.


    Oh, that’s right—I remember now.


    Just as he murmured those words in his heart…


    “Foooound you.”


    …a voice came from right behind him.


    When he turned, he saw an abnormal figure.


    It’s Chinami.


    However, the look in her eyes had changed drastically. They were the eyes of a doll who felt nothing. Actually, even glass eyes might have held a little more life. These were just holes, endlessly dark, deep, and vacant.


    Oh. It’s because her expression’s gone.


    Her face now gave a different impression. It had gone from plump and good-natured to puffy and exhausted, with poor circulation and swollen eyes.


    Somehow, she looks like a broken doll.


    Grimy from being overhandled, limbs torn off—an abandoned, forgotten doll.


    Seiji swallowed so hard he could hear it. “You’re…Yui Yatsuka. Right?” He felt cold sweat soaking into the back of his shirt.


    That name really and truly took him back. She’d been the one and only adult Seiji remembered fondly from his days as an unwanted guest in this house.


    Even if she was holding a rice sickle now.


    “The photo on the TV cabinet jogged my memory. There are fourteen people in it; twelve of them were taken by the river. The previous head was in the hospital in a coma, and the eldest son died of his illness. If you take those two out of the equation, it seems like the numbers match up perfectly…but they actually don’t. After all, if you include the person who took the photo, there were fifteen people in the family.”


    On the night of the storm, there had been thirteen people at the estate. However, only twelve had piled into the minivan. There probably wasn’t enough space in the car for the whole group; one person had been left behind. That “one” was—


    “You were the fifteenth, weren’t you?”


    Even as Seiji spoke, an old memory surfaced.


    “Well, you must’ve been half-asleep. Either that, or you got a visit from a zashiki warashi. Everyone was here, see? That means it had to have been a monster.”


    Right. Seiji, who had been excluded from that “everyone,” had basically been a zashiki warashi to them. Someone who shouldn’t really be there, a person whose name they didn’t know.


    But actually—there had been a second person like that.


    “Everyone was here, see?” Even as the previous head of the family spoke, someone was carrying watermelon that had been sliced in the kitchen all the way down the veranda to the great hall where “everyone” was. In other words, the person carrying the watermelon hadn’t counted as one of them, either.


    Yui Yatsuka had come to the family as the eldest son’s wife, marrying in from outside the prefecture. She always wore clothes in drab colors and no makeup, aside from lipstick. Every night, while children and adults alike ate and drank and made merry, she brought in beer and platters of food, then cleared away dirty plates and glasses, constantly shuttling from the kitchen to the great hall and back, never getting a chance to sit down and rest. It was as if she were something inhuman, something none of them even saw.


    Like Seiji, whom everyone had called “the monster,” she was always just “the wife.” When they took family photos, they put her behind the camera, as if it was only natural, and no one even noticed that there wasn’t a single photograph of her.


    If I remember right, she was really skinny back then.


    Her cheeks were plump and fleshy now, and it changed her look quite a bit, but…


    “Even so. Even if nobody else picked up on it, I should have. I should have realized it was you as soon as you called me Seiji. You were the only person in that house who remembered my name—and you secretly rescued me when I was getting bullied.”


    Right. Back when he’d been trapped in the cupboard, it had been Yui who’d removed the stick that was jamming the door shut. She must have realized Seiji was gone and found a few moments between trips back and forth from the kitchen to slip away and look for him.


    She saved me.


    In fact, he’d tried to pay her back by helping her out on the sly like Gon the Little Fox and—for example—attempting to open or close the storm doors. Unfortunately, he was Seiji, and so he’d never been much help. And yet…


    …now there was a rice sickle in Yui’s hand.


    As she gazed at Seiji, her eyes were clearly abnormal: steady and unblinking. They were the eyes of a broken doll—or of a sinner who’d just killed someone. Even so…


    I don’t want to run, Seiji thought. It was probably because this was Yui. Yui, who’d been timid and clumsy at navigating life, but who’d always been kind.


    “Um… Yui, if there’s anything I can do for you…” He’d finally managed to get the words out, but Yui didn’t respond.


    Maybe she couldn’t.


    Then, out of nowhere…


    “Huh?”


    On the table, the phone’s light was blinking. Just as they both noticed it, they heard an electronic noise that seemed ludicrously out of place: Ding-doooong.


    It was the intercom by the front door.


