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    <Summary of Events Thus Far>


    Sasaki was the kind of worn-out office worker you can find anywhere. But when he bought a cute Java sparrow at a pet shop, the bird turned out to be a wise, illustrious sage who was reincarnated from another world. This tiny sage granted him powerful magic and the means to pass between worlds. Sasaki named the sparrow Peeps, and before long, they began crossing to the otherworld together.


    Shortly thereafter, mistaking Sasaki’s otherworld magic for psychic powers, an organization recruited him—the Cabinet Office’s Paranormal Phenomena Countermeasure Bureau—and he began working there. Soon after, a child calling herself a magical girl, with a grudge against psychics, staged repeated one-sided attacks on the bureau as Sasaki struggled to mediate between the two sides. Ultimately, he revealed his otherworldly magic to her and wound up in the role of “magical middle-aged man.”


    Then a new force rose to block their path—they learned that a death game had begun in modern Japan, and Sasaki ended up embroiled in a proxy war between angels and demons. That was when he learned about a fourth faction—unaffiliated with psychics or magical girls. Abaddon, the demon contracted to Sasaki’s neighbor, requested his help, and along with Futarishizuka, it was decided that they would cooperate.


    But almost immediately, Sasaki received word of a giant sea monster attack. The massive creature had appeared suddenly in the middle of the Pacific Ocean and was, according to Peeps, a species of dragon from the otherworld. Under Section Chief Akutsu’s instructions, Sasaki headed out with Miss Hoshizaki and Futarishizuka to take care of the threat.


    Meanwhile, the proxy war between angels and demons was heating up, as plots spilled out of the isolated spaces and into the streets. The angelic faction sent spies to blow up the apartment complex where Sasaki and his neighbor lived. After barely managing to survive, his neighbor encountered the suspected culprits: an angel and her Disciple. Sasaki, who witnessed the explosion, was able to secure his neighbor’s and Abaddon’s help with a decisive strike against the sea monster. Thanks to additional support from key players in various factions, Peeps was able to slay the dragon in secret with his magic.


    As for Sasaki’s neighbor, she may have been racking up victories in the death game, but she had lost her guardian and home in the process. In response, Futarishizuka stepped up to the plate and assumed custody over her. She set the girl up in a new home—a mansion in luxurious Karuizawa—and transferred her to a new school. Now with fresh surroundings, Sasaki’s former neighbor began her life anew.


    Back in the otherworld, Herz’s succession dispute reached a boiling point when Prince Lewis, despite facing certain defeat, insisted on attacking the Ohgen Empire. Though unable to guess his motives at first, Adonis eventually came to understand his elder brother’s true plan, though by then, it was already too late for Lewis to be saved.


    In truth, Prince Lewis had been fighting for the sake of his homeland, all alone, ever since he was a child. Inheriting his will, Prince Adonis crushed the imperialist nobles lurking within Herz and was subsequently crowned the next king. Thus, the struggle for the crown came to an end well before the promised five-year deadline.


    Meanwhile, an unidentified flying object calling herself a mechanical life-form (model name: Type Twelve) arrived on Earth from the far reaches of space, and mankind suddenly found itself facing down an alien invasion. After much to-do, the alien girl, who had grown fond of Miss Hoshizaki, decided to stay with Sasaki and the others in order to research and fix the bug in her programming.


    But soon, Type Twelve made a certain proposal: She wanted their whole group to play house with her. After facing pressure from a Japanese government eager to improve relations with the mechanical life-form, Sasaki and the others ultimately gave in and began spending part of each day inside the alien’s ship living as a fake family.


    Finding immense value in being fawned over, Type Twelve then requested to attend the neighbor’s new school. Her wish was granted, but Sasaki and Futarishizuka were forced to become teachers so they could watch over her. Sasaki, a practitioner of otherworld magic, wound up in charge of a class including an alien, a magical girl, and a demon and his Disciple. Friendly psychics and armed groups were stationed throughout the school, but foreign governments and other organizations continued attempting to contact the mechanical life-form. While the rest of the family was preoccupied with taking care of one problem after another, Type Twelve destroyed the harmony of the neighbor’s class by attempting to have everyone simp for her.


    When the female students started to treat her coldly, Type Twelve announced that she was being bullied and no longer wished to go to school. But she wasn’t done looking for attention. Her thoughts soon turned toward the internet, and a certain video submission website, which she hoped would help her amass a large number of admirers. This prompted Futarishizuka to announce a family-wide view-count contest.


    As part of the contest, Sasaki’s neighbor, with Abaddon’s support, debuted as a VTuber. Surprisingly, she had the knack for it, and a major group recruited her. When she finally made it to a big festival, however, the venue became the target of a terrorist plot. The audience was taken hostage, but Sasaki and the others managed to hide the truth, and the event was a stunning success.


    With each passing day, the members of Type Twelve’s fake family are making bigger waves, and before long, Captain Mason approaches them with a new mission…

  

  
    

    <Overseas Assignment, Part One>


    Ms. Futarishizuka’s view-count contest was over, and the results were in. The members of our fake family now filled a hotel suite not far from the Winterfest venue. Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis were present as well, and the whole group had surrounded the room’s TV, which was currently displaying a certain video submission site.


    After a brief look at each participant’s view count and relative ranking, we began noisily debating what the winner would make the loser do as punishment. I would be allowed to make a single request Ms. Futarishizuka couldn’t refuse, and it could be anything I liked.


    But right in the middle of our fun, Captain Mason and Magical Blue arrived on the scene.


    “Mr. Sasaki, will you join us in our counteroffensive? My home country thinks very highly of you. We believe that your help will be vital to the success of this operation.”


    Without warning, the captain gave us an overseas assignment: helping fight against terrorists.


    “For the time being,” he added, “your boss has temporarily loaned you out to us.”


    “What? Um, sir, would you mind explaining?” I asked, flustered.


    “We want you to come to our country and serve under our command, Mr. Sasaki.”


    “……”


    Mr. Akutsu hadn’t contacted me about this; it was a bolt from the blue. And what were the captain’s intentions anyway? He knew perfectly well that I was terrible at English.


    “Captain. Despite everything, I am still a government employee,” I pointed out. “You say it’s temporary, but I could never presume to switch posts on my own authority. Even the tiniest side jobs need a written request and advance acknowledgment.”


    “Yes, I’m well aware of your rules.”


    “Then you must understand that I’ll need formal consent from my boss…”


    “In that case, you’re free to check with him,” said the captain, already heading for the suite entrance.


    Was he going home already? Magical Blue, who had accompanied him, hadn’t moved at all. I peered after the captain, confused, only to see him cross the tiny hotel hallway and reach for the doorknob of another room. The room’s autolock clicked, and the door swung open, seemingly on its own.


    For some reason, Mr. Akutsu was standing on the other side.


    His presence was so unexpected, I couldn’t help but ask, “Um, what are you doing here, Chief?”


    “Excellent work yesterday, Sasaki,” he began. “Thanks to all of you, we accomplished all our planned objectives. Not only did we manage to keep societal interference to a minimum, but we even apprehended the criminals. The whole thing went far better than we could have imagined.”


    Captain Mason gestured for Mr. Akutsu to enter the suite.


    By “excellent work,” he meant our efforts to resolve the turmoil that broke out on the first day of Isepro’s Winterfest. Members of an organized crime ring had infiltrated the venue, and we’d managed to capture them as a team. In fact, we sent the culprits off to the bureau the very same day.


    “You can look forward to this term’s performance report,” he added. “I’m just as satisfied with your work as everyone else.”


    The newcomers were making our already rather densely populated suite even more cramped. I decided to count everyone again. We were in a space only a little over ten square meters, including the bathroom. Our original party consisted of my neighbor, Abaddon, Miss Hoshizaki, Ms. Futarishizuka, Lady Elsa, Prince Lewis, and Type Twelve. We now had Captain Mason, Magical Blue, and Mr. Akutsu as well. Including me, that made eleven people in all.


    There was a Japanese expression that went, “half a tatami mat when awake, one tatami mat when asleep.” The idea was that one should be satisfied with the minimum one needs and not desire great wealth or rank. However, I wasn’t even sure we had half a tatami mat each in here.


    My neighbor and Lady Elsa, considerate as always, let the others push them back toward the bed and sat there with their knees drawn up. Prince Lewis followed suit. Ms. Futarishizuka found a free spot on the bed’s edge and joined them. I then moved farther back into the room myself, making space for the newcomers.


    The setup reminded me of nights during my school days spent packed in cramped lodgings with my friends. We’d all crowd around the TV, eating dinner and playing party games. Despite the situation, I started feeling a little nostalgic.


    “Chief,” I said, looking at Mr. Akutsu, “would you mind answering my question?”


    “Is it really that strange for a boss to visit his employees and congratulate them on a job well done?”


    Maybe not, but you’re not really the type, I thought. I almost said the words out loud before desperately swallowing them. “So can I assume what the captain is proposing was decided by the bureau?”


    “You may think of it that way if you wish.”


    “Chief, if I may… You told us we would get a break after completing our most recent job. You haven’t forgotten that promise, have you?”


    Your employees remember, I thought. He’d said so only yesterday, while we were at the Winterfest venue. It had been over the phone, yes, but he’d promised.


    “No, I remember it just fine,” he replied.


    “Then I can’t help but see a contradiction, sir.”


    “The bureau will give you the time off, and you may spend it as you wish. You can take a vacation or do a little volunteer work—whatever you like. And if you choose to help out another organization, I will respect your decision.”


    “If I did, sir, what would happen to my position as a bureau employee?”


    “As I explained before, Sasaki, I have complete authority over personnel matters. If you choose to decline, however, I won’t even need to intervene. You’ll receive the same orders from somewhere else—and I suspect you will find the terms much less amenable.”


    “……”


    No wonder I got an awful feeling the moment I saw his face, I thought. This is an offer I can’t refuse. Otherwise, this guy would never have come here in person. I could count on one hand the number of times I’d seen Mr. Akutsu outside the bureau headquarters. And in every case, his appearance was quickly followed by some huge mess I had to deal with.


    “Now, this certainly isn’t all bad, Sasaki. Especially if you’re thinking about getting ahead with the bureau,” the chief continued. “You took a rather unorthodox route to government employment, but the captain’s offer would essentially wipe that stain off your record.”


    “Mr. Akutsu is telling the truth,” said the captain. “If you help us, I can guarantee you an important position, both at home and abroad. I can also offer better remuneration for the duration of this mission. I’ve already put together the necessary documentation.”


    Was it all right for Captain Mason to be telling me this directly? Mr. Akutsu watched in silence. Heedless of my unease, the captain reached inside his suit and pulled out a stapled sheaf of printer paper.


    Thrusting it toward me, he said, “Here are the details.”


    “…Thank you, sir.” He clearly wouldn’t take no for an answer, so I had no choice but to accept the documents.


    The papers were in Japanese, and they described the working conditions for our proposed overseas mission. The wages were the first thing to catch my eye; I’d be able to add this money to what I was already getting from the bureau, and the amount was comparable to the salaries of top-earning baseball players.


    “Grk…!”


    Just then, I heard someone loudly suck in their breath right next to me. I instantly turned to find Miss Hoshizaki. This whole bit was likely more for her than for me. She’d been sitting in the room’s desk chair, and I hadn’t noticed her coming up behind me. She was peering over my shoulder at the documents in my hands, her ragged breath tickling my neck.


    “Why me, Captain Mason?” I asked.


    “As I just told you, we are very impressed with your abilities.”


    “Be honest,” cut in Ms. Futarishizuka. “You know if you can get him, the mother and child will come, too.”


    “I’m not very fond of oversimplifications, Ms. Futarishizuka.”


    The kimono-clad girl was referring to Miss Hoshizaki and Type Twelve. She might have been including my neighbor and Abaddon as well. I wasn’t sure how the two of them viewed our relationship, but to an outside observer, they probably seemed like an inseparable part of our little unit.
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  “So?” asked Captain Mason. “Will you come with us, Mr. Sasaki?”


  His leisurely manner of speaking intimidated me. It felt like he was saying, “You certainly won’t try to refuse, right?” But wasn’t he simply acting on orders from his own superior?


  At any rate, if I kept refusing, I’d eventually have to defect to another country. And then I’d simply get recruited again by someone else. If I turned them away, too, I’d wind up with nowhere else to go.


  “Sasaki,” said Mr. Akutsu, “you don’t have any connections to rely on outside of work. That’s a very good thing for me, but it also means that things like this will happen now and then. Being politically fastidious doesn’t always guarantee you peace and quiet.”


  “I’d thank you to not say any more than that, Mr. Akutsu,” interrupted Captain Mason.


  “I apologize, Captain.”


  Mr. Akutsu almost never stepped in to back me up. That meant he wasn’t all that eager to send me away like this. Maybe he disagreed with his boss, or with his boss’s boss. Essentially, he’d just declared his position to me and was silently asking me not to hate him for this turn of events. Was this how petty officials wound up sinking deeper and deeper into the bog of politics?


  “Ms. Futarishizuka,” I said, “I’ve decided what I want as my prize for the view-count contest. Is now a good time?”


  “What’s up?”


  “I know this is sudden, but will you come on this trip with me?”


  “Well, it’s not like I have a choice, do I?” She sighed but ultimately agreed. The chief was wrong; I did have one connection outside of work—my relationship with her.


  “Um, in that case, I’ll go, too!” said Miss Hoshizaki energetically. She hadn’t wasted a second.


  “That’s just how you are, isn’t it, dear?” said Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Well, I am his work buddy. So, you know…”


  The pay had thoroughly swayed our senior colleague. Her eyes were practically sparkling as she raised her hand to volunteer.


  And where Miss Hoshizaki went, Type Twelve followed. The youngest daughter, sitting properly on the bed, got to her feet.


  “If Mother goes, then the youngest daughter must accompany her.”


  Captain Mason grinned.


  He sure looks happy, I thought. As I expected, they were his main target.


  “If it’s okay with you, mister, the eldest son and I could come, too,” my neighbor offered.


  “Yeah! Family’s gotta stick together, right?” added Abaddon.


  “Don’t you have school, though?” I asked.


  “Father, the youngest daughter will handle her commutes to and from school,” said Type Twelve.


  “…All right, then.”


  “I don’t know how it was before, but we have the mechanical life-form’s warm and courteous support now,” Ms. Futarishizuka pointed out. “Crossing the Pacific won’t take much longer than hopping over to the neighborhood convenience store.”


  And so it was decided that my neighbor and Abaddon would join us. At that point, we couldn’t afford to leave Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis behind; we’d probably be unable to come back to Karuizawa for days at a time. The two of them glanced at the captain from their spots on the bed.


  “Captain Mason,” said the prince. “Would you be amenable to allowing several additional companions to accompany their group? We can arrange for our own lodgings, but we were hoping you could assist us with visa-related matters.”


  “Yes, that won’t be a problem.”


  Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis were stateless, after all. If we could secure citizenship for them in an allied nation in exchange for bringing over Type Twelve, then it would be more than worth the effort, even if we had to do some extra work. That would also allow the two of them a lot more freedom once we returned home. When I thought about it that way, this ordeal had its upsides.


  “We welcome you all and would love it if you came with Mr. Sasaki,” said Captain Mason, a wide smile on his face.


  I’d spoken to Ms. Futarishizuka before about wanting to stick with the biggest player, and that was indeed how I really felt. And in that case, what could be better than taking refuge under the command of the most powerful nation in the world?


  At least, that was how I decided to think about it. I had to stay optimistic.
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  The paperwork and other formalities required to take up our appointments in this new, unseen nation were swiftly taken care of. The very same day we agreed to his offer, Captain Mason whisked us away. When I asked how he’d managed to secure plane tickets so quickly, he told us there was a government plane waiting for us in Yokota. There wasn’t much I could say to that.


  He told us we wouldn’t need passports, ESTA applications, or visas. When I mused aloud that I’d rather not get arrested when we landed, the captain said the president had already issued an executive order allowing our passage—basically equivalent to an official order based on a cabinet decision in Japan. But unlike the Japanese version, the foreign order did not require legal authorization.


  I thought I remembered learning as much back when I was a student. At the time, I’d had the impression that things like that only ever happened in textbook examples. The big man must have given the directive to provide an excuse for us using a government plane. It was probably a necessary precaution, considering our destination’s reputation for lawsuits.


  After departing from our hotel, we had the mechanical life-form take us back to Karuizawa to pack our bags. That gave Peeps and I a chance to hop over to the otherworld with Lady Elsa while the others put their things together.


  Lady Elsa gave Count Müller a brief overview of our current circumstances on Earth. She also informed him that it might be a while before our next visit; we didn’t want to make her father unnecessarily anxious. Of course, we offered to have Lady Elsa stay in the otherworld, but she had other ideas.


  “No! Sasaki, I’m going with you no matter what!”


  She stubbornly implored me to take her along. I wondered what had made her so insistent.


  “You mustn’t cause trouble for Lord Sasaki, Elsa,” the count chided her.


  “If I don’t go with him, then Prince Lewis will have nobody to look after him!”


  That was true. When the prince first arrived on Earth, Lady Elsa had taken great pains to look after him. Peeps couldn’t be with him all the time, so I was very grateful for her offer.


  “It’s fine with me, sir,” I said, before turning to his daughter. “I’d appreciate you joining us, Lady Elsa.”


  “I’m sorry for all the inconveniences my daughter causes you,” the count said.


  “Oh, not at all, sir. She’s helped us quite a bit, in fact.”


  “Indeed. Your daughter has been doing quite well for herself. She has become invaluable to us.”


  “I’m incredibly honored to hear that,” replied the count.


  As for the matter of Prince Lewis, I’d already received messages from my neighbor, Abaddon, and Ms. Futarishizuka to pass on to the count. Both the prince and Count Müller had previously expressed a desire to reward those who had helped undo the prince’s curse, and now I could tell him what they had requested.


  “On another topic, my lord,” I continued. “I asked the central figures involved in Prince Lewis’s revival what they would like as thanks, and they requested some books from this world.”


  “May I ask what sort of books?”


  “If possible, everything someone who can’t read or write might need to improve their literacy—from simple stories for children all the way to volumes aimed at intellectuals and educators. They would be extremely grateful.”


  “That all sounds perfectly fine. But are you sure that will be enough?”


  “The people in question want for nothing, financially speaking. I believe they are more interested in cultural exchange than things of monetary value. Though if you see a problem with their request, I will ask them to rethink it.”


  “No, that won’t be necessary. In fact, I’ll select the books myself and have them ready for you by your next visit.”


  “I greatly appreciate it, my lord.”


  Futarishizuka was the primary figure behind this request. It seemed very characteristic of her. After all, she was the one who’d gotten all those difficult certifications, such as for ham radio and electrician work, simply for her own hobbies. Her desire to improve herself through study was quite similar to a certain sage’s, though Peeps would probably make shrill bird noises at me if he heard me saying so.


  My neighbor and Abaddon—who hadn’t expressed much interest in the otherworld’s reward to begin with—had quickly agreed to Futarishizuka’s proposal. I’d predicted as much, since the two of them were currently under her guardianship.


  After a bit more casual chat, our audience with Count Müller came to an end. We left the royal castle and used teleportation magic to depart from the Kingdom of Herz.


  From there, we headed straight for the Republic of Lunge, where we paid a visit to the Kepler Trading Company and said hello to Mr. Joseph and supplied a little more diesel fuel than usual. After all, depending on what Captain Mason wanted us to do, it might be some time before we could make our next trip to the otherworld. We explained as much to Mr. Joseph, keeping the details to a minimum. It seemed to only make him more worried, though, and I felt a bit guilty.


  After politely declining his offer of hospitality, we hopped right back to Herz, where we met up with Lady Elsa and returned to Earth. We’d stayed in the otherworld for half a day, and I was curious how much time had passed back home. When we first began, a similar trip would have been equivalent to only a few minutes, but lately, it was closer to an hour or two.


  Once back, I briefly reflected about how strange it was that the otherworld felt closer to me than a foreign country did.
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  By the time we’d returned to the Karuizawa villa, everyone was finished getting ready. Once we were all set, we boarded the mechanical life-form’s terminal and set off once again, this time for Tokyo. After meeting back up with Miss Hoshizaki, who had gone home for a bit, we stopped by the bureau.


  From there, we climbed into a series of expensive foreign cars provided by Captain Mason, and the all-black vehicles took us onward to Yokota Air Base. Incidentally, Peeps came along this time; he’d kindly agreed to ride in his usual travel cage.


  Driving down the road in an intimidating convoy of full-size SUVs certainly made us look like important political figures on the move. The whole fake family was heading out together, so we’d split into four vehicles, and there were additional cars ahead of and behind us serving as escorts.


  As for the passenger breakdown: The first car contained my neighbor and Abaddon, the second Miss Hoshizaki and Type Twelve, the third Ms. Futarishizuka and myself, and the fourth Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis. I was worried that an isolated space might emerge mid-trip since my neighbor was with us, but in the end, there were no such issues.


  Eventually, we arrived at the base, where we boarded an airplane and took off into the sky.


  Our destination was New York. Specifically, JFK International Airport. According to our escorts, the flight would take about twelve hours.


  Once we were off the ground, everyone did as they pleased. Miss Hoshizaki, however, seemed the most excited. Ever since the seat belt sign was turned off, she’d been wandering all over the plane.


  “Try to relax, my esteemed senior.”


  “But this airplane is incredible! I’ve never been on one like this. I’m just curious. This’ll only happen once, right? I want to see it all. The bathroom is amazing, too, you know. It’s just as nice as the one in your villa.”


  “Oh? Is it, now? Perhaps I’ll go knock one out of the park, as it were. A nice, big one.”


  I couldn’t blame Miss Hoshizaki for being excited. I was practically ready to frolic myself. The plane’s interior was completely unlike anything I’d seen before.


  They’d basically taken a jumbo jet made by one of the leading companies in the industry and completely renovated the interior. To call it extravagant would be an understatement. Space was limited, yes, but the interior was just as luxurious as Ms. Futarishizuka’s villa.


  To start, there were none of those seats a person was likely to imagine when they heard the word airplane. Instead, the area they would normally occupy had been turned into a spacious lounge with some awfully expensive-looking couches. Again, these were much the same quality as the ones in Ms. Futarishizuka’s living room. There was even a bar counter installed along one of the walls.


  Beyond the lounge, toward the back of the plane, were several other areas: a dining room, an official meeting room, a bedroom, and a bathroom. It felt as though they’d lifted an expensive hotel suite and plopped it down inside a plane.


  The seat belts, well hidden among the couch cushions, the presence of the cabin crew, and the distinctive windows lining the walls to either side were the only things to remind us that we were indeed in an airplane.


  At that moment, everyone was relaxing in the lounge, doing whatever struck their fancy.


  “Miss Hoshizaki,” said Captain Mason, “if you’d like, we can use this aircraft for transportation moving forward.”


  “What…?”


  The captain had joined us on the plane, and he’d been trying to talk to Miss Hoshizaki nonstop ever since we left the bureau. After all, if he could win her over, he’d have Type Twelve, too. Anyone could see he was desperate.


  By his side was Magical Blue. The captain wasn’t just after Type Twelve, but Magical Pink as well. Since she often showed up when we were involved, he’d probably brought the other girl along to facilitate positive communication in the event of an unexpected encounter.


  I privately wondered if she was also here to serve as the captain’s protection. Not only would he need to defend himself against enemies with guns and the like, but who knew when he might run afoul of a psychic, angel, demon, Disciple, magical girl, or displeased mechanical life-form? Modern human weaponry could be surprisingly useless against such rule-breaking entities.


  “But isn’t this way more expensive than first class, sir?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


  “As I said, our nation values you all very highly,” the captain replied. “We must provide you with appropriate hospitality. I don’t know what sort of treatment you get in your homeland, but I hope you’ll allow us to decide on such things based on our own standards.”


  “We’re going to New York, right?” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka. “This flight must’ve cost about a hundred million yen.”


  “That much?!” exclaimed Miss Hoshizaki.


  “Do you remember the news story about some pro baseball player taking a chartered flight back to Japan? It was millions and millions of yen. And this plane is nicer than the one he took. I think it’s a fair guess, though it’s only a rough estimate.”


  “……”


  After Ms. Futarishizuka’s aside, Miss Hoshizaki started acting odd. It was like she’d just spotted a ghost at a cemetery. She glanced around, flustered and nervous, took a step back, then yelped and jumped when her calf knocked into a couch. The whole thing was rather comedic.


  Observing her behavior, Type Twelve spoke. “Mother, your current reaction is much more intense than when you boarded my terminal. I also detect a clear disparity in your body temperature and pulse. These facts make the youngest daughter’s heart feel lonely. Why would such a primitive flying object excite you to this extent?”


  “W-well, I’m not saying your terminal is lame or anything! It’s totally incredible!”


  “Then I would like you to explain the reason.”


  “Well, I, uh…”


  Type Twelve was a machine herself; from her point of view, a betrayal like this was tantamount to having her wife stolen by another man.


  That said, I could see where my coworker was coming from. After all, the mechanical life-form’s technology was all extremely spartan. There was basically nothing inside her terminals. They didn’t even have chairs. It might have become a problem if they weren’t so incredibly fast.


  “You’ve only just developed emotions, dearie,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka. “I’m not surprised you’re still unfamiliar with human nature.”


  “I understand human nature,” Type Twelve retorted. “However, that has nothing to do with how Mother is currently acting. As her youngest daughter, I consider this a grave emergency. Grandmother, I request a more detailed explanation as soon as possible.”


  “She likes this one because it’s more visually impressive. Obviously.”


  “H-hey! Could you not put words in my mouth?!” demanded Miss Hoshizaki.


  “You’re panicking. I was clearly right.”


  “Mother, do the youngest daughter’s machines not impress you visually?”


  “Urk…” Miss Hoshizaki fell silent as Type Twelve stared straight at her.


  Our coworker was an honest sort; she’d probably frozen up because she knew she couldn’t lie. Of course, that was precisely why the mechanical life-form had grown so attached to her.


  “Acknowledged,” said Type Twelve. “I will set about remodeling my terminal’s interior.”


  “Oh. Um, you don’t have to do all that on my account,” said Miss Hoshizaki, trying to reassure her.


  “The youngest daughter strongly wishes to understand Mother’s human nature.”


  As Captain Mason watched the mother-daughter conversation, he whispered something to a member of the cabin crew. It wasn’t hard to imagine what he was saying. I was certain he was busy discovering new ways to win over Miss Hoshizaki, always planning two or three steps ahead. I couldn’t help but wonder if my colleague would manage to resist our neighbor nation’s jaw-dropping hospitality long enough for us to finish our job and return home.


  Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis, meanwhile, were totally calm. I suspected they simply lacked an understanding of air travel. And besides, their family homes were much grander than this. They were both from a world where flight magic was common, so it made sense they weren’t all that excited to be up in the air. The two of them were simply sitting on couches, elegantly enjoying some black tea.


  Incidentally, Miss Inukai was with us as well. She was part of the leadership of Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force and thus had different affiliations from Captain Mason. However, we’d seen her inside the plane before our group began boarding. Right now, she stood in a corner of the lounge, bolt upright, not moving. Did she plan to stay like that the entire time?


  “I didn’t think you’d be coming with us, Miss Inukai,” I said, standing up from the sofa and moving over to her.


  “My superior officer ordered me to join you,” she replied at once.


  “I fear the same thing happened at Winterfest. I apologize for always involving you in our affairs.”


  “No apology needed. I’m honored to have the chance to accompany you—it’s a valuable opportunity for me.”


  “And a result of our country’s paltry diplomatic efforts, I’m sure,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka, getting her two cents in. She remained seated and only turned to face us.


  “That’s a little rude to say in front of her, don’t you think?” I chided.


  Miss Inukai didn’t take offense, though. “It’s no problem, Mr. Sasaki. I’ve been told repeatedly by the upper brass that they wanted my superior, Yoshikawa, to go instead. But our allied nation made a strongly worded request on my behalf.”


  It seemed she had been through hell ever since meeting up with us during the Kraken incident. And I was sure that no small amount of pressure had been exerted by our neighbor country to have her here in Mr. Yoshikawa’s place.


  For a while, we all exchanged friendly conversation. Then there was an unexpected interruption.


  “Tweet! Tweet!”


  From atop a low table, a certain Java sparrow’s adorable cries filled the lounge. As expected of a private airplane, I’d been allowed to bring Peeps on board in his travel cage. Most normal airlines required you to entrust pets to the staff, so I was very grateful to be able to stay with Peeps during the flight. That said, he couldn’t exactly start talking, so I’d asked him to keep acting like a regular bird for the time being.


  “Sorry, Peeps. Food won’t be for a bit longer.”


  “Tweet! Tweet! Tweet!”


  From the way he was staring straight at me with a slightly stern expression, I was certain he was requesting to be fed. After all, dinner had been right around the corner when we’d had to shift gears and leave Japan. I wondered how he’d react if I told him it would be over ten hours before his next meal.


  To keep up the charade, I’d put water and a variety of nuts in his cage, but he’d shown no sign of touching them. Considering the Starsage’s go-getter attitude, he might decide this was reason enough to steal out of his cage the moment we all looked away.


  Unaware of the true reason for Peeps’s pleas, Captain Mason spoke up. “It looks like food is ready, everyone. Let’s move to the dining room.”


  At the captain’s urging, we all filed out of the lounge. Personally, I wanted to bring Peeps, too. But if I did that, he’d have to watch us eating without him. Judging from the airplane’s gorgeous furnishings, it wasn’t hard to imagine the extravagant meal awaiting us. Maybe there would even be some thick steak. And that would only make things worse.


  I had no choice. In the end, I left the distinguished sparrow in the lounge to wait for us.


  “Sorry, Peeps. I’ll get them to make some for you later.”


  “Ngh…?! Tw-tweeet! Tweeeeeeeeet!”


  “That bird of yours is crying up a storm, isn’t he?” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  My pet bird’s sad squeaks echoed through the lounge. Apologizing to him in my heart, I—his pathetic owner—headed for the dining room.
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  After a smooth flight, we arrived in New York on schedule, then took a limousine straight from the airport to our hotel.


  First, we headed north on the Van Wyck Expressway, then, as we traveled west through Long Island, we got a view of the famous East River. And once we were through the Midtown Tunnel, a sight we’d only ever glimpsed in foreign films greeted us. It seemed like superheroes might start leaping about, capes aflutter, at any moment.


  Skyscrapers towered all around us, lined up so close that there was almost no room in between. Their stately construction exuded a sense of history. I was only gazing up at them out of the limo, and yet their very presence seemed to overpower me. I wondered if this was how Lady Elsa had felt when we’d shown her around Shiodome.


  From there, we took several local roads.


  When the captain told us we were nearly at our destination, I was shocked yet again.


  He’d brought us to a place overlooking the south side of Central Park, which sat in the dead center of Manhattan. Even a common man like me, who lived in a faraway corner of East Asia, could tell at a glance that this was one of the most sought-after locations in the world, where the richest people on the planet all fought for real estate.
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  Our limo was headed right for a five-star hotel there. We would be staying at the flagship location of a group known for its expensive resorts all over the world. And as if that wasn’t luxurious enough, our room was the top-floor suite.


  It had multiple bedrooms and bathrooms, of course, as well as a living room, dining room, and kitchen. I was told there was a study and private gym as well. The large windows offered us a perfect view of the green expanse of Central Park below.


  Especially exciting were the four separate toilets. No more waiting our turn with tears in our eyes, even if our party took an AoE blast from some extravagant oyster meal.


  To be honest, these rooms looked even more expensive than the suite Ms. Futarishizuka had procured for Lady Elsa. And considering how much more land cost here than in Tokyo, I hesitated to ask the price tag for this level of splendor. I expected, however, that a single night for one person cost about as much as a brand-new midsize car.


  “Miss Hoshizaki,” said the captain, “I suggest you use this hotel during your stay in New York.”


  “Uh… Wait, sir, um… What?”


  Miss Hoshizaki was shocked. She stood frozen, one foot halfway into the living room.


  “We’ve prepared a different unit for the men,” the captain explained. “It’s one grade lower than the suite; I hope you can forgive us. We can secure additional accommodations if necessary, so please don’t hesitate to ask.”


  “You spoil our esteemed senior overmuch, methinks,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Oh, we’re not spoiling her. This is merely a demonstration of how much our country values you all. In fact, it is not quite up to snuff, I’m afraid. We had to throw this together rather hastily, and it shows. You have my sincere apologies. We should have found you even nicer accommodations.”


  I wondered if this was what the captain had been whispering to the cabin crew about during the flight. I suspected we had Miss Hoshizaki to thank for a rather big upgrade to our hotel. As someone enjoying the humble scraps, I mentally thanked her.


  Meanwhile, the girl in question started worrying about her wallet. “Um, I, er, I d-don’t make enough m-money to stay here!” she stammered.


  Her face was bright red; she was speaking from the heart. She shot fleeting glances at me and Ms. Futarishizuka, asking for help. I got the impression that if we refused, she’d pull out her wallet right then and there. This was all very like her.


  Captain Mason shot her a wry grin. “You don’t need to worry about that,” he said, forcing his voice to be gentle. “Our nation will cover all the costs of your stay.”


  “Oh, er, really?”


  “Really. If it still bothers you, we can draw up a contract later.”


  “Oh, um, no, sir. I couldn’t…”


  He’d wrested the initiative from Miss Hoshizaki in a single move. Now she was speaking to him with utmost politeness.


  I noticed Type Twelve staring pointedly at her from a short distance away. Was it just me, or did I sense a hint of danger in her eyes? I couldn’t help wondering if Captain Mason’s attempt at placating my colleague was having some unintended side effects.


  “Also, Mr. Sasaki,” the captain said, turning to me. “I have received permission from the government regarding the two of them, as we discussed. They will receive citizenship here. I’ll have the necessary paperwork and other procedures finished by the time your stay is over.”


  “Thank you very much, Captain Mason.”


  The captain was referring to Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis. The two of them had been in limbo in terms of social standing ever since coming to Earth, and Ms. Futarishizuka and I had long wondered if it would be possible to get them citizenship somewhere without revealing their true identities. Unfortunately, it had become rather difficult to do so in Japan after all the lies we’d fed Mr. Akutsu.


  Ms. Futarishizuka had sensed the timing was right and suggested I ask the captain. As usual, her prediction had been spot-on, and we’d succeeded. We’d told him that they’d defected from an Eastern Bloc nation.


  “Oh, it was nothing, really,” the captain replied. “You saved our hides during the Kraken incident. This finally gave us a chance to repay you. When you return, I’ll negotiate with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Justice and get them long-term visas. They should be valid for the next five years.”


  “I’m very grateful that you’d do all that for us, sir.”


  Now the two of them could go around outside as brazenly as they wished without any danger of police questioning and detention facilities. And since Captain Mason would be the one pulling the strings, I expected that even Mr. Akutsu couldn’t easily interfere.


  “Sasaki, is this about Prince Lewis and me?” asked Lady Elsa.


  “It is, yes,” I said. “I’ll explain in detail later.”


  This way, if something were to happen that prevented Peeps and me from traveling to and from the otherworld, at least our guests would have some basic status on Earth. And here, their appearances probably wouldn’t stand out too much. This country was wonderfully diverse and free that way. Of course, I planned to do my best to keep anything like that from happening.


  “That means Abaddon will be the only boy staying in this room full of young women,” said my neighbor. “Good for you. It’ll be like a harem. You can have your pick of the litter—we’ve got everything from elementary school girls to the older-sister type. You could try out some onee-shota.”


  “Don’t worry! I’d never give my heart to anyone but you!”


  “Hearing you say that makes me sick to my stomach.”


  “I’m just returning the banter you started, partner!”


  “Is that right?”


  “Also, what’s onee-shota?”


  “Nothing. Please forget about it.”


  I took my neighbor’s remarks as a way of showing consideration for the other women in the group. That went for Abaddon’s response, too, of course. Demons and their Disciples were stuck with each other. I’d heard that as long as nothing major occurred, they would never act independently and that they normally slept in the same place, too.


  Miss Hoshizaki was the first to respond. “Do we even need to split up by gender? There are separate bedrooms and bathrooms. And we can lock our doors from the inside, right? I feel bad making the captain go to so much extra trouble.”


  “I agree with Hoshizaki!” Lady Elsa chimed in. “I could never agree to Sasaki, much less Prince Lewis, enduring inferior accommodations. If that must be the arrangement, then would you allow me to switch places with the prince?”


  “Elsa, as long as I have a roof over my head, I’ve no concern for the state of my lodgings,” said Prince Lewis.


  “I’d be hunky-dory with sharing, too,” agreed Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “The youngest daughter strongly insists that the entire family stay in the same suite.”


  “Abaddon and I would really appreciate that,” said my neighbor.


  “Do we have a majority, then?” asked Abaddon.


  With all the women in agreement, they didn’t even need to ask me, Prince Louis, or Peeps. I figured I could just go to a separate room by myself when we went to bed for the night.


  Captain Mason sighed a little and shook his head. “There should be plenty of space to do as you see fit. And please use this for any shopping. I expect you didn’t have time to exchange your on-hand currency before we rushed you away from the airport.” He took an envelope out of his inside pocket.


  Miss Hoshizaki was standing nearby and took it from him. When she opened it and removed the contents, she found several credit cards issued by one of the country’s major banks. Each one was pasted to a piece of paper that included its PIN, and there were enough for each of us.


  The cards themselves were made of metal, and their front sides featured only an IC chip and the name of the bank that had issued them. Their minimalist design made them seem even more high-class. I bet this is the kind of card used by people who don’t even think about cash-back percentages.


  “We’ll handle payment for anything you purchase with those cards,” the captain explained. “Feel free to use it on food and daily expenses as well, not just work. We haven’t set an upper limit, though someone may get in touch to confirm any particularly large amounts.”


  “…!”


  Yet again, Miss Hoshizaki was dumbstruck. I was certain they’d utterly defeated her. If I hadn’t profited so much already from my otherworld trade, I might have been similarly vulnerable.


  “One day in, and you’re already having a change of heart,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “I—I am not!”


  “Mother,” said Type Twelve, “if you are dissatisfied with Father’s earnings, the youngest daughter will find a job. Please do not abandon your family. If you leave me, there is a high probability that I will go crazy from loneliness. In that event, I would be unable to guarantee the continued survival of the human race.”


  “If the youngest daughter’s bugs get any worse, Earth will be in a real pickle,” muttered Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “I’m not dissatisfied with anything, and I’m not gonna abandon you,” said Miss Hoshizaki, before turning a glare on Futarishizuka. “And could you quit saying stuff like that?”


  The idea of abandoning her family must have struck a chord—she was always working hard for her real sister, after all. Our familial relationship might be merely pretend, but it seemed she wasn’t ready to abandon it, either.


  “If necessary, the eldest daughter and eldest son could contribute their earnings toward family expenses,” my neighbor offered.


  “Yeah! Kareki’s monetized now!”


  My neighbor and Abaddon were talking about their VTubing gig. It seemed they weren’t giving it up even now that the view-count contest was over, and they’d even discussed future videos during the flight. Since my neighbor was still a minor, this was one of a precious few potential streams of income for her.


  “I’m happy you feel that way,” replied Miss Hoshizaki, “but you should use that money to go out with your friends.”


  “In that case, I think it’s even more important that we improve the family’s financial affairs,” my neighbor replied. “Stay-at-home wives aren’t very common anymore, and I don’t think it’s fair to make the father shoulder the whole burden by himself.”


  “Yeah, I know that. Maybe we should change up the pretend family rules.”


  “Grandmother, I would like Mother to be a stay-at-home wife and spend all day taking care of her children.”


  “Wh-why tell me that specifically?!” exclaimed Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “The youngest daughter would like to know Grandmother’s account balance.”


  “My retirement savings are in danger! And it’s all because of my good-for-nothing son and daughter-in-law!”


  Pleased by the captain’s generous hospitality, we began a lively conversation, until a sorrowful sound caught my ear.


  “Tweeet. Tw-tweeeet…”


  One of us had suffered much more than the others during our journey.


  The Starsage.


  With the captain looking on all through the flight, Peeps had barely gotten anything to eat. The most I’d managed to smuggle him was some jerky we had with beer. It must have been tough for the gluttonous gourmand. I could hear his repeated cries coming from the travel cage in my hand.


  “Captain Mason, I’m sorry to rush you,” I said, “but could you show me to the other room? It seems the long journey has caused my bird a lot of stress. I’d like to let him out of the cage for a while.”


  “Oh. I apologize for my lack of consideration. I’ll bring you there right away. I can find a veterinarian for him as well, if you’d like. I’ll be sure to find one who specializes in small birds like yours.”


  “Oh, no, it’s not that serious, sir. I appreciate the thought, though.”


  “I think I might join you, Sasaki,” said Prince Lewis.


  “Thank you, Your Highness.”


  It looked like I’d be spending the foreseeable future sharing a room with the prince.


  Miss Inukai, meanwhile, had gone elsewhere. She’d told us she had a different room in the same hotel and promised to put her life on the line to support us. Despite the bold remark, her expression looked somewhat uneasy.


  I recalled hearing that she had no English proficiency whatsoever and began to feel we might be kindred spirits.
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  After arriving at the hotel, we were given the rest of the day to do as we pleased. The sun had begun to set, so after unpacking our things, we relaxed indoors and explored the neighborhood to pass the time.


  As expected, we found surveillance cameras and listening devices throughout our rooms. There wasn’t any helping things like that. I suspected the captain was working on orders from above. Regardless, before the day was out, Type Twelve had located and removed them all. Thanks to her, despite being on the away team, we were able to talk with Peeps freely. He finally left his travel cage and had a long-awaited meal. As a result, the distinguished sparrow’s evaluation of Type Twelve skyrocketed.