    Someone was here. They’d arrived at Seiji’s eleventh hour, with perfect timing.


    He was sure they’d come to save him.


    “…Shiroshi?” he murmured, almost unaware of it.


    Then, realizing he could talk through the intercom if he picked up the receiver, he reached for the phone. Just then, he heard Yui’s voice.


    “I’m sorry. Die.”


    She swung the sickle down as she spoke, and Seiji could tell it was falling toward the back of his neck.


    He promptly grabbed her arm and shoulder, pivoted away as if pulling Yui onto his back, and—


    “NO!”


    —shouting for all he was worth, he hauled for dear life and sent her flying forward over his shoulder.


    It was a judo throw.


    


    Seiji had remembered something.


    “Running away” probably hadn’t been such a bad thing to do. Not when he’d been a kid, at least.


    When he was hit or cussed out or ignored, he hadn’t wanted to grin and bear it or get hurt, but he also hadn’t wanted to struggle and bite and cuss back and hurt the other person.


    Running had been the one way he could protect himself. As a kid, that had been his only way to fight.


    However, as he was running here, there, and everywhere, he’d lost the ability to care for himself.


    School, part-time jobs—everything stopped mattering to him. As soon as something ugly or painful happened, he was out of there. That was what Shiroshi had called his “habit of running away.”


    Now, though…


    He didn’t want to run. He was pretty sure why, too. Things did matter to him these days—Shiroshi and Beniko, of course, but also himself.


    And now…


    …a white figure was next to Seiji, a peony in full bloom on his shoulder.


    “She says she wished they’d all just die,’” Shiroshi began.


    They were sitting side by side on a bench on one of the train station’s platforms. The building was deserted, and there was no one else in sight. Seiji stretched, drawing in a deep breath while he was at it, and caught the scent of old rust and wet concrete—the lingering fragrance of the rain.


    It had felt like hours, but actually, it hadn’t even been thirty minutes since I’d talked with Shiroshi on the phone.


    Shiroshi had apparently jumped in a taxi and rushed straight over. Since it had rained so hard, umbrellas were useless; he’d been blotting the hem of his kimono with a handkerchief for the past few minutes. He seemed concerned about the silk getting water-stained.


    Eventually, he gave up and put the handkerchief away.


    “That was what she thought on the night they made her get out of the minivan and left her behind at the estate alone: ‘I wish they’d all just die.’”


    Considering what they’d done to her, that was completely understandable.


    However, before the night was out, all twelve of them had fallen into the river. Only Yae was rescued. Yui, too, had safely made it through until dawn, but…


    “Ever since that night, she’s suffered because she cursed them like that,” Shiroshi continued. “Rationally, she understood that she wasn’t to blame, but she couldn’t rid herself of the guilt. She developed insomnia and depression…and flashbacks triggered by the sound of violent rain. For the last fourteen years—during which she’s been unable to find proper employment and been kept at arm’s length by her family—she’s been seeing a psychiatrist. She says the change to her figure was a side effect of her medication.”


    “No, but…it wasn’t her fault,” Seiji said, groaning.


    Shiroshi nodded, looking as if this pained him as well; he’d accompanied Yui to the police station a little while ago, when she’d turned herself in.


    “You’re right,” he agreed. “It wasn’t. However, simply living through something can spark self-recrimination that eats away at the mind. They call it survivor’s guilt; it’s a type of post-traumatic stress disorder caused by large-scale disasters or accidents.”


    “Th-then, wait. Is that why Yui looked as if she’d lost her mind when she showed up in the living room? She didn’t appear that way when we met at the vacant lot.”


    “Yes, I would imagine it was due to that torrential rain.”


    Just maybe, the one who’d felt the most fear during that game of hide-and-seek in the rainstorm wasn’t Seiji, who was hiding, but Yui, the one who was “it.”


    “For the fourteen years following the accident, she stayed clear of this town. However, on her physician’s recommendation, she went to visit the other family members’ graves last month, and she told me she ran into Yae there.”


    “So Yae had been living at the estate all that time?”


    “No, after the accident, she rented an apartment near the facility where her husband was hospitalized. He passed away two years ago, without ever regaining consciousness. After that, she returned to the mansion, a place where she had fond memories.”


    Oh, I see.


    If there were people like Yui, tormented by memories they couldn’t forget, then there were also people who used their recollections of better days as a support to help themselves through the rest of their lives.