  “Ahh. I cannot possibly thank you enough. I fear I owe you a favor now.”


  “Peep, it is the family’s responsibility to look after the pet. You have no need to be concerned.”


  “My abilities are quite limited here. Even so, should you ever find yourself in need, you may consult me at any time. I promise to do as much as I can to help. As the family pet, I wish to be your ally going forward.”


  

  
    [image: ]
  

  “I can feel my heart being soothed by this interaction. Is this what it means to raise an animal?”


  From that point on, Type Twelve began to use any excuse to do things for Peeps. The sparrow seemed quite satisfied by her gestures, too. Though, as his owner, I must admit I felt a little jealous.


  Partly on account of Peeps, we wound up having dinner in the suite. After all, as the Starsage himself reminded us, it was the pretend family’s first rule that we share a meal at least once a day.


  The next day, Captain Mason took us on an inspection. We left the hotel and boarded a bus—another amazing vehicle. It was luxurious in a completely different way from the sightseeing buses I was accustomed to. The inside was like an RV, with couches, a bar, and even a bathroom with a shower. It had everything. It felt more like an expensive camping car than a bus.


  “The airplane’s interior was amazing, but this bus is just as incredible…,” breathed Miss Hoshizaki.


  “Back in the bubble period, Japan had buses like these going in and out of hot spring districts,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka. “They were full of cigarette smoke and the awful stink of booze. And people would have a roaring good time singing karaoke. Thinking back, I’m impressed the drivers didn’t run off the road.”


  “I don’t think those buses were quite as classy as this one,” I pointed out.


  “The seats weren’t all that special, but they had lamé wallpaper and chandeliers on the ceiling. We would toast with cans of beer and shredded squid… It was cheap and crude, but that’s what made it so good.”


  Despite her words, Ms. Futarishizuka looked right at home on the fancy bus, a glass filled with expensive-looking champagne in one hand as she relaxed on the sofa. She seemed awfully accustomed to this sort of treatment.


  I was seated right next to her, going along with her banter.


  Seeing the two of us letting loose, our lower-middle-class colleague decided to voice her concerns.


  “Um, we’re here to work, right? Should we really be taking this lavish bus? Isn’t this all coming out of the taxpayers’ wallets? We may be in a foreign country, but I’m not sure we should be indulging ourselves like this…”


  “Consider all this as the price of communicating with the mechanical life-form,” I said. “That’s not a bad way to use tax dollars, is it? Although I’m personally pretty interested in what their pretext is. What I wouldn’t give to see the bill…”


  “Mr. Sasaki is right,” said the captain. “Please relax and treat this as if it were your own home, Miss Hoshizaki.”


  “Mother, this individual tells lies calmly,” stated Type Twelve. “As a mechanical life-form, I judge him to be untrustworthy.”


  “A harsh judgement indeed,” replied the captain. “That said, I still hope to build a relationship of trust with all of you. Though that may be difficult to establish right away, I hope you’ll agree to look at things from a long-term perspective.”


  Captain Mason had been soundly rejected during his first meeting with Type Twelve inside the unidentified flying object. She could be surprisingly stubborn once she got an idea in her head, and she’d continued to treat him and his associates coldly. That was why he was so determined to win over Miss Hoshizaki and why we were enjoying such first-class hospitality.


  “My biggest concern is that an isolated space will appear while we’re on the move.”


  “What?” asked my neighbor. “It’s not like you to be so fainthearted, Abaddon.”


  “Well, I’ve never been here before. And the two of us would be all alone, without the others’ help.”


  Abaddon’s remark was reasonable. I’d been worried about that, too.


  But Captain Mason cut in immediately. “There is no need for concern. Just to be safe, we’ve positioned the Disciples of demons all around the bus. Even if an enemy Disciple were to approach and cause an isolated space to appear, our country’s Disciples will guarantee your safety.”


  “Wowie! That’s mighty kind of you.”


  “Um, thank you for being so thoughtful, sir,” said my neighbor.


  “Don’t worry about it. This is part of our responsibilities as your hosts.”


  There must have been demons and their Disciples at our hotel, too. It seemed Captain Mason wasn’t stopping with Miss Hoshizaki—he was now steadily winning over my neighbor and Abaddon, too. He’d yet to find an in with Type Twelve, but at this rate, all the surrounding pieces would be his before long.


  In fact, that was exactly what I was hoping for.


  What a wonderful nation full of rich people this was. I’d never stopped wishing for that slow, relaxed life—and here, it was so close.


  “I wish our vehicles back home were this functional,” commented Prince Lewis.


  “In that case, Your Highness, I’ll tell my father next time I return!” exclaimed Lady Elsa.


  “Ah, yes. I’m sure the good count will do a marvelous job.”


  As members of the noble (and royal) class, Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis were accustomed to such magnificent environments and didn’t seem bothered in the least. Meanwhile, Miss Inukai was over in one corner, making herself small, clearly uncomfortable.


  We took the bus for about two hours one-way. Captain Mason gave us a rundown en route; our destination was a military academy in West Point, New York. Founded in 1802, it was the oldest such facility in the nation. It sat on a vast plot of land—sixty-five square kilometers—and included school buildings, research facilities, and even churches and a ski resort.


  At the time of its founding, Japan had been in the late Edo era. Ikku Jippensha had still been writing novels like Shank’s Mare.


  In all honesty, I suspected this trip had little to do with our job. Captain Mason and his associates had probably chosen the academy simply because of its location near Manhattan. A quick internet search revealed that part of the facility was open to the public. They did field trips and tours there, too.


  Upon our arrival, Captain Mason introduced us to a high-ranking officer, then we had our photos taken. Type Twelve was included, of course, and that alone was probably well worth their investment.


  Once that was done, the officer took us around to see the facility. I felt like I was on a grade school field trip. The majority of those with me were minors, in fact, which didn’t help.


  Once we’d taken a look around the school, we headed for the military museum attached to the visitor center. Inside, they had photographs over a century old, as well as exhibits of tools used at the time, which were all very interesting.


  Everyone traded impressions as we gazed at the exhibits.


  “Some of these photographs are rather nostalgic,” commented Abaddon. “And these items really take me back.”


  “You said the last proxy war was a century ago, right?” said my neighbor. “And that it lasted quite a while.”


  “That’s very interesting. Could you perhaps tell me more?” asked Captain Mason. He was paying sharp attention to everything my neighbor and Abaddon said, even casual exchanges, and inserting himself aggressively into the conversation. He and his associates probably saw this as some kind of bonus stage.


  During our stay here, we were under the captain’s jurisdiction. It didn’t seem, however, that we’d be working alongside his subordinates in the military and wielding firearms. What happened to the terrorists? I wondered.


  To me, this felt more like some kind of overseas inspection—the kind our country’s higher-ups did all the time. Or that classic Japanese move of sending a rank-and-file employee with no real power to visit a site, from which they’d return having only eaten food. That was the kind of thing foreign companies really hated. The employee would just say something like, “I’ll take the offer back, and we’ll consider it.”


  I felt like we were doing the exact same thing. The only difference was how incredibly welcoming our hosts were.


  We finished our inspection of the military academy before the day was out, returned to Manhattan that night, and spent the rest of the day doing whatever we wanted.


  The captain also extended a special offer, just for me, of a different kind of hospitality. I’d guessed what he was after from the way he’d gone to the trouble of catching me alone. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t interested in what the nightlife was like in a foreign country. Unfortunately, due to pretend family circumstances, I politely refused and returned to the hotel.


  I was sure the mechanical life-form had eyes everywhere and was always watching. And if I’d taken the risk and accepted the invitation, I was certain the pretend family would have collapsed then and there.
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  The next day saw us going out again for another inspection.


  We left the hotel and boarded the same bus. This time, we’d be going around the city itself. We went ashore on Liberty Island in search of the Statue of Liberty, watched a musical on Broadway, and enjoyed shopping on Fifth Avenue.


  “Inspection” was clearly just a pretext. This was pure tourism.


  At the moment, we were all walking through the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The whole building had been reserved just for us.


  “Hey, are you sure we should be doing all this?” asked Miss Hoshizaki. “Aren’t we here for work?”


  “This is what every politician and bureaucrat from our country does, dear,” replied Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “But…”


  All smiles, Ms. Futarishizuka was clearly in a good mood. Miss Hoshizaki, on the other hand, looked depressed.


  According to Captain Mason, this was all vital for understanding his nation’s culture and was part of our professional duties. I supposed it wasn’t what you said, but how you said it. Personally, I found this to be a dream job.


  My neighbor, Abaddon, Lady Elsa, and Prince Lewis were simply having fun sightseeing. Peeps, too, observed the displays with admiration from inside his travel cage. My only real complaint was that I couldn’t talk with the distinguished sparrow.


  “I wonder if those photographs they took of us at the military academy will wind up in history textbooks,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka. “Or perhaps they’ll be put in some grandiose frame and hung up in this museum.”


  “Why would anyone do that?” retorted Miss Hoshizaki.


  “We don’t know when the rest of the world will learn about the mechanical life-form, do we?”


  “Um, well, I guess not, but—”


  “If you think about it that way, we are doing work.”


  “……”


  Probably because of how busy we’d been lately, Ms. Futarishizuka seemed determined to continue our sightseeing tour of New York. I was privately rooting for her, hoping we could use this to get in a nice, long vacation.


  “I’ve heard you’re interested in learning English, Miss Hoshizaki,” remarked the captain.


  “Huh? Oh, um, I guess you could say that…” Miss Hoshizaki nodded, glancing at me.


  I was reminded of the English study session we’d had at her place. I suspected she was thinking of the same thing. I hadn’t told the captain about it, though. I hastily made eye contact with her and shook my head.


  I guessed that most of her private life had been exposed to the captain—via the section chief, no doubt. In fact, it was possible they’d reinstalled all the security cameras we’d gotten rid of.


  “Well, we have plenty of time,” said the captain. “What do you say to a language-based study-abroad experience? You can attend school here until you’re capable of holding regular conversations. We’ll provide a top-notch learning environment. And I can guarantee a higher status with the bureau, once you return.”


  “Study abroad…? I couldn’t…”


  Oh, this is bad. Economic superpowers are terrifying. With offers this attractive, who would ever want to leave?
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  The day after that was yet another inspection—or rather, more sightseeing.


  We boarded the same plane we’d taken from Japan and departed New York first thing in the morning. Our destination was smack in the middle of the Mojave Desert in Nevada—a Las Vegas casino. At this point, nobody was even trying to pretend we were on official business.


  As always, Miss Hoshizaki spent the ride over in our luxurious private jet fidgeting restlessly. An envious Type Twelve tried to assert dominance over Captain Mason by bragging about her terminal’s speed. I wondered if she was having trouble with the remodeling. When the captain subsequently asked if they could use her mode of transportation, she promptly puffed out her chest and summoned her terminal. It then swallowed the plane, despite us being mid-flight, reducing our total travel time from five hours to a few minutes.


  The whole family proceeded to live it up in Las Vegas.


  Normally, minors weren’t allowed in casinos, but our hosts had reserved an entire section of one of the facilities just for us. By now, I’d stopped even trying to guess how large their budget was.


  Each of us spent our time playing whatever games we preferred. My neighbor and Abaddon headed off to the shooting range; they’d been told you could fire live ammunition. Ms. Futarishizuka dragged Miss Hoshizaki and Type Twelve along to an indoor go-cart racetrack. No one was paying any attention to age or height restrictions.


  Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis were trying out the slots. Their high social rank in the otherworld meant they were familiar with card and tabletop games, but the more modern machines with their colorful video reels and cheerful music seemed to be a novel experience for them.


  I, meanwhile, made my way to a dealer-manned roulette table that exuded a high-class feel. Peeps watched from his travel cage.


  As expected, I’d more than doubled my money in the span of an hour. Our hosts were really buttering us up. Since I had all the money I could ever need, I wasn’t all that excited by my winnings. The dealer, however—a gorgeous blond woman—set my heart soaring.


  Soon, Miss Hoshizaki approached Peeps and me with Type Twelve and Ms. Futarishizuka in tow. She quickly sat down by my side.


  “Hey, Sasaki,” she said, her expression melancholic. “Are you sure this is what we should be doing?”


  I’d been worried about her mental state since the previous night. She was determined to work, and yet there was no work for her to do. Fooling around all day like this had put her on edge. I’d met others like her before—people who got anxious if they weren’t being productive.


  “I really think we should get to work soon,” she added.


  “We have our orders from the boss,” I pointed out. “Doesn’t that make this our job?”


  “What kind of job involves gambling in Vegas?”


  “It’s always hard to adjust. Have courage and keep at it.”


  “Shouldn’t we at least pick up some part-time jobs while we’re here? I saw a help wanted ad for the café by the hotel. And it’s crazy! The hourly pay is three times what a café in Japan would give!”


  “This coming from someone who barely speaks a lick of English,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “But if I work hard, I might pick some up on the job, right?”


  Just then, my cell phone rang. It was my bureau phone, which I’d brought along just in case. The section chief’s name was displayed on the screen. I decided to take the call.


  “Hello, this is Sasaki.”


  “It’s Akutsu. Have a moment?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I’m pleased you’re enjoying yourself on all those inspections, but I’ve got the higher-ups on my back, sending demand after demand. I know I brazenly sent you off myself, so I’m sorry to ask this, but could you give me a rundown of your progress over there and what your plans are? How long do you think this break of yours will last?”


  “I’m afraid I can’t say, sir. If it’s all right with you, I can ask the captain and call you back. Or if you give me a few moments, I can put him on the phone.”


  “No, no, that’s quite all right. Sorry for bothering you during your break.”


  “Not at all. Thank you for reaching out, sir.”


  I had only spoken to the chief for a few seconds, and he’d hung up on me as soon as I mentioned the captain. As I’d thought, it seemed the chief was in no position to contradict Captain Mason. And yet, all the while, his superiors were probably pestering him to bring back the mechanical life-form. I certainly didn’t envy his situation.


  Just as I returned my phone to my pocket, Captain Mason walked up. He’d shed his military uniform for a suit and tie for the day, and the expensive attire complemented his large build extremely well.


  He caught my eye and immediately asked, “Was that from your workplace?”


  “What’d the chief say, Sasaki?” Miss Hoshizaki joined in without skipping a beat.


  There was no point in hiding it, so I explained. “He wanted to know about our plans here, sir.”


  “I can give him the details, then.”


  “Um, I still think we should be doing actual work!”


  The captain appeared intent on drowning us in hospitality for the foreseeable future. Considering he’d suggested putting Miss Hoshizaki into a language-study program, it seemed that the longer we stayed, the better.


  And that raised a certain question—what should I be doing?


  In truth, I wanted to keep drowning in our host’s hospitality. I mean, we were doing nothing but eating and sleeping all day. This was my ideal life of rest and relaxation.


  But now Mr. Akutsu was prodding me, and I was increasingly worried about Miss Hoshizaki’s mental state. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe what the captain had told us, but I began to think it would be best to do at least a little work before heading home, for appearance’s sake.


  I didn’t want to return to Japan only to find that I was no longer part of the bureau or that I would have to deal with the government keeping extra-close tabs on me. What’s more, Peeps looked incredibly uncomfortable cooped up in that tiny little cage all day.


  “Captain,” I said, “may I ask the status of the anti-terrorist counteroffensive?”


  “It’s proceeding smoothly,” he assured me.


  “Then, if possible, could I ask for instructions regarding our role in the operation?”


  “I’m very pleased by your enthusiasm. But your positions in our nation are—”


  “Um, consider this a request from me, too!” Miss Hoshizaki exclaimed, interrupting the captain. Her voice echoed through the casino.


  The additional pressure from my colleague seemed to have worked, and the captain shot us a resigned look.


  “Very well. In that case, there is something I’d like to ask of you, Mr. Sasaki.”


  “I’ll do anything in my power, sir.”


  “It’s true that we’re attempting a counteroffensive against a certain terrorist group. We’ve sent in spies and operatives from every angle and secured several leads, but a certain element of the investigation is causing us problems.”


  “What would that be, sir?”


  “Zhang Lee—a man serving time in a New Mexico state prison. He has a connection to the terrorist group, and it’s highly possible he knows their location. We’ve been poking around, but our investigation of him isn’t going well.”


  “You’re having trouble getting the personal information of a current prisoner?”


  “There’s no one with the name Zhang Lee in that prison. They’re probably using some kind of code. We believe they might be plotting to disturb the chain of command from inside the prison.”


  “Couldn’t the guards just question the prisoners?”


  “They have. Unfortunately, their solidarity is stronger than you’d think. If one of them starts selling the others out, he’s as good as dead. Some of them might not even realize they’re being taken advantage of.”


  “I see.”


  “The information we received naming Zhang Lee also named another individual, or perhaps an organization, separate from the terrorist group that attacked you all, called Hei Mao. I’d like you to infiltrate the prison as an inmate and find the true identity of Hei Mao.”


  I thought I remembered that mao was Chinese for “cat.” Perhaps hei was “black.” Simply translated: a black kitty cat. I’d love to get one of those along with a big puppy one day.


  “You are free to refuse, of course,” the captain added. “Several of the prisoners there have committed serious crimes, and there’s no guarantee the middleman will even be Asian. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but this will be a very difficult mission.”


  Captain Mason’s main targets were Miss Hoshizaki and Type Twelve; I assumed he wouldn’t mind if I was working elsewhere. I was curious how he’d treat the two of them in my absence, but as long as Ms. Futarishizuka stuck around, I doubted he’d be able to get up to any funny business.


  My plan was to suggest we go back to Japan as soon as I finished this job.


  “In that case, sir, I accept.”


  “I’m going, too, Sasaki!” Miss Hoshizaki raised her voice and took a step forward without wasting a moment. As usual, she was eager to get to work.


  “Could you leave this one to me?” I asked her.


  “He’s right,” agreed the captain. “This job involves infiltrating a men’s prison. As a woman, you don’t meet the conditions for the mission. I hope you can trust your colleague’s skills to pull this off alone.”


  “But I…I can’t just let Sasaki do all the work.”


  “The next job will go to you,” the captain promised.


  “What about the family, then?” she demanded. “Won’t this be breaking the rules? The first one states that we have to eat a meal all together once per day. Don’t tell me you forgot.”


  “Then let’s treat this as the father going on a work trip and take a vote on it,” I suggested. “Type Twelve, this happens relatively often in Japanese families and will likely happen again in the future.”


  “Acknowledged. In accordance with Father’s will, we shall hold a vote.”


  We called over Lady Elsa and Prince Lewis, too—they were still enjoying the slot machines nearby—and held a vote on the spot. A majority agreed to the father’s solo business trip.


  I tended to forget, but these votes were another thing dictated by our fake family’s rules. The third rule specified that any family issues were to be resolved peacefully through conversation and voting. And the eighth stated that anyone who broke a rule without prior permission would be punished. Now even Miss Hoshizaki had to relent.


  “…All right, fine,” she muttered. “You can do this one, Sasaki.”


  “Thank you,” I replied.


  “Why are you thanking me?”


  “Well, maybe I should apologize instead. Would you be able to look after the pet while I’m away?”


  Obviously, I couldn’t bring Peeps with me on an undercover mission. We could potentially meet back up later on, but for now, the captain still had his eyes on us.


  “Father, you may entrust Peep to the youngest daughter. I will take good care of him.”


  “Really? All right. Thank you, Type Twelve.”


  “Tweet! Tweet!”


  With that settled, I departed right away. Captain Mason said he would handle everything in regard to getting me there and helping me infiltrate. I boarded the familiar plane alone, and we set off.


  The quicker I finished this investigation, the sooner I could return to my vacation.


  
    [image: ]
  

  The next day, I arrived at the prison in New Mexico and entered the facility already disguised as a prisoner. We were making every effort to deceive the target. So far, all the government officials and other authorities had failed in their negotiations. Another person who had disguised himself as a guard had been exposed and murdered.


  When I heard that, I really regretted my decision. I should have stayed quiet and let our hosts entertain me. Or maybe the captain had suggested the job assuming I’d turn him down. Now that I thought about it, that made a lot of sense. Still, I’d asked to do this; I couldn’t very well refuse now.


  One of the captain’s subordinates flew with me to the police station nearest the prison. Once there, they clapped cuffs on me and put me on a bus for inmates.


  The vehicle was chock-full of men with very scary faces. Naturally, they were all criminals. According to the captain’s subordinate, this prison was meant for particularly heinous offenders, including murderers. I’d also heard that the atmosphere in any given prison in this country could vary greatly based on the prisoners’ backgrounds. As a Japanese person, it was hard to conceptualize.


  In other words, I was headed somewhere very dangerous.


  The captain’s subordinate saw me off with a few casual words of encouragement. He said I’d be just fine, though I had no idea what he was basing that on. Maybe my past achievements had obscured the fact that I was incredibly physically frail.


  Still, I was in contact with the prison’s head honcho. The investigation would only last a few days, and if I failed to accomplish anything, I could leave. If things got really bad, I was told I could simply shout for them to come get me.


  “Hey, check him out.”


  “He Chinese or somethin’?”


  “He’s wearin’ a suit and tie. Bet he’s Japanese.”


  “He’s not gonna last six months where we’re going.”


  “Wonder what landed him here.”


  “If he were a little younger, he’d have been a nice piece of ass, too.”


  Moreover, from what I could see, I was the only Asian on the bus. Everyone else was White, Black, or Hispanic. I stood out something awful, and everyone stared at me.


  “……”


  I wondered if this situation called for a polite smile.


  The captain’s subordinate had instructed me not to make indiscreet eye contact, however. Plenty of the inmates would come out swinging just for that. I’d thought it was hyperbole before getting on the bus, but once I saw the other guys, I got the feeling that was exactly what would happen.


  I took a seat and stared at my feet for the whole ride. Sweat soaked my armpits.


  The language problem was the most troubling aspect. I’d given up Type Twelve’s handy translator before getting on the bus. The captain’s subordinate planned to get it back to me somehow once they’d searched me.


  The pat-downs took place at the entrance to the prison, and they were even more stringent than airport inspections. To prevent anything from getting out, only the warden was informed about my undercover investigation. The guards and other prisoners remained out of the loop, meaning I couldn’t expect any special treatment. I’d have to use my own language abilities to communicate inside the prison while I waited for my translator.


  My first trial would be completing the entry procedure. After getting off the bus, we made our way into the facility. Obviously, the man on duty hadn’t been informed that the Asian man was here on official business. I just looked like a foreign criminal who could barely speak English, so I was pretty sure he’d treat me worst of all.


  “Next!” he shouted.


  “R-right!”


  I tried to be as submissive as possible as I went up to the worker; I was afraid my spirit might break if he punched me or something.


  “Put your hand there.”


  “Huh? Uhh…”


  “Hand! Hand, there! Now!”


  “N-nice tooo meechoo…”


  I couldn’t tell what the guy was saying. When I tried to smile and greet him, a bulky prison worker showed up out of nowhere and restrained me. Then he conducted a body check, poking and prodding me everywhere. After that, I had my fingerprints and mug shot taken.


  I wondered if they’d actually delete all the personal information they were collecting here. I wasn’t even in my cell yet, and my anxiety was already mounting by the moment. If worse came to worst, I supposed I could go crying to Type Twelve.


  I looked on in blank confusion as the formalities continued. The next thing I knew, I was wearing a prisoner’s uniform—an orange one, like in a foreign film. It was a loose fit and hung baggily off my body. They took all my possessions, including my clothes and wallet, then they handed me the bare necessities—some toilet paper and a blanket—and brought me to a door leading into the prison proper.


  I was surrounded by stern-looking men. All the guys going in with me were strong and burly—real muscular types, like professional wrestlers. They were taller than me, too, and their faces terrified me. I could see tattoos all over them; those without any were the exception.


  The guard opened the door and herded us inside. Much like the uniforms, the scene that greeted me was a sight right out of a foreign film.


  Just inside was a large hall that stretched quite a ways back. The prisoners’ cells lined the walls to either side and were stacked two stories high. Thanks to the open, loftlike construction, you could see all the way to the back from the entrance. I walked down the middle, heading for my assigned cell.


  “……”


  There were prisoners in some of the cells already, and they let loose a constant stream of hooting and hollering. I didn’t know much English, but it was easy to tell they were flinging verbal abuse at me. Many weren’t even hiding their stares. There were a lot of people doing strength training, too. I could hear grunting coming from all around.


  “H-hello…”


  As I headed to my cell, I made absolutely sure not to meet anyone’s gaze. When I arrived, I found a room of about ten square meters with two beds and one toilet.


  Apparently, it was two people to a room here. I didn’t see anyone else, though, so it seemed like I’d have the run of the place for a while, at least. I guessed this was the warden’s way of showing me mercy. Honestly, it was a relief. I wasn’t sure I’d last even one night alone with a complete stranger in such cramped quarters.


  I dropped my things on one of the beds, then sat down on the other with a sigh.


  “Haah…”


  The prison was buzzing thanks to the newcomers’ arrival. I heard punching and shouting from here and there. It was impossible to forget how many people were around. The noise was nonstop, like the cries of animals at the zoo.


  Thanks to the hubbub, I spent most of the first day in my cell. I was way too scared of the other prisoners, so I planned to lay low until I got my translator back.


  And yet no matter how long I waited, it never arrived.


  Eventually, it was time for dinner. Hunger won out, and I headed for the cafeteria.


  This prison—at least, the part of it I was in—had a shared cafeteria. The prisoners gathered there at set times for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and ate whatever food they were given. I got in line, received my meal, then settled down in an empty seat.


  The plate on my tray held two pieces of bread, a main meat dish, salad, beans, fruit, cake, and milk. None of it looked very appetizing. It was a crude meal of items that didn’t require too much effort to prepare. There was a whole lot of it, though. Maybe that was why so many of the prisoners here were macho guys. If they ate all this every day and spent their free time pumping iron, they’d start developing muscles whether they wanted to or not.


  As I was thinking, water splashed onto my head. A whole cup of it.


  “Huh…?” I grunted, not understanding.


  I looked up from the table to see a man right next to me, holding an empty cup. He stared at me with a grin on his face. It didn’t seem like the spill was accidental. And naturally, my tray was now soaked.


  “You’re Japanese, right? I went there once. Hated every minute of it. The hotel was tiny, and everyone kept yapping, even the kids. The stench of soy sauce was everywhere. It made me sick.”


  The guy immediately started rattling on. I couldn’t understand anything he said beyond the word Japanese.


  “I’m sorry.”


  Without much of a choice, I stood up. Maybe this was his favorite seat, and he was angry that a newcomer had taken it without asking. Thinking up plausible reasons for his behavior, if only to keep myself sane, I moved toward another area of the cafeteria.


  “Ngh…!”


  A few steps away, a different guy tripped me with his foot. I’d been so preoccupied that I wound up falling smack on my face. The tray in my hands flipped upside down and clattered to the floor.


  “Is this guy blind or something?”


  “What kinda diet makes a guy that skinny anyway?”


  “Make sure you clean that up, got it?”


  “Came all this way to show off his ass, eh?”


  “Nah, this guy’s past his prime. Would you wanna fuck him?”


  Those around me erupted into laughter. The captain and his subordinate had warned me that bullying and abuse were rampant in this prison. I’d assumed their kind, careful explanation was an attempt to convince me to bow out. But now that I was here, I could see clearly. If I complained even once, they’d start whaling on me. I’d seen as much in this country’s movies.


  “I-I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


  For now, I decided to apologize repeatedly in English. I picked my food up off the ground with my hands and put it back on my tray. I saw a mop in one corner. Maybe things like this happened a lot. Grabbing it, I gave the floor a quick wipe, then left the cafeteria straight away. In the end, I decided to just be grateful I hadn’t gotten punched.


  A while later, night fell, and the guards conducted roll call. From that point on, there was no getting back into the shared areas, and we had to spend the rest of our time locked in our cells. Personally, I was thankful to have some alone time. I didn’t have to worry that the other prisoners would come in and threaten me.


  The energy had yet to die down, however. Angry shouts, exclamations, and the sounds of things being smacked continued without end. As for my own activities… Well, I was practicing magic.


  “This is bad. I’ve gotta figure this out now, or I’ll be in deep trouble…”


  Sitting on the bed in my cell, wrapped in a blanket, I focused my mind. Then I muttered a certain incantation over and over again. What type of magic was I working on, you ask? Why, something to bolster a target’s physical abilities.


  This was one of the spells for which I’d memorized the chant, only to put learning it on the back burner, figuring I didn’t really need it. After all, I had my barrier spell for defense and my lightning and beam spells for offense. I’d never needed to resort to physical violence.


  In fact, if I strengthened my body carelessly, I could risk exposure from a single thoughtless gesture. According to Peeps, if someone with my magical reserves used the spell, they’d be able to grapple an ogre to the ground. That was why I’d put off learning it.


  But now I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t use flashy magic while in prison, so this was my only hope.


  “What will I do if I memorized the incantation wrong…?”


  There was only one way to stick up for myself here, and that was through physical violence.
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  Compared to Japan, prisoners here were relatively free.


  The biggest difference I noticed was the treatment of penal labor. While in my own country, where such work was obligatory, here it was merely voluntary. In fact, it was used as a way for model prisoners to earn a little money. Most prisoners spent their days doing whatever they wanted.


  We were on lockdown in our cells from nine PM to six AM. At all other times, we were free to leave and go to the library or one of the other shared spaces. When the yard was open, we could even go outside and exercise.


  On my second day, the cells were unlocked after morning roll call, and the other prisoners all headed for the communal spaces. I stayed wrapped in my blanket and watched them from the bed in my cell.


  I’d been up all night feverishly practicing magic, and I felt terrible. But in the end, I’d learned the spell I was after. I’d asked Peeps about it once, and he’d told me it was a beginner spell that saw pretty extensive use. There were other versions of it classified as intermediate and advanced that had the same effects, only increased.


  To test it out, I’d tried doing a few push-ups and found I could easily manage them, even using only one hand. I also saw an improvement in my kinetic visual acuity. I was able to make out the wing flaps of insects inside the prison with remarkable clarity. Struck by an idea, I’d reached out and grabbed a fly with my fingertips.


  My sense of accomplishment, however, hadn’t led to a satisfied slumber.


  The noise and shouting had continued all through the night and into the morning. Once during my twenties, I’d been hospitalized in a large room. The snoring and other sounds of those around me had never ceased, but this was far worse.


  Eventually, it was time for breakfast.


  “……”


  Remembering the previous night’s events, I hesitated to even go to the cafeteria. But my hunger got the better of me, and I left my cell, remembering to use the body-strengthening magic in advance.


  On my way there, the other prisoners stared at me openly. A couple jeered. I kept walking, making sure to avoid eye contact as instructed.


  Once in the cafeteria, I got in line and received my food. Then I took a seat a good distance from the one I’d chosen yesterday. This time, I began to eat as soon as I sat down. I didn’t bother to look over the meal. I shoveled it all into my mouth, staying constantly vigilant of my surroundings. I was so tense, I could barely taste it.


  I felt like some sort of wild animal. And, in fact, that wasn’t too far from the truth. I was essentially in the wilderness—or as wild a space as I could imagine. I finished my breakfast in under five minutes, then got up to return my empty tray.


  “Hey, newbie. Where you goin’?”


  A prisoner was standing in my way. It was the guy who had poured water over me at dinner the night before.


  “Why don’t you and I have a chat, eh?” he continued. “What got you in here? Killed someone? Drug deal gone wrong? Or was it a political crime? Are you a first-timer? What other prisons you been at? Know any of the guards here?”


  “……”


  I was already bad at English, and factoring in the slang and rapid pace, I couldn’t understand him at all. I couldn’t even register any common phrases, much less pick out subjects and objects.


  “What, you deaf or somethin’? Little bean sprout like you won’t last three days in this joint. But I tell you what—gimme everything you’ve got, and I’ll think about letting you live. You just got here, so I bet you’re loaded.”


  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I repeated the phrase several times, then turned right and tried to get past the man.


  He grabbed my shoulder. “Hold it. Don’t run from me.”


  “…May I…help you?” I said, using some English I’d practiced last night. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to produce even that much so quickly.


  Despite this poor Asian man’s best efforts, the native speaker flew into a rage.


  “You tryin’ to start something? Huh?” He brought his right arm up, ready to strike.


  The moment I saw it, my body moved on its own. I planted my feet firmly on the ground, then leaned way back. A moment later, his fist whooshed by, right in front of my eyes. People over here had such big hands. Without my physical enhancement spell, I couldn’t have reacted in time. He definitely would have hit me.


  “Rrgh!”


  Realizing I’d dodged him, the man immediately swung at me with his other arm.


  Since I was already leaning back, I didn’t have time to dodge the second strike. Instead, I let go of my tray and angled my arm toward his fist. There was a satisfying smack as his fist stopped in my palm.


  “You… You little freak!”


  I could tell from the guy’s intonation that he was saying something like, “What the hell?” While I wanted to reply, I couldn’t think of any fitting responses. He’d probably get even angrier if I said something like, “Good job.”


  Still, it seemed my repeated apologies were only inviting more violence. Since we couldn’t understand each other, it seemed I needed to resort to some kind of threat. This was basically the Wild West; violence was the true lingua franca.


  So I tightened my fingers around the man’s fist a bit. When I did, I heard a series of distressing pops and cracks.


  “Aaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhh!”


  Frantically, I let up, but by then it was too late. The man curled up around his broken hand and fell to his knees on the spot.


  I’d gone too far. I couldn’t believe it, but the sensation of snapping bone still lingered in my fingers. The otherworld’s magic was terrifying. Smashing the man’s hand had felt like squeezing a piece of tofu.


  “Yo, did you see that?”


  “What the hell’s up with that Japanese guy?”


  “Is that bone? No way.”


  “It’s not just his fingers. Did he break that guy’s whole hand?”


  “You’re kidding! That little bean sprout?”


  “That hand’s never gonna be the same again.”


  Now I had even more eyes on me than before. Some of the other prisoners were glaring at me like they were about to attack. Judging from the color of their skin and body hair, I got the feeling they were friends with the guy now on his knees.


  “I-I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I said, frantically fleeing the cafeteria. They were the same words I’d been using since the night before. What an endlessly useful phrase.
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  A little while after breakfast, the sugar finally made it to my brain, refreshing and sharpening my mind. Blood traveled to my extremities, and my body, once sleep-deprived and listless, began to wake up. This rallied my spirits, and I finally felt ready to work.


  I’d tucked my tail between my legs and fled back to my cell, but I couldn’t afford to stay holed away. I had a job to do. If I was too scared of the other prisoners to leave my bed, why had I even come here? Why had I gone to all this trouble?


  That’s right—I was here to find Zhang Lee.


  Reminding myself of my goal, I left my cell and headed for the yard.


  This prison had an outdoor area intended for exercise, and a lot of prisoners would go there during the day in search of sunlight. They had a few basketball hoops set up, along with benches and tables. All told, it was a fairly large space. But because of the number of prisoners, population density was relatively high. If you tried to run from one corner to the other, it would be hard to avoid bumping into a few people. It was like an elementary school playground at recess.


  The yard was surrounded by high walls on all sides, with a few barred windows set in strategic locations from which armed guards could keep watch. I was reminded of castle turrets I’d seen in the otherworld. But here, instead of arrows or magic spells, it would be bullets flying.


  The prisoners spent their time outdoors exercising, chatting, or doing whatever they pleased. That might paint a pleasant picture, but with so many scary-looking guys bunched together, the effect was positively dreadful.


  “……”


  So dreadful that, after taking only a single step into the yard, I completely froze up.


  The thing I noticed first was how the prisoners seemed to clump together. According to the captain’s subordinate, people in prison tended to form groups based on ethnicity. It seemed he hadn’t been exaggerating: Every gathering I could see in the yard was composed of similar-looking guys.


  At a glance, I registered a group of White guys, one of Black guys, another of Hispanic men, and one of Asians. And even these bunches were broken into smaller cliques, separated by invisible walls palpable even to an outsider like me.


  “N-nice weather we’re having,” I said in Japanese as I moved farther into the yard.


  I thought speaking my own language might help emphasize my ethnicity as I made my way toward the Asians gathering in one corner.


  Based on their hairstyles and dragon tattoos, I figured they were Chinese. I couldn’t see any other Asian groups, so if there was a Zhang Lee here, he was likely one of them.


  Ni hao. Say ni hao, I thought as I gingerly crossed the yard.


  People around me were staring, and several followed me with their eyes as I walked. They were talking loudly to one another and clearly didn’t care if I heard, though I couldn’t understand them anyway.


  After I’d taken several steps, I noticed a few of the prisoners move. Four large men came over and stood in my way. Based on their tattoos and general appearance, I wondered if they were buddies of the guy I’d had a disagreement with in the cafeteria. I thought they gave off a similar aura, at any rate. I vaguely remembered two of them staring at me during breakfast. They looked positively furious.


  I was horrified beyond belief. Macho men covered in tattoos towered over me on all sides.


  “Can’t believe you’d dare show your face out here.”


  “We have to make it clear what happens to cocky newcomers.”


  “You should have kept to your corner. Stayed out of sight, y’know?”


  “You won’t be walking anywhere when we’re through with you.”


  They all rattled off something or other. I couldn’t understand any of it. I wanted to cry.


  “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m very sorry.”


  I let loose another barrage of canned apologies. I even threw in a very. Then I tried walking around them, but they blocked my escape.


  “Who do you think you are?”


  The man closest to me threw a punch. His fist sailed toward my cheek. He didn’t need to wind up. Heck, he didn’t even stop jeering. Like the man who’d harassed me in the cafeteria, this guy seemed very accustomed to brawling. But thanks to my otherworld magic, I managed to respond in time. I stepped back to avoid the blow.


  “Why, you!”


  This time, I’d successfully kept my center of balance. That allowed me to respond to his follow-up move with no trouble. When his next punch came, I turned my body away, allowing it to fly by. His fist zoomed right past my nose.


  He’d put too much force into the swing, and he stumbled forward a step or two. An idea struck me, and I stuck a foot out in front of his legs. He tripped and tumbled to the ground. It had worked surprisingly well.


  Seeing this, the other three men joined in.


  “Screw you!”


  “You’re dead meat, bitch!”


  Two of them dropped their hips and charged at me. The move looked like a tackle from American football or wrestling. They got their arms around my waist and legs, and I knew if I let them push me down, they’d have free rein to whale on me. I desperately planted my feet and tried to stay upright.


  In the end, I managed to keep standing. I was shocked.


  “Wh-what the hell?!”


  “He ain’t movin’!”


  Those were my thoughts exactly. I was just as astonished as they were.


  “Die!” The last man turned back toward me and swung his arm.


  I was still pinned by the other two men and couldn’t avoid it. I probably could have shaken the men off if I’d tried—the physical enhancement spell was proving more effective than I’d expected. But there were cameras all over the prison, and the captain would probably check the footage later. I couldn’t afford to do anything superhuman.


  The guards were also keeping a close eye on us. If I went too wild, they might decide we were all at fault and throw me in solitary. That would only put me even further from my goal of negotiating with Zhang Lee. I had to find a way out of this, and I had to do it peacefully.


  In the end, I simply offered him my cheek.


  “Ngh…!”


  There was a sharp snap, and a dull pain shot through my head. But to be honest, I didn’t feel much of an impact.


  It felt more like I’d casually slapped at a mosquito. The man’s fist was still pressing into my skin. It had stopped cold after making contact. I could feel his hand squishing in my cheek and turned to look at him.
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  Our eyes met.


  “I’m sooorry…” My tongue bumped against my smushed cheek, naturally elongating the word. Personally, I thought it improved my pronunciation.


  “Who… Who the hell is this guy?”


  He yanked his fist back, as though he’d touched something hot, and looked at me, offended. It was like he was seeing something filthy, like he’d spotted a big cockroach in his bedroom just before going to sleep, only to have it flee when he’d tried to kill it.


  His two friends, still pinning me down, shouted at him.


  “What are you playing around for?!”


  “Get him already!”


  Was it possible they hadn’t understood my apology? My pronunciation just now had been nearly perfect.


  “……”


  I cast a sidelong glance at the guards. A bunch of them had already spotted the five of us and had their muzzles pointed our way. I couldn’t tell if their guns were loaded with rubber bullets or live ammunition.


  “Shit!”


  Another clenched fist flew toward me. At this rate, we’d be fighting forever.


  I clamped my right arm down over the guy clinging to my legs. I left the second where he was, grabbing my waist. As the third tried to land his punch, I used my left hand to get him in a headlock. Then I headed toward the group of Asians in the corner, as originally planned, dragging the others with me.


  “St-stop, asshat! Let go of me! Put me down!”


  “Does this guy realize how much I weigh?!”


  “H-hey! Wait!”


  The men flung abuse at me, but I ignored them and pressed on. It was a plea to the armed guards: Look, I’m not fighting. I promise.


  I didn’t want to spill blood and wind up catching any diseases, either. I’d seen a movie like that once, too. Getting hepatitis from fights was pretty common in prisons. When you thought about the risk of it becoming chronic, it was almost as scary as AIDS.


  Even back home, patrons of the sex industry could wind up with chronic hepatitis and even liver cancer without realizing it. Idly, I wondered if my otherworld healing magic worked on things like AIDS and cancer. Hadn’t I heard someone mention cures like that being potential rewards from the death game?


  “Shit! Let go! Hands off!”


  “What the hell is going on?!”


  “Stop, you asshole! Who the heck are you?!”