    And when the two women met again for the first time in fourteen years…


    “On impulse, Yui pretended to be an old classmate of Chinami’s and made small talk with Yae. And in doing so, she learned that Yae had forgotten her entirely.”


    “…Huh?”


    No, hang on a second. What the heck does that mean?


    “It means that Yae didn’t even remember Yui had existed. She thought her eldest son, the family’s heir, had died a bachelor. She also believed the only ones at the estate on the night of the storm were the twelve who’d fallen into the river. She’d rewritten her memories.”


    “No…” Seiji moaned.


    However, if Yae had wanted to keep her memories of her dead family warm and beautiful, then maybe the knowledge that they’d all left Yui behind at the estate had been too inconvenient for her.


    Meanwhile, Yui was still tormented by her guilt. As far as she was concerned, Yae’s obliviousness amounted to a denial of her fourteen years of pain.


    “Yui said she couldn’t forgive her. She just couldn’t forgive Yae, so she strangled her. However, she may have chosen to do it while she was hospitalized, rather than waiting until she was discharged, because she wanted someone to stop her. In fact, while Yae did temporarily go into cardiac arrest, they were able to resuscitate her.”


    “Huh? Wha…? Wait, Yae’s still alive? Seriously?”


    “Yes. What occurred at that hospital wasn’t a murder but an attempted murder.”


    Oh. The surprise made Seiji’s throat clench up.


    “A short while ago, at a hospital near the station, I’m told there was a______urder.”


    Seiji had registered that the call had broken up when Shiroshi first mentioned the incident—but who would have thought he’d mistaken an attempt for murder?


    Th-thank goodness! Doesn’t that mean the penalty will be lighter, then? He sighed in relief.


    However, as if the boy had read his mind, Shiroshi continued. “That said, there is no law that says simply being unable to forgive someone makes it all right to kill them. Even if both crimes ended as mere attempts, it is a fact that she tried to kill two people. Including you, whom she just happened to run into, and whom she proceeded to attack in an effort to ensure you couldn’t talk.”


    “I—I mean, that’s true, but…she did save me before.”


    When she’d rescued Seiji all those years ago, Yui must have been wishing that someone would save her as well.


    Ignored by everyone, treated like some sort of appliance—anybody would hate living like that. And yet no one had helped her. And to top it all off, that incident had happened. At the very least, they had to allow her to pray for a better future.


    “By the way.” Shiroshi cleared his throat. “When I accompanied Yui to the police station, I heard something from the taxi driver… It appears your parents won thirty million yen in the lottery and have moved to Okinawa.”


    “…What?”


    “I’m told the story is quite famous locally. The former site of their house is thought to have become a spiritual vortex of sorts. It’s believed that if you set a photo of it as your phone wallpaper, your luck with money will improve.”


    “Speechless” was the only word that applied here.


    Considering what his parents were like, Seiji might receive some Okinawan soba and a “We’ve moved” postcard one of these days. Right now, though, island life had probably left them so giddy that they’d forgotten all about him. Granted, it was possible they’d never remember him again, but…


    Well… As long as they’re okay, I guess it doesn’t matter.


    If he could see things that way, he’d probably be fine.


    Then, deliberately turning to face him, Shiroshi lowered his voice. “By the way, you seem to have performed a splendid shoulder throw on Yui back there. Should I infer that, when you go out three times a week, you’ve been training under Tosu?”


    “Ngh! ”


    As usual, Shiroshi had seen right through him, and Seiji awkwardly fell silent.


    He was right: Five months ago, after Shiroshi had abdicated as Demon King and rehired him as his live-in assistant, Seiji had asked the young man to train him.


    …Technically, the “young man” was a middle-aged guy who simply looked young. His appearance was a flat-out lie.


    Tosu had initially turned him away with “Go play Ring Fit Adventure or something.” Seiji had hung in there, though: He’d gotten down on his knees and begged, and somehow that had gotten him here. Although, he’d never dreamed he’d end up having to throw a sickle-wielding opponent in his first-ever real fight.


    I wanted to be able to move when I didn’t have time to think.


    Actually—when he’d mentioned that to Tosu, the guy had said, “Frankly, I think your type has better luck surviving by running away than standing your ground. If you want to level up no matter what, though, I’ll go along with it. I owe you anyway.” Although he’d followed that up with, “Whether you’ll actually manage it is anybody’s guess, though.”