  The three men were still punching me all over my body. It didn’t hurt very much, though. I felt like a nursery school teacher dealing with unruly toddlers. As I considered this analogy, I reached my destination. When I approached, the Asian men, who’d been sitting on benches and calmly talking among themselves, went on alert. They all stood and confronted me with hostile expressions.


  “Wh-what do you want, Japanese man?” one of them said, speaking for the others.


  He was using slow, easy-to-understand English. They’re such good people, I thought. I greeted them with a big smile.


  “Ni hao. Wo…ai…ramen.”


  I gauged their expressions, offering a silent prayer.


  They quickly began discussing something in Chinese. I understood even less Chinese than I did English, so I stayed quiet and simply watched them. A few moments later, the same man who had spoken to me the first time turned back and took a step toward me. He then began speaking stilted Japanese.


  “…K-konnichiwa. Sushi…suki.”


  Yes! I thought. We can understand each other. We can communicate.


  It was wonderful. So wonderful that I felt tears welling up in my eyes.


  
    

    <Overseas Assignment, Part Two>


    I had successfully made contact with the group of Asians I’d been eyeing in the yard.


    We were standing around in a corner of the outdoor area with a few benches and tables. Apparently, this was their territory. Only one guy was sitting down; I assumed he was their boss. He wore a gentle expression, but he was surrounded by a group of scary-looking men who all had tattoos. Many of them weren’t wearing shirts, exposing their well-honed muscles and giving me an even better view of their tattoos. The one who had spoken to me was standing at the outermost edge.


    “I am from Japan. I want to talk to you,” I attempted in English.


    “You want to be our friend?” he replied.


    I’d let go of the three guys who attacked me. Though I’d worried they might try picking another fight, they’d quickly left. Their group was now staring at us from a distance. The whole thing had ended without the guards needing to fire any rounds.


    The yard, briefly buzzing with activity, had finally calmed down again. But now people from every group were staring at me, not just the one I’d quarreled with.


    “No. Not friend,” I said.


    “Then why did you come to us?”


    “I want…know…something.”


    The man listened to my awkward, broken sentences. Though he responded in English, I understood him better than the other prisoners. He used a lot of phrases that were beyond me, but I was able to pick out a few fragments and respond in my own words. He spoke slowly, probably out of consideration for me. What a good person, I thought. I was so grateful, I would’ve done anything he asked.


    “You want to know something?” he replied.


    “Yes. I have…question.”


    “You can ask, but I can’t promise an answer. Go ahead.”


    I decided to just go for it and threw out the captain’s all-important key word.


    “Excuse me. Do you know…Mr. Zhang Lee?”


    The man immediately tensed. “Where did you hear that name?” he demanded. “If you asked someone outside the prison, they might have shut you up for good.”


    “……”


    I got the feeling he’d just said something alarming. There were several words I couldn’t make out, but I sensed danger. We were in prison, though, so it was unlikely they’d pull a knife or a gun on me. That, at least, made this easier than an investigation on the outside.


    “Where did you hear that name?” he repeated.


    “Someone I know.”


    “Someone Chinese?”


    “No. American.” I wasn’t lying. I was pretty sure Captain Mason was a trueborn American.


    “Police?”


    “No. Not police.”


    “Family?”


    “Work… Coworker.”


    “…I see.”


    After my honest answer, the man appeared to think for a moment. He looked troubled.


    If we’d been speaking in Japanese, I might have been able to concoct some bland supplementary information to make my statement sound more trustworthy. But that was far too difficult with my rudimentary English. It would only confuse them if I started complicating things.


    Instead, I remained silent and waited for a response.


    A few seconds later, he abruptly replied.


    “I know him. He’s me. I’m Zhang Lee.”


    “Really?”


    Goodness, I thought. I was speaking to the man himself the whole time.


    Considering the captain’s explanation, I had to wonder if it was all right that the middleman had revealed himself to me so easily. Shouldn’t they be keeping this a little more secret? Or maybe this man was someone else, and the two simply had similar code names. I was full of doubts.


    Unfortunately, considering my limited English abilities, it would be too difficult to get answers to any of my questions right now. Without Type Twelve’s translator, I could barely even communicate. I decided I’d work on fostering a friendship with this group of Asians for the time being. I could get the info I needed later.


    “I go by Nick here,” said the man. “Call me Nick.”


    “Yes. I…call you. You are Nick.”


    “Good. What’s your name?”


    “Me…?”


    “Yes. Your name.”


    “My name is…Kenta Nakano.”


    “Kenta Nakano?”


    “Yes. Kenta Nakano.”


    That was the false name we’d prepared before my infiltration; obviously, I couldn’t risk going to prison under my real name. Although, given the photographs they’d taken, I wasn’t sure it would matter. Still, it was better than not trying.


    The boss-like man sitting on the bench had been listening in on my conversation with Nick and now began talking to the people around him. They were speaking in Chinese, though, so I had no idea what they were saying.


    “Zhang Lee? What’s Nick talking about?”


    “Isn’t his real name Wang Muyang?”


    “He’s spouting lies again.”


    “You know how obsessed he is with foreign films.”


    “I feel bad for this Japanese guy getting caught up in his nonsense.”


    “I don’t care what they’re talking about. It’s driving me up the wall!”


    I hoped they weren’t discussing how to dispose of me before I could cause more trouble. The boss’s gentle expression was starting to unnerve me.


    I didn’t want to get in too deep. In order to finish this job quickly and get out of here, I decided to take another step toward the crux of the issue.


    I didn’t have the luxury to sit around and build their trust. I could ask Captain Mason or the prison warden to let me stay longer, but I doubted my mental health would last. To tell the truth, I wanted to bust out of there that very night.


    “You have me,” said Nick. “What do you want, Nakano?”


    “Mr. Nick…do you know…Mr. Hei Mao?”


    “Hei Mao? Sure. We’re buddies.”


    “Is that…true?”


    “Yeah. We’ve known each other since we were kids.”


    Now I not only had information on Zhang Lee but Hei Mao as well. It sounded like the two of them were friends.


    But was that true? I was very dubious. Unlike my first question, he’d responded to my second without any hesitation whatsoever. The captain had told me they were having trouble with their investigation. Was this guy just saying whatever came to mind? But even if he was, I was curious why he would bother.


    “Excuse me,” I said. “Please tell me…address of Mr. Hei Mao.”


    “Why do you want to know about Hei Mao, Nakano?”


    “My friend…Mr. Hei Mao helped. Friend…outside wall. He says…want to thank Hei Mao. I want help…so I look for Mr. Hei Mao.”


    That was the excuse I’d thought up the night before while working on my magic. I was worried it would be a bit of a stretch, but it was the best I could do. Once again, I had my paltry English skills to thank.


    I was in real trouble. I could feel my spirit breaking.


    But surprisingly, the man nodded. “Your acquaintance. Is he the American who knows about Zhang Lee?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, you heard right. I know where Hei Mao lives.”


    “Really?”


    I’d just found out about Hei Mao far more easily than I’d expected. This was a big step forward in the investigation.


    But right at the crucial moment, the man’s expression shifted, sharpening into something sterner. “But I can’t tell you any more than that.”


    “Huh…?”


    The denial in his words was clear, and I felt my heart skip a beat. The man looked so scary that even a casual phrase had me panicking.


    He continued, speaking slowly so I could understand but keeping his voice quiet. “If you want to know about us, you must become our friend.”


    “Friend?”


    “Yes. Friend. And you must obey the rules.”


    I had the impression he was inviting me to join the group of Asians, to participate in one of the prison’s communities.


    “Condition…friend condition. Please tell me.”


    “We are intellectuals. We don’t like barbaric acts. We won’t ask our friends to kill. However, to prove you’re our friend, you’ll need to get some ink. And once you’re our friend, you must contribute to the group until you die.”


    I’d come so far only to hit a veritable essay.


    Now what? I’d only understood about half of that. But I got the sense he would give me the information I wanted if I joined their group. Was there some kind of hazing involved?


    I managed to pick out the word kill along with a negative verb. I’d seen scenes like this in foreign movies where a guy gets ordered to take out a member of some rival group, but it didn’t seem like that was happening here. Or at least, I sure hoped it wasn’t.


    For the time being, I decided to go along with it. “Yes. I will become your friend.”


    “Good answer. Let’s get you that ink to prove it right away.”


    When I nodded, the group of Asians began to move. Several of the guys around the boss left the benches and joined Nick. Together, they headed away from the corner.


    “Come with us, Nakano.”


    “Yes.”


    And so, at Nick’s urging, this freshman prisoner left the yard behind.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      Several days have passed since we left Japan.


      I’d never traveled before in my life and assumed I’d die before I got the chance. But just like that, it happened. You just never know what life is going to throw at you.


      Naturally, I don’t have a regular passport. They didn’t ask for one when I got on the plane, though. Instead, I was given an emergency passport when we landed. The soldier in charge said he’d ordered it from the Embassy of Japan.


      After arriving, we stayed in New York for a few days. Now we’re in Las Vegas. If the soldier in charge can be believed, we’re here carrying out an on-site inspection.


      That’s silly, though. We’re clearly just enjoying ourselves.


      Our hosts rented out an entire hotel just for us; I haven’t seen anyone else around. They did the same for the attached casino, too. The place is full of staff eager to entertain us, but there are no other guests in sight.


      We spend two entire days playing around at the casino. The dice must be rigged, because everyone is winning big.


      Over the third and fourth days, we hit up a bunch of tourist attractions, including amusement parks and stage shows. Robot Girl, who wasn’t able to fully enjoy her last amusement park, now seems to be making up for lost time by getting Makeup to spoil her.


      On our fifth day in Las Vegas, our hosts take us to tour some local museums. Perhaps they decided that simply fooling around all day didn’t look very good. At the moment, we’re at The Mob Museum, which hosts a bunch of exhibits about the mafia. Apparently, mafia-related history goes back more than a century.


      More exhibits greet us at every turn; one shows tools used to commit crimes, while another features photos and videos of crime scenes. Quite a few are downright grotesque. The museum even sells goods and displays information about mafia-related films. It amazes me that they run this place with public money.


      “They’ve rented this place out for us, too,” notes Ms. Futarishizuka. “Another staggering expense, I imagine.”


      “It’s common knowledge that this country can be dangerous,” points out the head soldier. “Considering the way terrorists have been targeting you lately, we need to be extra careful. There have already been three attacks since you arrived in New York—all failed, of course.”


      “Oh? Have there?”


      We make trivial conversation as we venture through the museum. As always, the soldier in charge walks ahead of us. He explains the exhibits like a tour guide, since we can’t understand English. In fact, his narration is so smooth, I begin to wonder if he stayed up late the previous night cramming for this.


      “And,” he adds, “we know two of those attacks were from groups including angels’ Disciples.”


      Abaddon and I bow.


      “Oh. Thank you for taking care of that, sir.”


      “For real, thank you! You’re so reliable.”


      It’s true that I haven’t had to deal with any isolated spaces over the last few days.


      “Well, you are our guests,” says the captain. “But it’s not just for your sake—we have to defend ourselves, of course. Besides, we’re doing all this because of how much our nation values you. And rightly so! There’s no need for you to worry about it.”


      “You say that,” remarks Makeup, “but what about those roulette wheels that always hit the jackpot?”


      “Harsh but true, Miss Hoshizaki. I’ll change the settings a bit tonight.”


      I may be a child, but even I can tell that the warm reception we’re enjoying is for Robot Girl and Makeup. We’re just picking up the leftovers, and personally, that makes me a little uncomfortable.


      “Tweet! Tweet!”


      “What is it, Peep? Do you desire food?”


      The Java sparrow’s travel cage hangs from the youngest daughter’s hand. My neighbor specifically requested that she take care of his pet. She seems pretty pleased with the arrangement, though, and has been diligently looking after the bird.


      To be honest, I’m extremely frustrated by this turn of events. He should have asked me to do it, not her.


      “Tweet! Tweet, tweet!”


      “Peep, the youngest daughter believes that such vocalizations have no linguistic meaning.”


      “Tw-tweet!”


      But the sparrow is forbidden from talking in front of nonfamily members.


      For such a small animal, he has a huge appetite. The youngest daughter is probably right; I bet he’s hungry. My neighbor gives him pretty pricey food at every opportunity. It’s weird that he eats meat even though he’s a Java sparrow.


      Blondie and Hot Prince are with us, too. Despite all the gory exhibits, they proceed through the museum with an air of knowing detachment. It doesn’t seem to affect them at all. Honestly, I’m surprised they even let minors into this place. If they did that back home, all kinds of groups would be issuing complaints.


      “What is this device?” asks Hot Prince. “It seems to be a simple chair.”


      “Your Highness,” Blondie replies, “considering the belts attached to the arms, I believe it is a tool for restraining someone during torture.”


      “Might the vase-shaped piece of metal positioned above be some kind of restraint as well?”


      “Well, sir, since it is the only metal portion of the device, I wonder if one might heat it up and press it to the victim’s head.”


      “Ah. That sounds quite effective indeed.”


      Even now, the two of them are discussing an exhibit about the electric chair. Despite her pretty face, Blondie sure has a brutal mind. And Hot Prince is just as crazy. He’s nodding right along like her explanation makes perfect sense.


      Next to them, Futarishizuka mutters to nobody in particular. “Perhaps he’s forming ties in prison with people like these as we speak.”


      She’s looking at a row of mug shots like a criminal directory. Apparently, they’re all people from the past famous for committing heinous offenses.


      When I follow her gaze, my mouth moves on its own. “Is he going to be all right?” I ask. “I’m really worried…”


      “We were just as surprised as you when Mr. Sasaki agreed to go to that prison,” says Soldier.


      “Mm. A sheltered Japanese man like him probably has no idea what prisons are like in other countries,” says Futarishizuka with a nod.


      “Whatever the case, considering his list of achievements, I doubt he will have much trouble. He defeated quite a few angels and demons in that isolated space on Miyakejima, didn’t he? And we confirmed the remains of a rank A-minus psychic there, too.”


      “My, my. Word certainly gets around.”


      “Though I’m a bit worried about him going in without the sparrow,” says Soldier, glancing at the travel cage in Robot Girl’s hand.


      “Oh? You know about that, too?”


      “Up against that many angels and demons, information was bound to leak. I still have many questions about what kind of psychic power he’s using, though. Incidentally, we’re prepared to pay a fortune for the answer. Any takers?”


      “If I speak even a word, the sparrow in that cage will obliterate me.”


      “Pleased to meet you, charming Java sparrow,” Soldier says, facing the cage. “Though I suppose we met long ago. My name is Mason.”


      “It would seem I’ve no more need to suffer an empty stomach.”


      “That said,” Soldier continues, “everyone else in the know is of higher rank than me. You may speak freely here, but I suggest you refrain from talking elsewhere. And keep in mind that it’s cold at this time of year. It might look strange for a tropical bird to be outdoors.”


      If Soldier knew about the bird’s ecology, he could have kept quiet and used the information against us. But he brought it up on his own—partly to confirm his suspicions, I imagine. He’s clearly trying to wring more information out of us. Maybe they’ve marked my neighbor and the bird for investigation just like they have the mechanical life-form.


      “Were you really tweeting up a storm because you were hungry?” asks Futarishizuka.


      “I was thirsty, actually.”


      “You may use this water bottle, Peep.” Robot Girl takes the bottle hanging around her neck and pours water into the lid, using it like a cup. Our family’s youngest daughter started carrying a water bottle with her ever since the mess on Miyakejima. Needless to say, it’s just another way for her to earn points with Makeup.


      “Much appreciated.”


      When the youngest daughter opens the sparrow’s cage, he flies straight out. He perches on her fingers and deftly drinks the water in the lid in her other hand. He looks just like any other small bird.


      Soldier, watching this, mutters to himself. “Still, are the two of them truly a messenger from the fairy world and the eighth magical girl—or, rather, middle-aged man?”


      I’ve heard people call my neighbor a “magical middle-aged man” before, and I know the title marks him as a friend to the magical girl. I don’t know if any of it is true, though. After all, he dodges any questions about it.


      “If Sasaki were a magical girl, what about his transformation?” wonders Makeup. “Magical girls transform to fight, right? I don’t think I’ve ever seen him transforming.”


      “It is as you say, Miss Hoshizaki,” Soldier replies. “He doesn’t fight like a magical girl.”


      “Can’t we just ask one of the other magical girls’ fairies? They’d know, right?”


      “It seems even the fairies currently on Earth don’t know everything. That’s why we wanted to befriend the magical girl from your country. But we’ve heard the local creature serving as her fairy’s vessel has already been killed. It’s quite unfortunate.”


      “I don’t know the first thing about Sasaki’s psychic power, either,” Makeup says. “I think only Futarishizuka knows, though I’m suspicious Elsa and Lewis might have some idea, too.”


      Everyone’s attention shifts to Blondie and Hot Prince. Though the implied question was mild, the two of them are fiercely opposed.


      “I’m sorry, Hoshizaki,” says Blondie, “but I won’t speak a word about Sasaki, no matter what is done to me. You could strap me to a chair just like this one and use that metal thing to burn my head or even kill me.”


      “The same goes for me,” agrees Hot Prince.


      “Elsa, I don’t think that’s for burning people’s heads,” points out Makeup. “It’s for running an electric current through their bodies.”


      “Oh. I-is that right?”


      Makeup launches into an explanation of electric chairs for Blondie and Hot Prince.


      Honestly, I don’t have a clue what’s going on with my neighbor’s mysterious powers. He isn’t a Disciple, and I don’t think he’s a magical girl, either. The only other possibility is that he’s a psychic. But in that case, what’s going on with the sparrow?


      “If you have that much information, you must be involved with this death game ‘Office’ as well, hmm?” says Futarishizuka, as if to change the topic. “I’m certain that at least one of the Disciples flitting around that island was serving as your informant.”


      Soldier replies simply. “We are servants of the people. We would never take the side of any specific individual or organization.”


      “But what if it would benefit the people, I wonder?”


      “The military operates on orders issued by the central government. I am merely a single pawn on their chessboard.”


      “How frightening.”


      Though I can’t be sure of the details, it seems likely they’re involved somehow.


      In that light, I’m certain that my neighbor had the right idea regarding his response to the incident on Miyakejima. If things go wrong, all the power and money currently being used to spoil us could be turned around and used to take us down. Just thinking about it makes my head hurt.


      “I have something to discuss with the youngest daughter.”


      Having finished his water, the bird turns to Robot Girl.


      “What do you need, Peep?”


      “I wish to go to his side.”


      “You will join Father, then?”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      The way he hops around on her hand, quickly changing directions, is adorable. He probably can’t help it, but from the side, it appears as though he’s intentionally trying to charm everyone around him. Maybe this is how he seduced my neighbor.


      I briefly contemplate doing the same thing in front of him next time I get a chance, then I reconsider. Abaddon would definitely make fun of me.


      “Father entrusted you to the youngest daughter. I want to know your reason.”


      “I’ve been feeling rather cramped during our trip,” says the bird, glancing at Soldier. “I cannot even eat when I wish to. I hope to see his mission swiftly completed so I may fully enjoy this nation’s cuisine at my leisure. I hear meat dishes are quite abundant here.”


      Thinking about it, I realize the bird is always flying freely around the Karuizawa villa. But throughout our trip, he’s been cooped up in his cage. We let him out while we’re in our hotel room, but since we’re generally running around during the day, he spends a lot of the time in very cramped quarters. If he’s as intelligent as a person, it must really be stressing him out.


      “Acknowledged. The youngest daughter will bring Peep to Father.”


      “I’m sorry to trouble you like this.”


      “I don’t mind. It is the family’s job to care for the pet. In addition, your and Father’s actions were exposed because you were aiding me and the other family members. The youngest daughter feels she should repay you.”


      I’m happy with this turn of events as well, so long as it helps my neighbor. I decide to see them off in silence, and Makeup and Futarishizuka do the same.


      The youngest daughter and family pet leave the museum together. I suspect they’ll be using Robot Girl’s terminal to reach my neighbor. I still don’t know the bird’s true identity, but if his existence benefits my neighbor, then I have no reason to complain.
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      Oh no. This has really gotten out of hand.


      I’ve finally gone and done it.


      How did things turn out like this?


      We’d moved from the prison yard into another prisoner’s cell, and now this newbie convict was deeply regretting his life choices. The reason for my change of heart was simple: When I looked into a mirror, the man reflected back at me was completely different than the one I’d seen the day before. From the neck up, I was an entirely different person.


      Now a gaudy tattoo was plastered all over my face.


      “And it’s done. I barely recognize you, Japanese man!”


      “It hurts. It really hurts.”


      “Well, yeah. That was a huge tat to put on your face!”


      I’d let myself go with the flow, aided—or rather, hindered—by my broken English. I’d heard them say something about “ink,” but I hadn’t realized the word was synonymous with tattoo until they took me into the operating area.


      Because of my repeated agreements to join their group on the way there, I couldn’t very well run away. I got the sense that if I refused, I’d never get another chance to learn more about Hei Mao.