    He “owes me”? What for? As Seiji was puzzling over that, Tosu had continued.


    “I’m saying if you hadn’t been on that train, Ms. Nomura and I wouldn’t be alive right now,” he’d said, face as expressionless as ever.


    I’m glad, Seiji had thought. Frankly, “assistant” was only his title. He was aware that he tended to spin his wheels and get nowhere. If he’d managed to help even one person despite that, then…


    I can’t change even one thing about the past, though.


    The fact that his one friend had betrayed him and forced a ton of debt onto him, that he hadn’t been able to stop that friend from killing himself, and that he had run off, pretending he hadn’t seen it—all those things were set in stone.


    He was still dragging those memories with him, unable to forget a single one—but if there were things he could do specifically because of what he’d become, then…


    I’m glad I didn’t die.


    He really was glad.


    Above his and Shiroshi’s heads, the speaker announced an incoming train.


    “It won’t be long now,” Shiroshi said, rising to his feet. Then he looked back over his shoulder at Seiji. “…But what made you suddenly think of training?”


    “Eeg—”


    “I’m merely curious. I thought something might have prompted the decision.”


    Oh. He’s as sharp as ever.


    Giving up, Seiji hung his head, doing a good impression of a dog with flattened ears. “Um…I did promise you, so I thought I’d do my best not to die.”


    Exactly. The trigger had been his promise with Shiroshi.


    “And so, Seiji. Would you give me your next hundred years?”


    Seiji had agreed. And in that case, he figured he should try his best not to get killed.


    But if he tells me to quit smoking while I’m at it, well… I’m not quite ready for that, he thought. That was the main reason he’d kept his training a secret from Shiroshi and Beniko. Although, in the end, he’d been exposed.


    Shiroshi stared at him, stunned. Then he burst out laughing, shoulders quivering. And when the fit subsided, he mussed the heck out of Seiji’s hair. “I see. So you really are giving me your next hundred years, then.”


    “I mean, it’s more of a goal to work toward than anything, but… Um. Besides, I’d like to live for a hundred years, too.”


    Even if they knew a hundred years was too long for a human and too short for an oni, the prayer in that phrase had to be the same for both of them.


    Hearing the roar of the train as it raced over the rails, Seiji got up from the bench.


    Once, he’d boarded this train to run away. Now he’d board it to head to his next destination. In order to stay with Shiroshi. To survive and go home with him.


    The train glided in next to the platform, bringing the night wind with it. Shiroshi narrowed his eyes in the glare of the headlights. “Well, Seiji. Shall we go?”


    Nodding, Seiji took that first step.


    It was all in order to stand beside him.


    


    In this world, there may be a promise that lasts a hundred years.
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    “Someone’s sent us a case.”


    In retrospect, that remark had been the beginning.


    Either that, or it had been the end.


    The “case” had arrived by e-mail: a request for a murder investigation from an expat in Singapore. The client had wanted them to investigate the site in person, and two weeks later, tickets for a cruise ship had reached their London safe house. As a result, although September was half over, Odoro and his brother were still on a ship.


    Their cabin was done up in an art deco style, and while its furnishings seemed modest at first glance, they were of extravagant quality and cost. Odoro was seated in one of the armchairs. His tall, slim frame leaned against its back, and he was tapping one index finger on the arm.


    Before long—he stopped.


    Heaving a very deep sigh, he touched the brim of his hat, resettling it on his head.


    “Ibara.”


    His elder twin was sitting on a sofa by the window. Although he was using a tablet equipped with a read-aloud function, he was apparently paying close attention to Odoro.


    Getting to his feet in a deliberately audible way, Odoro walked over to him, shoes clicking against the floor. “What are you plotting?” he asked.


    Ibara blinked slowly. Then he gave a little breath of a laugh. “You haven’t changed a bit, have you? You always start with the most awkward question.”


    “I’m aware of that,” Odoro said coldly. Sitting down on the opposite sofa, he laced his fingers together between his knees. “Something about this seemed odd from the beginning. You don’t like going out as a rule; would you really agree to take a cruise ship all the way to Singapore, even to investigate a crime scene? …And so I hired someone local and had them look into the murder. As a result, this morning I learned that the incident has already been solved. Not only that, but by a private detective, living in London, whose assistance the client had requested by e-mail.”