      As a result, I was now permanently one of the gang. Or was this the Chinese mafia?


      “Take care of it for a while. It might start to fester.”


      “…Huh?”


      The tattoo artist must be really complimenting me, I thought.


      He was an excitable man and had chatted to me about all sorts of things during the process. Compared to Nick, however, he spoke very quickly and used a lot of difficult words and idioms. I couldn’t understand a thing he’d said.


      That last sentence had sounded really important, though.


      The artist had done my tattoo in his own living space. Most of the things around me belonged to him, including the bed I was lying on, the mirror I was looking into, and all the tools and ink he’d used.


      A few moments later, Nick stopped by. He’d come from another cell to check on me.


      “All finished, Nakano? I can’t believe you got the whole thing done in one shot. Impressive.”


      “Mr. Nick…it really…hurts.”


      “Not surprised. Most of the guys were betting you’d run away before it was over.”


      “……”


      I’d never received a compliment that made me so unhappy.


      Up until now, I’d lived a fairly average life. Even in my wildest dreams, I’d never imagined I’d wind up with a tattoo.


      Of course, I was well aware that my healing magic worked on tattoos as well. When Peeps initially taught me about it, he’d mentioned that it could erase tattoos and close piercings. Apparently, it all came down to the caster’s skill. According to the Starsage, a particularly talented magician could heal even grievous wounds while leaving tattoos and piercings untouched. It was a good way to discern someone’s skill.


      Even so, I couldn’t help feeling uneasy. Why did it have to be on my face? And it was a showy pattern covering quite a large area. I hoped my neighbor and Miss Hoshizaki would never see me like this. They’d look down on me forever.


      Oblivious, Nick grinned. “You’re one of us now, Nakano.”


      “Thank you, Mr. Nick.”


      “Welcome to the club. But keep in mind, we don’t tolerate betrayal.”


      “Yes. I will not…betray…friends.”


      “Your face hurts, right?”


      “Yes… It really…hurts.”


      “Get some rest. I’ll introduce you to the gang tomorrow.” He clapped me on the shoulder as I sat up in bed.


      I nodded and headed back to my own cell. The area that had been inked hurt so much that I couldn’t even muster the energy to go to the cafeteria for dinner. Instead, I lay down in bed, wrapped myself in my blanket, and simply waited for the pain to pass.
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      By the next morning, most of the pain had faded.


      There was no blood, either, and no swelling as far as I could see. I wasn’t sure if the tattoo artist was simply that skilled or if this was some side effect of being an elite human. Or perhaps it was because of the physical enhancement spell I’d repeatedly cast on myself through the night in a desperate bid to lessen the pain.


      If it were an option, I would have used healing magic. But if I messed up, the tattoo would disappear. As far as I knew, I’d never used the spell on anyone with a tattoo before, and I doubted I had the skill to target only the pain.


      Eventually, it was time for morning roll call. The guard seemed surprised by my sudden transformation but didn’t bring it up. I assumed this sort of thing was common in prison.


      After roll call, I got breakfast in the cafeteria, then headed for the yard.


      The weather was good again that day, and the area was full of bright, warm sunshine. Unfortunately, the high walls and gun-carrying prison guards reduced the cheerful rays’ effectiveness by about 70 percent.


      The masses of macho guys covered in tattoos running all over like they owned the place didn’t help, either. I felt like I’d been thrown into a dungeon map in some online game, and the field was covered in hostile monsters ready to attack.


      Considering the whole picture, the sunshine’s effectiveness was probably reduced by more like 100 percent.


      “……”


      The Asian guys were in the same corner they’d been in the day before, clustered around the benches and tables. The burly men with the scary faces were once again standing around their more gentle-looking boss. And just like last time, I spotted Nick around the outer edge of the group.


      Once I’d caught sight of him, I headed over. He noticed me right away.


      “Good morning, Mr. Nick,” I said.


      “Nakano! Thanks for coming.”


      “The conversation…yesterday…please continue.”


      “Right. I already told the others about you.”


      Nick immediately introduced me to the rest of the group.


      As I’d predicted, the man with the gentle expression sitting on the bench was essentially their boss. His name was Michael. Apparently, it was common for Chinese people to adopt local nicknames when living abroad.


      The people around him also greeted me in English, though they seemed less fluent. They all told me their names, and I did my best to remember them. There were quite a few, so it was no easy task. I began to miss my home country’s much-maligned culture of exchanging business cards.


      Eventually, I’d been introduced to every one of the men. It was finally time for me to ask the most important question.


      “Excuse me, Mr. Nick. Can you…tell me more…about Mr. Hei Mao?”


      I hoped my clumsy English wasn’t too hard to understand. Uneasily, I waited for Nick to respond.


      His answer came more easily than I’d anticipated.


      “Hei Mao? Probably in New York right about now.”


      “New York?”


      “Yeah. They said something about making it big on Broadway. If the getaway worked out, I’m guessing they’re working in some jazz bar. Someone from Japan probably wouldn’t know, but New York’s Chinatown is one of the biggest in the world.”


      I’d heard a bunch of those words just recently. Only the other day, I’d visited Broadway myself. We hadn’t gone to Chinatown, though. Since we’d come all this way, I was hoping to go sightseeing there and enjoy some delicious Chinese food.


      “Mr. Hei Mao…like jazz?” I asked.


      “Who knows? I think they’re more interested in business, to be honest. The type of place probably isn’t that important. There’s no telling how much money it would take to make an Asian a star up there, after all.”


      “I see.”


      Maybe Nick and Hei Mao weren’t actually that close. They could have been business partners and nothing more. Either way, I knew where I had to go next.


      “That’s all I know.”


      “Thank you very much, Mr. Nick.”


      After listening to our conversation, Michael glanced at Nick from his seat on the bench. “Nick, ever since yesterday, you keep going on about this Hei Mao. What’s that all about? And where did the name Zhang Lee come from? There’s only one group of Asians in this joint. And none of the guards are Asian, either. What are you hiding from me?”


      “Oh, the whole thing is just a wild tale I’m spinning, boss.”


      “Explain.”


      “Don’t you want this Japanese guy on our side? We need all the bodies we can get, and if we don’t take him under our wing, he’s gonna wind up dead before too long. We might as well bring him in, even if we gotta lie. It’s what’s best for him, too.”


      The two of them were speaking in Chinese, so I had no hope of understanding. I decided to stay quiet and watch.


      “What if someone on the outside checks your story?”


      “There’s no proof that anything I said was a lie, is there? Even if they send someone, they’ll just get lost in the crowd. If you want, I can come up with a better backstory and feed him that tonight.”


      “…I suppose you’re right.” Michael nodded.


      They knew from yesterday that I couldn’t speak Chinese. I hated not knowing what they were saying, but I was in no position to criticize them. All I could do was look on in silence.


      “Are you curious about the Hei Mao thing, boss?” asked Nick.


      “Yeah. If you learn anything, tell me immediately.”


      “I will.”


      Type Twelve’s translator still hadn’t reached me. Where could it have gone? Now that I knew where Hei Mao was, I didn’t need to stay here any longer, but I hesitated to leave without the device. I needed to find it somehow. If I told the youngest daughter I’d lost it, she’d probably be sad.


      “Come with me, Nakano.”


      “What is it, Mr. Michael?”


      After finishing his conversation with Nick, the boss turned to me and beckoned. I nodded agreeably and approached him.


      He brought his fingers up and touched the tattoo on my face, tracing it. The freshly inked skin still felt strange to me, and I flinched without meaning to. He flinched, too, which I found a little comical.


      “From today forth, I proclaim you, Nakano, a member of the Qinglong Hui.”


      I could tell that last bit was a proper noun, but I’d never heard it before. I naturally repeated it. “Qinglong Hui?”


      “That’s the name of our group. Understand? Our group.”


      “Group…Qinglong Hui…”


      “Your tattoo is proof you’re a member. Everyone who sees you will know right away.”


      “Proof…tattoo…”


      As expected, Michael’s English was harder to make out than Nick’s. Still, I grasped that the tattoo was some sort of sign marking me as a member of their group.


      I was having a really hard time communicating, though, and the boss could tell.


      “You have muscle, I’ll give you that,” he continued. “But you’re not very good at talking.”


      “I can teach him, boss.”


      “I hope so. You’re the one who adopted him. It’s your job to take care of him. He needs to learn enough to have everyday conversations. We can’t have him causing problems with other groups. We’re different from those wild animals—we’re intellectuals.”


      “Got it, boss.”


      That day, I ended up practicing English with Nick.


      Personally, I was curious about the other groups. Would they come after me again? However, while they kept staring from a distance, no one approached.


      If that was the result of joining a clique, then prison politics were terrifying indeed.
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      My fourth morning in prison was as bad as ever.


      With all the noise and shouting during the night, it was difficult to get any rest. On the other hand, if you could get used to this, you could probably sleep just about anywhere. I doubted I was capable of such a feat, however.


      Yet compared to the first day, things had calmed down significantly for me. The other prisoners had stopped messing with me, for one. They no longer surrounded me in the shared spaces, or poured water over my food, or tried to punch me in the yard. Instead, some of them even went out of their way not to look at me and kept an obvious distance.


      It seemed they finally saw me as a full-fledged prisoner. I had to admit, it felt pretty good to be acknowledged by this bunch of scary, tough guys. I felt like something of a big shot, in my own tiny way.


      It made me realize how base I was at heart. If I got too used to this, it would be difficult to return to normal society.


      “Hey, Nakano. We’re studying English again today.”


      “Thank you, Mr. Nick.”


      “I grabbed a textbook from the library. We’ll follow along with it. And here are some flash cards. Your vocabulary is really weak. Keep practicing them and try to memorize the words. Japanese people have to learn all those kanji, so I know you have the brains for this.”


      Like the day before, I spent my time learning English with Nick. The man was unexpectedly conscientious. He was incredibly attentive, even though I was just some Japanese guy he knew nothing about. He met my casual questions with thorough responses, and he was great at keeping things simple.


      This was far better than the online English course I’d signed up for after college. Of course, our group’s boss had ordered him to teach me. Nick was in the brig for killing five people; it had earned him 150 years of hard labor. Apparently, his wife and child had been killed, and he’d attacked some organization to avenge them. He’d told me all this with a satisfied look on his face, and I’d been at a loss for words.


      “That’ll be all for today.”


      “Thank you, Mr. Nick.”


      “Make sure you study when you’re alone, got it?”


      “Yes. I will read…vocabulary cards…lots.”


      Maybe a prison—where I was surrounded by native speakers with nothing else to do—was an ideal environment for learning English. I mulled this over as I flipped through the vocabulary cards alone in bed.


      But I couldn’t afford to stay here much longer. Even now, time was ticking away in the otherworld. I’d explained the situation in advance to various contacts and had delivered a larger quantity of diesel fuel to the Kepler Trading Company. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to lose contact with them for too long.


      I needed to retrieve my translator and get out of here.


      After dinner, I used my remaining free time to walk around the communal area. I thought maybe I’d find it lying on the floor somewhere. Before, ambling around the prison would have been dangerous; people might have shouted at me or even attacked me. But now that wasn’t as much of a concern. I’d beefed up my physical abilities with magic before heading out, though, just in case.


      I walked all around the inside of the prison, giving it a good look like some tourist on a sightseeing excursion. If this didn’t work, I could try contacting the warden.


      Just as I had that thought, I caught a glimpse of several prisoners hanging out in the main hall with the cells. The burly men were chatting among themselves. It was the item in one of their hands, however, that caught my interest.


      “Oh, it’s…”


      It was the translator I’d received from Type Twelve. They were all standing around it, talking. All the men had stern, ogre-like faces and broad shoulders, and they were all covered in tattoos. Terrifying. But when I really thought about it, I realized that Ms. Futarishizuka and Miss Hoshizaki were a lot scarier than they were. After all, both of them could kill a person with a single touch.


      I’ll be fine. No problem.


      I repeated those words over and over in my mind as I resolved myself and approached the group of men.


      “Excuse me…everyone. Please…let me talk,” I said, addressing them in broken English.


      They responded immediately.


      “Eh? What’s this Asian doing here?”


      “It’s the Japanese guy, right? The one everyone’s been talking about for the last few days?”


      “Real strong dude, they’re sayin’.”


      “I heard he beat four people by himself, no sweat.”


      “You’re yanking my chain. This little bean sprout?”


      Several of them growled threateningly at me. I ignored them. Staring at their hands, I asked, “That earphone… Where did you get?”


      “Who wants to know?”


      “A guard dropped it.”


      “What the fuck are you doing, just straight up telling him?”


      Unexpectedly, I was able to determine what had happened quite easily. One of them had simply blurted out the truth. I began to worry about how lax the guards here were with people’s belongings, however.


      “Hey, I’m hearin’ sounds from this thing. Is that Japanese?”


      “You were sayin’ that before, too.”


      “Maybe we can ask this guy. He might know.”


      “Yeah. Maybe he’ll know how to use the damn thing.”


      The following exchange, however, was in Spanish, which was completely unintelligible to me.


      They probably knew I couldn’t speak any other languages and had quickly switched into Spanish to talk among themselves. It was the same as the group of Asians speaking Chinese in front of me.


      Eventually, the man holding the device said, “You. Listen to this for a sec.”


      “Huh?”


      “Don’t you understand what I’m saying, idiot? Listen to this. Listen.”


      He thrust one of the two earpieces out to me, finally making me realize what he was after. Apparently, he wanted me to listen to it. I couldn’t make sense of the flow of conversation, and I was having a hard time following.


      Also, maybe it was his Spanish accent, but he spoke quickly and without much intonation. As someone used to Japanese, a clearly articulated, almost staccato language, it felt like I was being bullied. Why was Japanese such a crisp, distinct language anyway?


      “Listen to it. Tell us what it’s saying.”


      “Oh. Er. Yes…”


      I took the earpiece and put it in my left ear. When I did, I heard a familiar voice.


      “Use of this device by anyone outside the Sasaki family is forbidden. All features are currently disabled. To re-enable them, a member of the Sasaki family must equip the device. Once again: Use of this device by anyone outside the Sasaki family is forbidden. All features…”


      The one speaking was Type Twelve.


      I was impressed by how high-tech the translator was, despite its small size—then again, a mechanical life-form had created it. And yet, for some reason, the instructions were only in Japanese. These days, nearly everything had multilingual explanations, from station signs to manuals for domestically produced nose-hair trimmers.


      Had Type Twelve deliberately programmed it that way, or was there some other reason? Miss Hoshizaki wasn’t very good at English; maybe the alien was secretly plotting to make Japanese into Earth’s primary language. It sounded ridiculous, but given her position, she could probably pull it off.


      “This earpiece… It is locked,” I told the man honestly.


      “Locked?” He furrowed his brow.


      I decided to explain further. I had to get the translator back before I could leave the prison. “This…mine. Other people…cannot use.”


      “Eh? What was that?”


      “This…mine. Other people…cannot use.”


      “Oh, screw you! I’m the one who found it. That makes it mine!”


      “I will pay…lots of money. Please…return it.”


      “The hell? You think we’d believe that?”


      His scary face got even scarier. I was honestly about to wet myself.


      But I couldn’t give up, not while the translator hung in the balance. If they treated it roughly and broke it, Type Twelve would definitely be sad. And I had to avoid that at all costs.


      “Give it back!” the man shouted. “Now!”


      He, like the others, was quick to lose his temper. His fist flew right at my face.


      I dodged the straight right punch, then took a step toward him. His eyes widened in astonishment, but he didn’t waste a second throwing a left hook. Our height difference meant his fist naturally sailed toward my jaw. I caught it with my right hand, then reached for his head, which was now right in front of me, with my left. If I hadn’t magically strengthened myself, I could never have pulled this off.


      “I’m sorry,” I said in English. I’d probably uttered that phrase a million times over the last few days. As I spoke, I used my left hand to yank the other half of the device out of his ear.


      “You… You bastard!”


      “Ngh!”


      Immediately, he came in with a headbutt. The man was incredibly belligerent. I couldn’t imagine what spurred him to act like this. Our faces were so close, it was impossible to dodge. A moment later, our foreheads crashed together with a loud cracking noise. You could probably hear it all down the hall.


      “Raaaaaaaaaaaah!”


      The scream had come from him, not me.


      Fresh blood spurted from the part of his forehead he’d used to strike me. It splattered onto my face as well, coloring it red.


      My head hurt, too, of course. Just not enough to cry out—all thanks to the otherworld’s magic. Still, the blood covering my eyes, nose, and mouth put a damper on my spirits. What if he had an infectious disease? I supposed there was no point in worrying about it. Not after I’d already gotten a tattoo.


      Peeps had told me once that his advanced healing magic could cure a variety of diseases. Even my version of the spell could get rid of a hangover. If worse came to worst, I’d just ask him to come to my aid. Still, I was sure there would be antibodies and other things to worry about, and I couldn’t help what I found unpleasant.


      “What the hell are you doing?!”


      “On the ground! Hands on your head!”


      Hearing the commotion, a pair of guards came running over, guns at the ready. But the man attacking me didn’t stop.


      “I’ll kill you! I’ll fucking kill you!”


      “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m very sorry!”


      He was even scarier covered in blood, and I couldn’t stop the stream of apologies spilling out of my mouth. I was hastily backing away when I heard a shrill bang.


      “Rrrgahhhhh!”


      “Ow…!”


      Something had struck me in the side. It was followed by a second, then a third.


      The same thing happened to the man attacking me. Hands clutching his side, he crumpled to the floor. He curled up to protect his vital spots, and he moaned. There was no blood, but it looked like it hurt something fierce.


      Apparently, those guns had been loaded with rubber bullets. The spent projectiles rolled across the floor at my feet.


      I’d read an internet article once that said getting shot by a rubber bullet from up close was like being punched by a professional boxer. Depending on where it hit you, it could even kill you. It hurt, obviously, and it came with a powerful impact.


      But it wasn’t enough to bring me down.


      “Hey! It’s not working!”


      “That’s not possible! Shoot him again!”


      For me, it felt like getting hit by dodgeballs during elementary school recess. They shot at me again and again, hitting me in the sides, the back, and even the head. With how fast the bullets were coming, I wasn’t able to avoid them.


      “It hurts… It hurts… It hurts!” Panicking, I dropped to the floor. I remembered to apologize, though. “I-I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!”


      “What the hell’s wrong with this Japanese guy?”


      “Is he some kind of monster?”


      Soon, other guards flocked to the commotion. They all had guns, too, which terrified me. The other prisoners scrambled over one another to get away, including the friends of the guy who’d attacked me.


      Only my attacker and I remained, and the guards immediately detained us and led us away in separate directions.
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      I was brought to a private room seemingly meant for prisoner education. It had no windows and was about ten square meters in size. It was empty aside from a table with chairs near the center.


      That was where I met the prison warden for the first time. Apparently, he’d rushed over in a flurry after learning that one of the prisoners involved in the commotion was an Asian man who’d arrived only a few days prior. According to him, a normal prisoner would have been punished by the guards then thrown directly into solitary.


      Now that I had my translator back, I could fully understand what he was saying. However, I still had to answer him using my broken English. I’d been told to keep the mechanical life-form’s super-science a secret, even from Captain Mason. Precise, real-time translation that could even recreate a person’s voice was just a little too advanced to pass off as human technology. That was also why I’d left behind the clip-on microphone for projecting my voice.


      Making full use of my limited English, I informed the warden that my investigation was complete. He smiled; evidently, he’d been worried about that, too.


      And with that, I was finished with prison.


      I picked up the things they’d taken from me when I arrived, changed back into a suit and tie, and set out immediately. Putting my old clothes on filled me with a strange sense of relief, like I’d just slipped into a hot bath on a chilly winter day.


      To be honest, I never wanted to go back.


      According to the warden, the story was that I was being transferred to another location after causing repeated issues. Once he’d told the guards, the prisoners would find out sooner or later.


      I made sure to request he do something to ensure the group of Asians, including Nick, didn’t come under fire from the other prisoners on my account. The warden immediately agreed. I suspected he was under pressure from the captain.


      Now, if the information about Zhang Lee and Hei Mao turned out to be false, I could always return to the prison and continue my investigation. I tried not to think about that possibility, however.


      “Thank you very much, sir.”


      “Give my regards to the captain, will you?”


      “I will.”


      I left the prison under the cover of night. Only the warden saw me off, before quickly returning to his post.


      Everything had been wrapped up in a confidential manner. My job, however, wasn’t over yet. I still had to locate Hei Mao. I needed to return to New York and visit Broadway and Chinatown.


      “I wonder how I should get back…”


      Maybe I could ask Type Twelve. I was pretty sure that if I called out to her via the translator, she’d respond. The lock had been lifted once I’d put it in my ear; it was probably still linked up to her network. An invisible terminal might already be flying around the area.


      Mulling this over, I set out toward the downtown area. Given the late hour, I was alone on the streets.


      I’d been walking for a short while when suddenly, I heard a voice.


      “You look very different.”


      “Huh…?”


      A moment later, a small bird fluttered down from the sky. Drifting lightly through the air, he perched on a nearby road sign. Despite the darkness, I could never mistake such an adorable creature.


      “P-Peeps?!”


      “Did you encounter an issue while in prison?” the sparrow asked, peering at my face.


      Now that the pain had receded, it was easy to forget that I’d gotten a huge, gaudy tattoo on my face just the other day. I assumed that was what he was referring to. Even in the otherworld, I’d never seen anyone with something this showy.


      “You can erase tattoos with healing magic, right?”


      “Unless they are imbued with magical power, yes. Not that such a thing exists in this world. You should be able to handle it even with your intermediate spell.”


      “Oh, that’s such a relief. But I can’t get rid of it just yet.”


      “Why not?”


      “Well…”


      I gave Peeps a rundown of my life in prison. I explained about meeting Zhang Lee, learning that Hei Mao was in New York, and needing this tattoo to meet the people I was after.


      “I see. Such a lot has happened.”


      “Yeah. But what are you doing here?”


      Had he run away? I couldn’t blame him. The poor sparrow had been trapped in a cage for the better part of our journey.


      “I felt bad goofing off while you were hard at work. I thought I might help you finish up quickly so we could return to our dwelling. And we cannot afford to neglect our trade with the otherworld, can we?”


      “Aw, Peeps…” I felt my eyes grow hot in the face of the little bird’s kindness. I’d dearly missed the touch of his feathers during my rough prison life.


      “And so long as I am with you, food will never be a problem.”


      “……”


      I got the feeling that was his real reason.


      Because of all the “inspections” we’d been conducting day after day, Peeps was stuck in his travel cage, forced to endure long stretches of time without eating. I’d proffered what I could whenever the opportunity arose, but from his point of view, it must have been very inconvenient.


      “But won’t the captain find this suspicious?” I asked.


      “Actually, he seems to already know about us, to an extent. Miyakejima, was it? After we did battle with the angels and demons on that island, word apparently reached his ears. He spoke to me as well.”


      “Ah. You know, that figures.”


      I’d had a feeling he knew more than he was letting on. I didn’t regret my choices back then—after all, lives were on the line, including my neighbor’s. I hadn’t really had a choice. And if I hadn’t stuck my neck out, I suspected my relationship with Type Twelve would have suffered.


      “He appears to believe you are either a high-ranking psychic or a magical middle-aged man.”


      When I’d made that term up on the spot, I’d never dreamed so many people would simply accept it at face value. To be honest, it sounded incredibly creepy. If it ever got exposed as the lie it was, I’d never get over the despair.


      “That said, the information appears to have stopped with him. The others on-site supposedly know nothing. I expect we’re still under surveillance as well. I only took a quick peek, but there are a few people across the road who appear to be tailing you.”


      “Huh? Wait, really?”


      Peeps was speaking relatively quietly and was staying put on the road sign. I assumed he was avoiding landing on my shoulder because we were being observed. At first, though, I’d been a little afraid he’d started to hate me.


      “My proposal is this: I will conceal my form with magic, disguising myself as a different small bird. Any sort of bird should do. That will allow you to blend in more naturally on the streets.”


      “I’d be fine with that, but are you sure?”


      “This country is famous for its meat dishes, yes? I cannot bear to leave without sampling some.”


      “Yeah. You’re right.”


      An eating tour in a foreign country with my pet bird—what could be better?


      If I used the credit card he’d provided, the captain would know where I was, so I decided to withdraw some of the money I’d been amassing lately. If I got takeout and brought it back to a hotel, Peeps could join me and eat his fill.


      “Well, then. Why wait? Let’s go find dinner and a room for the night.”


      “Very well.”


      There was no proof that Nick was this Zhang Lee person the captain had told me about. The same went for the alleged location of Hei Mao. However, I decided to believe him for now.


      Obviously, I had no desire to go back to prison. And I was okay with failing the job entirely if I had to. So what if I was labeled an incompetent failure and sent straight back to the bureau? That was totally fine with me.
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      After we’d left the prison behind, Peeps used his teleportation magic to return us to Manhattan.


      Personally, I was yearning for the fancy hotel we’d been staying at before. But if we went there, the captain and his men would have eyes all over us. I suspected they’d be watching us no matter where we went, but I decided to prioritize my interactions with Peeps and found a hotel downtown to use as our base of operations.


      The next day, I walked to Chinatown in search of Hei Mao. While it was still on the island of Manhattan, this area stood out due to the sheer amount of Chinese characters everywhere. There were more Chinese signs than English ones. In some places, paper lanterns were hung across the road, giving the neighborhood an extremely Asian feel.


      Many of the buildings were more compact than those in the surrounding neighborhoods, and many featured multiple shops and sometimes housing all under one roof, like the bar district in Shinbashi. The pedestrians differed from the ones in the Central Park area, too. As you might expect, there were a lot more Asians.


      The contrast with the skyscrapers in the distance was a marvelous sight to behold.


      “……”


      I glanced overhead.


      A pigeon was perched on the rooftop signboard for one of the restaurants lining the street. It was Peeps, disguised with magic—he was following me from the sky, looking like a wild pigeon.


      The night before, we’d found a hotel and immediately gotten takeout from a late-night diner—all meat dishes—and Peeps had eaten his fill. Because of that, the distinguished sparrow had been in a good mood all morning. He’d even volunteered to accompany me on my search for Hei Mao.


      My methodology was simple: I’d go into a random restaurant or bar, then ask the clerk and patrons in English if they knew anyone named Zhang Lee or Hei Mao. I’d make a face like I didn’t understand a word of Chinese and secretly listen in on their conversations.


      Now that I had the mechanical life-form’s translator back, they could use any language they pleased, be it Beijing dialect or Cantonese. And if I lucked out and they mentioned Hei Mao’s location, then I’d have what I needed. I didn’t even care if a bunch of scary guys with tattoos came out of the back of the shop to intimidate me.


      Unfortunately, my efforts were in vain.


      The day passed in the blink of an eye. Peeps and I went back to the hotel around noon to eat lunch together. We got takeout from a restaurant we’d spotted while walking around that had a particularly delicious aroma wafting out from inside. You could literally ask any Chinese restaurant to wrap the food up for you—it was amazing. Apparently, takeout was called waidai.


      After dark, we made our way to the Broadway area, since the plays there were mostly performed in the evening. From asking around Chinatown about Hei Mao, I’d learned of several theaters frequented by Asians and decided to check them out first.


      Since I’d be spending most of my time indoors around crowds of people, I left Peeps to mind the hotel room. To help him pass the time, I’d bought him a laptop and prepaid SIM card from a local shop. Right now, he was probably busy exploring the internet, looking for tomorrow’s meals.


      But Broadway, too, was a bust.


      I tried several museums and bars, asking the clerks and any Asians with time on their hands about Zhang Lee and Hei Mao. They all looked at me strangely and wondered aloud what the heck I was talking about. None of them would give me much more than the time of day.


      Part of it was probably my awful English, but I think the tattoo on my face may have put them off even more. I was beginning to wonder if keeping it was really necessary.


      Eventually, the last performances of the night began to close their curtains. As the theatergoers and tourists dispersed, I decided to wrap up my investigation for the day. I followed the crowds of tourists south, all the while looking out for a nice bite to eat I could bring back for Peeps as a souvenir.


      On the way, I passed a small park and heard voices coming from within. It sounded like an argument.


      “Settle down, bitch!”


      “Wait. Is there something in her shoe?”


      “She’s not just some chaperone, is she?”


      “Dammit. Ow! She really ripped into me.”


      “Just ’cause we’re actin’ nice, she thinks she can take advantage of us, huh?!”


      First, I heard the voices of multiple men, then what sounded like a young woman and a child.


      “How very rude you all are. What business do you have with the madam?”


      “Suiran, I don’t know who they are.”


      “Yes, I’m well aware.”


      Both groups were speaking fluent English. It sounded like there’d been some kind of disagreement. Drawn in, I stopped to listen. Thanks to Type Twelve’s translator, I could make out exactly what they were saying. Otherwise, I wouldn’t stand a chance at understanding an argument between two native speakers.


      “She’s just one woman. What can she do? Surround her!”


      “We weren’t told to bring the woman in alive, right?”


      “Grab the kid first!”


      “We can’t let them escape. Get ’em!”


      The men’s wild voices echoed through the park, but the woman and child remained undaunted.


      “Please make sure not to leave my side, madam.”


      “I’m counting on you, Suiran.”


      You were supposed to call the police about stuff like this, right? As I considered the matter, I made my way into the park, remembering to magically strengthen myself first.


      Keeping myself hidden behind various trees and shrubs, I proceeded toward the voices. I didn’t see anyone else around. After a short walk, I saw several people standing in a poorly lit area.


      Several men had surrounded a young woman and child.


      The men reminded me of the guys I’d seen in prison. They were well-built, large, and every one of them had a scary face. They wore rough clothing and had tattoos in conspicuous places. One of them was squatting; it looked like he had a wounded leg.


      The woman looked to be around twenty, and the child was a little girl of about elementary or middle school age. Both were Asian; I could tell from their features and skin tone. I wasn’t sure which country, though, because their English had no trace of any foreign accent.


      This would have been quite a scene even in the day, but the sight of a woman and child quarrelling with a bunch of men outdoors in the middle of the night struck me as extremely dangerous. On the plane here, Captain Mason had specifically warned us not to go out alone at night if we could help it.


      “Get ’em!” one of them barked again, and the men set upon the woman and child.


      But their momentum quickly died. Two of the men had gone for the woman only to have her immediately turn the tables on them. They reached out as if to pin her down, but she grabbed their arms and put them into a joint lock. Then, after quickly letting go, she slammed the heel of her palm into one man’s chin and threw the other to the ground headfirst. She’d knocked them both out before they had a chance to do anything.


      And she did all that while protecting the little girl at her side.


      The woman’s flowing movements sent a stir through the men. One was already injured, and now two more were out cold. Nevertheless, with four guys still standing, they had their targets outnumbered. And yet a moment later, one of the men pulled a gun from an inside pocket. He must have felt that the woman’s skill put them at a disadvantage.


      He aimed the weapon at the woman and instantly fired it.


      She dropped to the ground.


      “Don’t move! Or I’ll shoot the kid!” the gunman barked at her.


      “Ngh…!”


      Apparently, the bullet hadn’t hit her. It had packed enough of a punch to dissuade her from doing anything else, though; she stayed where she was on the ground, glaring up at the men in frustration.


      Meanwhile, the others turned their attention to the child.


      Even if I reported this, the authorities would never arrive in time. Once I realized that, my feet moved on their own.


      A sense of déjà vu came over me. I thought of my workplace colleague and how every now and then she’d smile at me with boundless energy and say something like, Sasaki, we’ll get a late-night bonus for working at this hour!


      Back then, the very same impetus had driven me forward. The Starsage was waiting for me back at the hotel. I’d gotten these magical powers from him, and I knew this is what he would do if he were here. When I thought of it that way, I couldn’t simply stand by and watch.


      I pulled out my gun and held it at the ready, then burst out from behind the foliage.


      I leveled my weapon at the man and fired it. A shrill bang echoed through the night.


      “Gyah!”


      The bullet hit the man’s arm, causing him to drop his gun. I took that opportunity to rush into the fray.


      “Who the hell are you?!”


      “Did they call in backup?!”


      “Shit!”


      “Fuck, my arm…”


      I, the men, and the woman and child each stood at one point in a triangle. When the men saw the gun in my hand, they turned their full attention to me. In the split second it had taken me to run over, they’d all pulled out their weapons.


      “This is the police. Don’t move!”


      Not only had I boosted my physical abilities with magic, but I’d also erected a defensive barrier in front of me. Judging by the impact I’d felt from the rubber bullets in prison, I doubted the physical enhancement spell would give me the ability to endure live ammunition. And even if it did, that would cause problems of its own.


      “There’s no way this guy’s a cop!”


      “They must have had a friend!”


      “Fucking Asian!”


      “You’ll regret messing with us!”


      Ever since I’d joined the bureau, I’d started automatically calling myself a police officer. It wasn’t a lie, of course. Back home, at least, it was true. But my statement was met with a hail of criticism from the men. I was certain it had something to do with the tattoo on my face. Even compared to their own, mine was particularly sinister.


      “……”


      The situation reached a deadlock as we pointed our guns at one another.


      I had plenty of ways to explain away my otherworld magic: psychic powers, fairy magic, or super-science from the mechanical life-form. Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to reveal any of those things to the public. I couldn’t simply use my barrier spell to bulldoze my way through a situation like this. Captain Mason had said things would be basically the same in any country.


      If I bought some more time, wouldn’t the NYPD or whoever show up and handle everything? That was how it worked in action flicks. As I waited, I thought over my options.


      But moments later, something happened.


      “Ngh…”


      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the woman rise off the ground. She flipped up her skirt, revealing a thigh holster from which she drew a gun. Why would she do that? I’d drawn her opponent’s attention. Shouldn’t she be using this chance to flee?


      The woman leveled her gun’s muzzle and pulled the trigger without a moment’s hesitation.


      “It looks like the tables have turned,” she said.


      Keeping the girl behind her, she fired once, twice, three times. Every shot hit a man in the head; she downed each one with precision.


      “Oh, fuck this! I ain’t dyin’ here!”


      The last one standing was the man I’d shot in the arm. He scrambled to pick up the weapon he’d dropped, but a fourth shot took him out. He crumpled face down without even the chance to scream.


      We all waited for a few moments, but the men showed no signs of getting back up. Once she was sure they were dead, the woman turned her attention to me. She still had her gun up and at the ready. I could tell she was aiming for my head.


      Keeping her weapon out, she traded words with the girl next to her. “Madam Yingling, you’re not hurt, are you?”


      “No, but are you okay? You got shot!”


      “I’m fine. The bullet didn’t hit me.”


      “Oh. That’s a relief.”


      They weren’t conversing in English. This was Chinese.


      It sounded a lot like when Nick, Michael, and the others spoke to each other in prison. This time, I could hear the Japanese translation in my ear, so I knew exactly what they were saying.


      “Hey, is that man Japanese?”


      “Based on his intonation, I believe so.”


      “But he has such a weird tattoo on his face.”


      “I was curious about that as well. It’s the tattoo of the Qinglong Hui.”


      “What’s the Qinglong Hui?”


      “One of the Old Master’s many subordinate organizations.”


      “Oh…”


      Now it wasn’t just the woman with the gun—the child was staring at me, too.


      It seemed her name was Yingling. She seemed quite relaxed for a child, however, which raised some questions. A firefight had just played out in front of her, and she’d never once screamed. My heart was trying to pound its way out of my chest, but she seemed totally calm.


      I thought I recalled her referring to the woman as Suiran during their exchange.


      “Excuse me. Will you lower your gun?” I asked, after stowing my own gun and raising my hands above my head.


      The woman lowered her weapon. I was relieved to have it pointing away from my head. She fixed me with a stern glare, clearly still cautious. I had no doubt she’d shoot me if I made any strange moves. She certainly had the skills.


      “Allow me to confirm,” she demanded. “You’re Japanese, right?”


      “Yes. I am Japanese.”


      “Why are you here?”


      “I…help…you… Helped… Er, wanted to help…you.”


      The woman asked her questions in English, and I responded in kind. It was difficult, and I struggled, but I had to show them that I wasn’t a threat.


      “Me and you…both Asian… Help each other…good thing.”


      “That isn’t very convincing, coming from someone with a face like that.”


      “……”


      My tattoo was causing me problems at the absolute worst moment. It would’ve been really helpful to have the tiepin microphone I’d gotten as a set with the translator. But that seemed a little too futuristic to be walking around in public with, so I’d dispensed with it. I’d stashed it away in my jacket pocket along with my smartphone, both of which I’d picked up on my way out of prison.


      “I want…ask you…something.”


      “…What is it?”


      “Please tell me…about Qinglong Hui.”


      I was attempting to change the topic. I’d heard that name back in prison, which meant it probably had something to do with Hei Mao’s whereabouts. If these two belonged to the same group as Nick and Michael, they might have known something important.


      This question got a big reaction. The woman’s face lit up in astonishment.


      I learned the reason from the little girl beside her. “You understand Chinese?” she asked in Chinese.


      “Yes…a little,” I replied in English.


      “You have surprisingly bad English for a Chinese person,” she said.


      “No… I am Japanese.”


      “Why would a Japanese person be walking around the city with that bizarre tattoo?”


      “This tattoo… I got it…from Chinese person…I met…in prison.”


      “Wait, you’re an ex-convict?”


      “Yes. I got out…yesterday.”


      “Hmm.”


      They must have been shocked that I’d understood their secret conversation. Just when I thought their expressions were softening, they started frowning again. This was rough.


      “Are you really Japanese? Deceive a fellow countryman, and you’re in for a world of pain.”


      This time, the girl spoke in Japanese. She even added aru to the end of her sentences for some reason, like a Chinese character from an anime.


      I switched to Japanese as well. “I could say the same for you. You speak Japanese very well.”


      “The madam is excellent at foreign languages,” explained the woman, also speaking Japanese. Both of them were basically fluent.


      “But why do you keep saying ‘aru’…?”


      “I heard that Japanese people like sentence-enders like those. You call them gobi, right? Is that wrong? Do you not like them?”


      “Oh, well. I suppose that’s true.”


      I had the impression that a lot of Japanese people were rather fond of the poorly enunciated Japanese spoken by foreigners from the mainland and of stereotypical sentence-enders used in TV shows and comic books. I thought they were pretty cute myself, probably because of all the anime I watched as a kid.


      If these two could speak Japanese, that would make things a lot easier. I abandoned my attempts at English and broached a new topic in my native tongue.


      “Excuse me. There’s someone in this city I’m looking for.”


      “It’s not one of the men on the ground?” asked the girl.


      Ignoring the girl’s remark, I asked the woman, “Do you know anyone named Hei Mao?”


      Unfortunately, I didn’t get the response I was hoping for.


      “No, I’ve never heard of them.”


      “I see.”


      This master-servant pair seemed like they had an awful lot going on in their lives. And they’d known about the Qinglong Hui, which was definitely an organized crime group. They’d even had criminals after them. I’d gotten my hopes up, but unfortunately, it seemed like they didn’t know very much. Of course, it was always possible they simply weren’t telling me.


      “A Japanese person looking for a kitty cat in Chinatown, huh?” mused the little girl.


      “I’d heard someone by that name was here,” I replied.


      “Hei Mao? Hei Mao, Hei Mao…”


      The girl put a finger to her cheek and thought for a moment. She looked like a stage actor miming the action. In fact, this might have been the first time I’d ever seen someone do such a thing in real life. She was so small and cute, though, that it was utterly adorable. She showed no sign of giving up the aru sentence-enders, either.


      “…Madam?” Next to her, the woman serving as her guardian cocked her head.


      Eventually, the girl looked up at me and exclaimed, “Oh, Hei Mao! Yeah, I know Hei Mao!”


      “Wait, really?” I asked hopefully.


      “Do you two know each other?” she asked in return.


      “We’ve never met, no. But Hei Mao helped a friend of mine a great deal, and that friend wants to get in contact with them. If it’s all right, would you be able to introduce us?”


      “Well, you helped me and Suiran out of a really bad situation. So sure, I can introduce you.”


      “Really? Thank you.”


      “But they’re out doing something right now!”


      “Do you know where they’re headed or how to contact them?”


      “They said they’d be back later, but they didn’t say where they were going. And we can’t use the same number to contact them anymore, so you’ll have to wait.”


      “I see.”


      How much of what she’d said was true? This girl was about the same age as Magical Pink, so it was hard to believe she was running some kind of con. But considering her exaggerated, sprightly tone, I couldn’t be sure she wasn’t just saying whatever came to mind.


      “Anyway, I have a question for you now,” she said.


      “What is it?”


      “Why would a Japanese person help us?”


      “I thought I just told you.”


      “You’re sure you weren’t stalking us?”


      “Of course not. If you’re curious, you can ask about me in Chinatown and on Broadway. I’ve been looking for Hei Mao all day. I’m sure someone will be able to vouch for me.”


      “Okay. But I still don’t know why you saved us. You’re a little weird, you know.”


      “As I said, I saw fellow Asians in trouble.”


      “So you’re just really friendly, then? To the point of picking a fight with a gang to help people you don’t even know?”


      “Ah, so they were gangsters.”


      Now I knew what kind of men we’d been fighting. Wait, what if their friends come for revenge? My tattoo sticks out like a sore thumb. What a mess.


      “If you weren’t following us, then who told you about me and Suiran?”


      “This is the first time I’m hearing about either of you, actually. I’m sorry. Are you two famous or something?”


      “Madam, I think he might be telling the truth…”


      “Aiyah! Looks like it!”


      I got the impression they’d mistaken me for a member of the Chinese mafia or the yakuza. That said, I was extremely curious why gangsters would be after them.