    “My. Impressive work.” There was a smile in his brother’s voice, and he didn’t sound the slightest bit rattled.


    Odoro fixed him with a piercing glare. His face was as expressionless as a Noh mask. “The incident was solved one month ago. At that point, the case was closed. The tickets to Singapore arrived two weeks later. That means whoever invited us onto this ship was merely impersonating the client. On top of that, they seem to have been acting as your accomplice.” Odoro’s face abruptly twisted into a ferocious snarl; he bared his canines, growling, “Who is it?”


    Even then, Ibara’s expression didn’t change. Or rather, a smile played at the edges of his lips.


    “I chose to travel by boat in order to avoid the strict security checks that come with air travel. After all, between this and that, neither of us is able to do without our guns. That, and—to cut off your escape route.”


    His smile grew mocking.


    “Look.” He turned the tablet to face Odoro. The screen showed an e-mail in English—one signed by a British real estate company. “I’d expect no less of London’s booming real estate market: They’ve already closed the sale of our refuge. I’ve arranged to have the belongings we left behind sent by air freight—from the town house in London to the Rindou Detective Agency in Tokyo.”


    Odoro couldn’t process what he’d just heard. Who could expect him to?


    After all, he’d assumed they’d never return to the agency they’d established together.


    It wasn’t possible. To the survivors of Evil God Shinno Akugorou’s faction, the two of them were traitors who’d killed their father, sworn enemies for whom death was too kind a fate.


    “…Are you suicidal?” he asked, his voice growing slightly hoarse at the end. A certain emotion welled up inside him like nausea, and Odoro gritted his teeth against it.


    He remembered.


    He pictured the chair by the window on the second floor of their agency, the one that had been Ibara’s usual spot. And he recalled that the man in front of him had died once already, six years ago.


    Those memories had been seared into him like a brand. They would never fade.


    “No. It was Demon King Nurarihyon who invited us. On top of that, the one who arranged for the tickets and sent me that case was Takamura Ono. In short, in exchange for our guaranteed safety in Japan, we’re accepting their case—as detectives.”


    With that, silence fell.


    It was the sort of silence that made one hesitate to move a muscle, or even breathe.


    Then Odoro slowly removed his hat, ran a hand back through his hair, and sighed so deeply it seemed as though his lungs couldn’t possibly have any air left in them. “…Then our actual destination isn’t Singapore, but the next port of call, Yokohama?”


    “That’s right. It looks as though we’ll arrive after dark.”


    “I see. Very well. But…” Deliberately leaning forward, Odoro reached out and hauled Ibara up by his shirtfront. He glared at him, so close he could feel his breath, as if he were a beast about to bite his face. “…I know I told you not to lie.”


    He tightened his grip on his brother’s collar, constricting his windpipe. Even then, no sound escaped the man’s exposed white throat.


    He could have been a corpse.


    At least for now, though, he was alive.


    Even if there were no guarantees it would last.


    In the end, Odoro had never believed that this brother of his, who’d returned from the dead, would live on and stay with him. Not even once.


    “…I can’t remember how I ever managed to trust you before,” he groaned, deep in his throat.


    Even then, Ibara’s expression didn’t waver, but his eyes softened. When he spoke, he seemed to be thinking fondly of something very far away. “You really are a good boy, just like always.”


    Odoro’s face twisted, as if he were fighting the pain of a wound. He let go of Ibara’s shirtfront. Then, exhaling in resignation, he turned on his heel and was about to walk away, when…


    “Odoro,” his brother called.


    In what was almost a conditioned reflex, he stopped, and then…


    “Gah!”


    His feet were swept out from under him, and he performed a splendid half-turn. His tall frame flipped over backward, and the back of his skull crashed into the floor. As his mind rapidly dimmed, a voice spoke above him.


    “Sorry, but I make a point of giving twice as good as I get.”


    “I’ll bet you do, dammit,” Odoro said, groaning, but there was no way his brother had heard.


    The sky was already devoid of light. It would be sunset soon, and time to disembark.


    Before long, night fell.
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    Night had fallen.


    “It looks as if everyone’s present,” said a voice from on high.


    It was eight in the evening: the appointed time, on the dot.


    The voice had seemed to come from the ceiling, because the individual who’d abruptly appeared beside their table was so tall they had to look up at him.


    His suit was clearly well tailored, and his long black hair had been styled neatly. He appeared to be in his early thirties, but the calm elegance with which he carried himself belied his years. If someone had said he was a butler, it would have been tempting to believe them.


    Both his gestures and his speech were smooth, mild, and efficient, and yet it was impossible to tell what he was thinking or to read his intentions in them.


    It was Takamura.


    No way, that’s not even possible.


    But no, impossibly, it was true.


    Beside Seiji, Shiroshi was staring, wide-eyed and stunned. He’d frozen up. Seiji couldn’t blame him. Takamura had disappeared from the Blue Magic Lantern nine months earlier, and they’d heard nothing about him since. They hadn’t even known whether he was alive or dead.


    Not only that, but…


    “It appears that both nuisances are here as well, though,” said Ibara Rindou. He was sitting on the sofa facing theirs. As always, his whisper was as even as a calm sea. However, the irritation filtering up from its depths made it sound as if he was rather shaken.


    Odoro sat next to him. He wore a British-style suit and a fedora, and—for some reason—a haggard, exhausted expression. He was glaring at his brother. Take your fight somewhere else, guys.


    I knew Shiroshi was meeting the people he’d be working with, but this…this came way out of left field.


    They were in a lounge bar on the top floor of a hotel designated by the Enma Ministry. The bar’s interior was decorated in blues; the entire wall that faced the sea was glass, and the lights of Yokohama’s port spread out below them.


    Takamura was standing with his back to that view, facing the sofas Seiji and the others had been shown to. He closed the cover of his pocket watch with a light click. “Now then, it is time, so I’ll get right to the point. You have traveled long distances to be here tonight, and we deeply appreciate it. You see, a murder has occurred, and we would like your cooperation. After discussing the matter, Demon King Nurarihyon and Great King Enma have decided to request help from all of you. In other words, this will be a joint investigation.”


    …Hold it.


    Hang on. What did he just say?


    “Um, wait. You can’t mean you want the four of us to work together. Right?” The second the question was out, Seiji felt the blood drain from his face. He hadn’t even managed to process the most fundamental question—what Takamura was doing here. And yet…


    H-he has to be kidding. I mean, this group? Work together?


    Seiji swallowed hard; his throat was trembling. This went beyond cobras and mongooses. They’d have a great yokai war on their hands, and that was putting it mildly.


    “Yes, that’s right.” Takamura nodded easily. He looked down at all four of them equally, still wearing a vague smile. “The police are already involved. Since Master Odoro has established connections to the Metropolitan Police Department, he was considered the best man for the job, but the Enma Ministry objected. They said if we were going to summon the two of you, they wanted us to send someone to watch you as well—and that is where your party comes in, Master Shiroshi.”


    On hearing that, Shiroshi spoke up, although his face stayed completely blank. “…This is the first time I’m hearing about it.”


    “Yes, we assumed that if you were informed in advance, you’d refuse the job even if it meant malingering. After all, I’ve done the same myself.”


    Yeah, that’s true. He did take a hard pass on that mission to Tang China. The logic was pretty convincing. Frankly, though, Seiji had nothing like Takamura’s defiant spirit, and even he wanted to claim he had a stomachache and go home right this minute.


    “As an aside, this has been declared a mission of the utmost importance by order of Great King Enma. Should you abandon it, be prepared to pay a significant penalty. In addition, the Rindou brothers’ safety will no longer be guaranteed.”


    “…Why are you here in the first place?” Shiroshi asked.


    Takamura raised both hands slightly in a gesture of surrender; the corners of his eyes creased in a wry, mild smile. “Embarrassingly, I was captured by Demon King Nurarihyon. The Enma Ministry has suspended my punishment on the condition that I assist the four of you—and warned me to consider my life forfeit should I fail. And so…,” Takamura went on, as if he were an adult addressing children who got along very badly. “…let’s all do our best to work together nicely.”


    “…And if we say we can’t?”


    Takamura tilted his head, looking troubled. “I do sympathize, but…”


    He smiled. It was a gentle, tranquil expression.


    However, his voice was as strict as that of a whip-wielding animal tamer. It was clear he would brook no refusal.


    “Work together nicely, please.”


    For a little while, silence fell over the group.


    It was an ominous hush, like the calm before a storm.


    Then, as if they’d timed it, the three men besides Seiji all spoke at once:


    “Go to Hell.”


    Summer was over.


    What lay in wait for them was a long, long autumn night.


    In fact, it had already begun.
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