      “In that case,” said the girl, “I have a proposition!”


      “What would that be?”


      “Do you want to hang out with us for a while? That way, you’ll get to meet Hei Mao. And if you just got out of prison, you probably need a place to stay. I can set you up with a room!”


      “…And I’d be staying with you two?” I asked.


      “Madam,” interrupted Suiran, “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea.”


      “Why not? We can reconsider whenever we like,” Yingling insisted.


      “Still…”


      “He understands Japanese, English, and Chinese, and guns don’t scare him. If you ask me, he’s super cool! And if he’s really unrelated to all that stuff, then he’s a huge catch. And he’s a Japanese guy fresh out of prison. If we leave him here, he’ll get into all sorts of trouble. Right?”


      Suiran looked troubled. “Well, yes, I agree with you there. But—”


      “Then it’s decided!” The girl ignored her, turning to me and asking gleefully, “Do you live around here, Japanese man?”


      “I have a room in a nearby hotel,” I explained.


      “Then you should come with us. It’ll save you a ton!”
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  “Excuse me, but are you sure it’s wise to invite a complete stranger into your home?”


  “You saved our lives! We have to thank you. Chinese people have a strong sense of obligation, you know.”


  She didn’t seem scared at all, even though I was a grown man. Was this a cultural thing or just her personality? She was being awfully pushy, despite her charming appearance. I couldn’t help but think of a certain coworker.


  I wondered if Ms. Futarishizuka was looking after the others properly.


  “Or did you help us because you have ulterior motives?” the girl asked.


  “Oh, no. Of course not.”


  “Then what’s the problem?”


  I needed information about Hei Mao, and I’d finally found a lead. Invitation or not, I needed to find out my target’s whereabouts. Maybe if I asked around her neighborhood, someone would know where they’d gone.


  “All right,” I said. “For tonight, at least, I’ll accept your offer.”


  “We did it, Suiran! We caught him! Time to head home!”


  “Understood, madam. Let’s go back to the main road and catch a taxi.”


  The girl was exuberant; her voice was bursting with energy. In contrast, her guardian responded to her requests with quiet solemnity.


  Urged on by the pair, their “captive” began walking through the nighttime park.


  I would message Peeps later, letting him know where I was and that I’d be out late. By now, he was a master at operating a computer, so I was sure he’d notice, even with nothing but the new laptop and SIM card.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    Today is the fifth day since my neighbor went off on his own. We’re still in Las Vegas.


    After checking out the crime museum yesterday, we visited a zoo with lots of exotic animals. There was an attached pool, where we were able to swim with dolphins. All of it was smack in the middle of the desert, too. I don’t really understand how rich people think. Blondie and Hot Prince seemed deeply moved by the whole thing. Makeup joined them and had a grand old time.


    That night, we went to a shopping mall, supposedly to buy things we’d need for our stay. But our hosts practically forced us to buy tons of clothing, electronics, and even precious metals. We didn’t have to pay for any of it, of course.


    There is no way you can call this a job. We are just on vacation.


    I might have enjoyed it if my neighbor was still with us. I could have made some good memories, at least. But he’s been off by himself on a mission for the past few days, and the rest of us are just fooling around without him. Honestly, it feels pretty bad.


    Today, we’re taking a break from our “inspections.” Since we don’t have anything in particular to do, we’re all just lounging around in our hotel room.


    According to Soldier, we’ve been so busy the last few days, he thought it was time for a break. For them, all those days playing at the casino and running around museums was work, after all.


    Our hotel room in Las Vegas is even better than the one in New York. It has a living room and four bedrooms with just as many bathrooms. The view is incredible, too. Apparently, it’s called a royal suite. I bet it costs tens of thousands of yen a night, maybe even more.


    At the moment, we’re all in the spacious living room, spending our time however we like.


    “Mother, this trip has prompted the youngest daughter to consider her future,” says Robot Girl. She’s standing in the middle of the room, speaking to Makeup, who’s seated on the couch.


    “Oh, um, what’s up?” says Makeup. Robot Girl’s overly formal attitude has caught her attention. “You mean, like, what you want to be when you grow up? Why are you thinking about something like that, all of a sudden?”


    Makeup is holding a bag she bought yesterday. According to her, she’s never owned anything from a luxury brand before. She keeps nervously putting it back into its packaging, then taking it back out again. She must not know how to handle it. I was given a similar item, but I haven’t even taken it out of the box. Frankly, I’m too scared to touch it.


    “The youngest daughter has discovered that, surprisingly, this type of job suits her very well. It may be her life’s calling.”


    “Job? We haven’t done any work since we came here.”


    “I am unable to trust the large Caucasian man showing us around. However, this country seems quite favorable. At the very least, I sense that those working alongside us are committed to doing their jobs.”


    “Working alongside us? They’re basically just entertaining us as guests.”


    “If their intentions are honest, then being entertained is itself a job.”


    “Ah, the youngest daughter is starting to sound like one of our politicians,” remarks Futarishizuka.


    After being fawned on for the past few days, the scales in Robot Girl’s heart have begun tipping toward our host country. Her glitchy emotions are just as easy to sway as ever. Everything she does or says fills me with anxiety.


    During our family view-count contest, she got a ton of positive comments on the internet, but they didn’t seem to do much for her. Maybe she only values real-world interactions with her point of contact.


    “One day, the youngest daughter will go out into the world and find employment. Many humans have recorded that finding an occupation suited to one’s character is extremely important for planning the course of one’s life after coming of age.”


    “Hold your horses, dearie,” says Futarishizuka. “I wasn’t aware this fake family saga was supposed to go on for a million volumes.”


    I kind of agree. I’d rather not commit to something like that. How many years is she planning on keeping this up?


    Blondie and Hot Prince are in the living room with us, gazing at the items they bought yesterday. They seem particularly fascinated by a solid-looking camera—a digital single-lens reflex, I think. They’ve been going all around the room, taking pictures.


    “Futarishizuka,” says Blondie, “are you certain that Prince Lewis and I should be receiving so much hospitality along with the rest of you? All this must have cost a fortune. I’m feeling increasingly anxious about it.”


    “Indeed,” adds Hot Prince. “I feel I must give our hosts something back to show my gratitude.”


    “Oh, there’s no need for that,” replies Futarishizuka. “We’re just the extras who come along with the youngest-daughter package. And as for the expense, this is like a child’s pocket money for a country with such a fat wallet. Don’t be so formal, Your Highness. Lighten up, eh?”


    “Ah. This must be a bounteous land indeed,” says the prince.


    “Come to think of it, what are we supposed to write in our report for the chief?” asks Makeup.


    “This is considered a vacation by the bureau, remember?” Futarishizuka reminds her. “We don’t need to write any reports.”


    “…Oh, yeah. You’re right.”


    “Still, it must be quite a hardship—in many ways—standing over there like that.” Futarishizuka’s eyes flick to the corner of the room.


    A chaperone dispatched by our homeland is standing there. I think her name is Inukai. She’s an officer in the JSDF. She’s standing stiffly in the corner, just as she has ever since we boarded our first flight.


    Everyone is constantly telling her to take a seat. But she’s devoted to her job, so she stubbornly insists on standing and waiting in the wings. Even now, she’s watching us from the corner of the living room, not moving a muscle.


    Eventually, Soldier shows up.


    “I’m sorry to bother you all while you’re relaxing,” he says. “But I was wondering if we could discuss our plans for tomorrow.”


    The blue magical girl is next to him. I haven’t seen her wearing her magical girl outfit once this entire trip; it seems this country’s government is just as secretive about psychics, magical girls, and angels and demons. She’s wearing regular clothes right now, and she looks no different from any other girl her age.


    “I’ve had it up to here with roulettes and slots,” mutters Futarishizuka.


    “That’s why I’ve been drawing up a plan, if you’d like to hear it,” Soldier replies.


    Judging by his tone, the entertainment won’t be coming to an end anytime soon. From his point of view, the youngest daughter is finally beginning to yield. Now that things are going his way, he probably intends to pile it on all at once.


    Personally, I’m reluctant to keep amusing myself while my neighbor is still out. And I can’t really do any VTuber work in these hotels. I’ve been taking a break for the last few days, telling people that life has been busy. But I’d like to get this over with and head home as soon as possible.


    So I muster up my courage and turn to Soldier.


    “Excuse me. There’s something I want to ask first.”


    “What is it, Miss Kurosu?”


    “How is my neighbor’s mission going?”


    “According to intel from the prison, he successfully made contact with Zhang Lee. Now he’s headed elsewhere in pursuit of Hei Mao. We haven’t been able to track him since he left the prison, though.”


    “Perhaps the talking sparrow found him, and they flew off somewhere,” muses Futarishizuka.


    “It certainly seems that way. If you all have any information, I would love to hear it.”


    “Do you think we would simply tell you, man?”


    “I wasn’t holding my breath, but I figured I’d ask.”


    “I’ll be honest, then. He hasn’t contacted any of us. Just wait patiently. I’m sure a subordinate of yours will have a report for you soon. If we had heard something, the girlie here wouldn’t be nearly so anxious.” She turns to me as she says this. Is it really that obvious?


    “I do hope he finishes his job soon,” says Abaddon.


    “Me too,” I agree.


    “Kareki has so many fans waiting for her next stream!” the demon adds, practically self-promoting.


    It’s reassuring that he acts basically the same around everyone.


    Soldier quickly makes a suggestion. “We know you’ve been streaming on the internet for a little while now, Miss Kurosu. I could prepare the necessary equipment for you here. We could rent you an additional room, or even a private studio. We could also ferry you there and back.”


    “Oh, um, no thank you, sir. I appreciate the offer, though.”


    Ochiba Kareki can barely move without the mechanical life-form’s support. I use a single laptop computer to stream, and according to Robot Girl, it’s more powerful than all the technology on Earth put together. I didn’t bring it with me on our trip because I couldn’t bear the thought of losing it.


    “No? Well, if you ever feel it’s necessary, just say the word.”


    “Thank you.”


    I figure asking more questions won’t get me anywhere, so I give it a rest for now. At that point, Soldier offers us a little more information.


    “Mr. Sasaki isn’t the only one investigating the terrorists. Our colleagues have been using every means at their disposal to locate our target’s headquarters. If they can find where it is, we can launch a counteroffensive right away.”


    “No enemy can survive an aerial bombing,” muses Futarishizuka.


    “Recently, more and more influential figures have been adding psychics to their staff. It’s not public knowledge, but every year, it becomes more frequent to follow up bombing strikes with ground combat. People with your talents are highly sought-after just about everywhere.”


    Soldier’s conversation with Futarishizuka has taken on a dangerous tone. I remember reading a book that talked about things like this in the library. It was about the final days of a famous terrorist group leader. Hundreds of millions, if not billions, were spent just to get rid of that one person.


    “Yeah, that’s where our real abilities really shine!” Makeup chimes in.


    “They’re not going to be sending you there, my esteemed senior.” Futarishizuka sighs.


    “Huh? Why not?”


    “Because if you kicked the bucket, the youngest daughter would go on a rampage.”


    “Mother, the youngest daughter is reluctant to agree with Grandmother, but I must recommend you adopt a work-from-home setup.”


    “Yes, indeed! We shall reform the entire industry!” cries Futarishizuka. “Let’s make everything remote!”


    “But I’m not very good at remote work. I feel a lot better when I get to move around.”


    I get the feeling Makeup isn’t quite following. Ignoring her, Soldier continues:


    “In any case, I’m sure Mr. Sasaki will be fine.”


    “What kind of man is this Zhang Lee anyway?” asks Futarishizuka, probably to change the topic.


    That’s something I’ve been wondering about, too. Even my neighbor would struggle against high-ranking psychics, to say nothing of angels and demons and their Disciples. I can’t help remembering the time he was badly injured on my account.


    “All we know about him is his name,” says Soldier. “But since he’s purposely using an Asian alias, we believe it’s likely he isn’t Asian at all. We’ll just have to wait on Mr. Sasaki’s report to find out.”


    “This is Sasaki we’re talking about. I’m sure he’ll do just fine,” agrees Makeup.


    “Oh? Are you worried?” asks Futarishizuka.


    “Why wouldn’t I be worried about a coworker’s safety?”


    I figure if the person he’s after is in prison, he can’t be too powerful. According to Abaddon, his pet Java sparrow is “OP.” He told me last night that as long as they’re together, they shouldn’t have any problems.


    Even so, I can’t stop feeling anxious.


    “He’s a grown adult. If things look grim, he’ll call it quits and come back,” murmurs Futarishizuka to nobody in particular.


    I sure hope he’ll come back soon.

  

  
    

    <Undercover Operation, Part One>


    After all my attempts to find Hei Mao ended in failure, I’d started back toward my hotel when I encountered a young woman and a little girl being attacked by a group of gangsters.


    The woman was named Suiran, and the girl, Yingling. I quickly went to their aid and helped them fight back. Though things got a bit dicey, we were able to take down the group of men. After that, the two of them told me a bit about Hei Mao. Apparently, if I joined them and waited, I would be able to meet the one I was seeking.


    And so, knowing I was grasping at straws, I decided to take up Yingling’s offer of lodging for the night.


    After leaving the park, we picked up a taxi on the main road and got moving. I initially assumed we’d be heading south, toward Chinatown, which was quite close by. It didn’t seem strange at all for a woman and a young girl to take a taxi at this hour, even for a short distance.


    But the car headed in a completely different direction—north, through Manhattan. I began to wonder about our destination and decided to ask Suiran and Yingling, who were both sitting behind me in the back seat.


    They told me I’d find out soon enough.


    Giving up, I turned my gaze out the window, toward the nighttime view of New York City.


    Eventually, we arrived at a spot just south of Central Park. It was only a couple minutes’ walk from the expensive hotel I’d been staying at a few days ago. This building, though, looked brand-new. It towered above the surrounding high-rises.


    Yingling headed straight inside, like she owned the place, with Suiran at her side. I followed their lead and entered the building as well.


    We got in an elevator with far fewer buttons than you’d expect for such a tall building, and the carriage brought us to the very top without stopping on any other floors. It moved really quickly, too. Was this a private elevator, by chance?


    We stepped out into a single living space that comprised the entire top floor. If memory served, this was what you called a penthouse apartment.


    “Excuse me,” I said, “but may I ask what your parents do for a living, Madam Yingling?”


    “The madam’s family members all help to manage the family business,” Suiran replied.


    “Make yourself at home!” said Yingling.


    “……”


    The two of them had definitely seemed like a rich young lady and her chaperone, but I hadn’t expected it to be quite so true. I froze up in the magnificent entryway, completely overwhelmed.


    “Um, I suppose I ought to greet your parents first, if I may…”


    “Only Suiran and I live here.”


    “What?”


    “Madam Yingling is studying abroad at a school here in New York,” explained Suiran. “She doesn’t live with her parents. They’re both very busy, traveling all around the world every day. The next time the madam is scheduled to see them is early next year.”


    “Oh. Er, I see.”


    After all my exposure to Ms. Futarishizuka, I thought I’d grown accustomed to how the rich lived. It just goes to show that there’s always a bigger fish.


    “Ah! You were just thinking something perverted just now, weren’t you, Japanese man?”


    “What? No, of course not.”


    “Suiran’s really strong, you know. If you try anything on her, she’ll chop your thing right off.”


    “Rest assured, I’d never do anything like that.”


    “Or is it me you’re after? You want to violate poor little Yingling?”


    “Would you please not joke about things like that?”


    “You’re a super-serious guy, Japanese man. That makes you kinda boring.”


    “I get that a lot.”


    After passing through the entryway, we headed deeper into Yingling’s apartment. Soon, the living area came into view.


    The first thing that caught my eye were the walls, which were all glass. The nighttime cityscape jumped out at me, more amazing than I could have imagined. It wasn’t just Manhattan on display, either—you could see across the East River into Brooklyn and beyond, all the way to where the Atlantic Ocean met the sky. If the buttons in the elevator were to be believed, we were well above the hundredth floor.


    What’s more, the apartment was a two-story loft with a very high ceiling. The layout made the space feel incredibly open. I almost felt like I was standing on top of the sky. A person with a fear of heights would have been shaking in their boots.


    As you’d expect, there was a staircase right out in the open, leading up to the loft. The space would have made more sense to me as an event hall or a radio tower observation deck, rather than a private residence.


    In action movies, super-high buildings like these were always getting blown up by the bad guys, resulting in the hero and heroine plummeting upside down toward the ground. As I pictured this scenario, the lovely scenery beyond the glass walls started to seem a little scary. I doubted anything like that would happen to us, of course.


    “I see a staircase,” I said. “Is the upper floor also part of your living space?”


    Suiran replied. “This apartment includes the upper level—the top floor of the building—and the two below it. There are three stories in total.”


    “Oh, er. I see.”


    The lowest floor was apparently for accommodating guests or staff. No wonder they’d invited a complete stranger into their home. With a place this large, they probably had permanent helpers and security guards staying there, too.


    Suiran told me I’d be sleeping on the lower floor as well. I still hadn’t decided if I’d really spend the night here, of course.


    “Take a seat, Japanese man,” said Yingling.


    “Oh. Sure.”


    Yingling was the head of this household, so I did as she asked and sat down on one of the couches set up in the living space. Only Suiran remained standing, straight as a board, by Yingling’s side.


    The location of Yingling’s apartment and its layout were quite extravagant, but its interior and furnishings looked just as expensive. Though it had a different style, it was every bit as luxurious as the royal castle in the Kingdom of Herz. There was even a grand piano.


    Everything was just so big. The living space alone must have been a hundred square meters, at least.


    “Oh, right,” said Yingling. “I never got your name, Japanese man.”


    “My name is Nakano.”


    “Can you tell me your first name, too?”


    “It’s Kenta. Kenta Nakano.”


    I decided to use my fake name with the two of them. If I wound up in the same room as Nick or Michael again, I didn’t want to be caught out. Besides, I’d gotten an official social security number and ID card from the captain, and they both said Kenta Nakano. I doubted anyone would ever know it was a lie.


    “Okay! Then I’ll call you Kenta from now on!”


    “All right.”


    “And you can just call us Yingling and Suiran. No honorifics needed.”


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”


    “I would rather you address Madam Yingling with a little more respect, personally,” Suiran added immediately.


    “Very well. I’ll call her Madam Yingling as well, then.”


    The moment we sat down on the couches, two young women I assumed were wait staff came out. They placed a pushcart near the sofas, then set out a pair of gorgeous teacups and filled them with freshly brewed tea.


    The liquid gave off a fruity, full-bodied scent. Was it a Chinese variety? I’d gone to a somewhat expensive Chinese restaurant once during a company drinking party, and I remembered the tea tasting delicious. This smelled like an elite version of the same thing.


    What caught my attention even more than the lovely aroma, however, was how the staff was dressed.


    “Why the maid outfits, if I may ask?”


    “It’s a hobby of the madam’s,” said Suiran.


    “If they’re going to wear uniforms, they might as well be cute. Right?” said Yingling by way of explanation.


    “Um, I’m probably the wrong person to ask…”


    “Oh, you little pervert, Kenta! Stop looking at the maids’ thighs like that!”


    “I’m fairly certain I’m mostly looking at the teacups.”


    Madam Yingling certainly seemed to be the unbridled, free-spirited type. In fact, she acted a lot like the mesugaki persona Ms. Futarishizuka had given her streaming character during our view-count contest. I could tell Yingling was doing it naturally, however. Especially the way she stared at me with that smirk on her face. I figured Suiran would punch me if I pointed that out, though, so I kept it to myself.


    “I have a question for you as well, Nakano,” said Suiran.


    “What is it?”


    “Can you do something about that earphone you’re wearing? It seems rather rude to keep it on while you’re talking to someone else. I’d prefer it if you didn’t use it while speaking to the madam.”


    The earphone she was referring to was, of course, Type Twelve’s translator. It must have looked like a regular earphone to the untrained observer.


    “I apologize,” I told her. “This is actually a hearing aid.”


    “A hearing aid? But you’re so young.”


    “That’s very kind of you. But my hearing issues are genetic; in my family, they often set in quite early in life. It’s difficult for me to hold a conversation without it, so I hope you can overlook my rudeness.”


    “I see. I suppose you can’t help it, then.”


    That was a rehearsed excuse. Since meeting the pair in the park, we’d been speaking to one another in Japanese—meaning I could talk to them without the translator. But if they suddenly threw in some Chinese, I didn’t want to miss it, so I had to keep the earpiece in at all times.


    “Can I ask you something else, Madam Yingling?” I said.


    “What is it?”


    “Why did those men attack you in the park tonight?”


    “I wanted to take a stroll after dinner, and they accosted us on the sidewalk.”


    “Then you don’t know who they were?”


    “Nope. I didn’t recognize any of them, at least.”


    “Did you know any of them, Miss Suiran?”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “I believe they attacked the two of you with a specific purpose,” I explained. “I’m sorry if this seems a bit forward, but if I’m going to be living here, even temporarily, I feel it might be best to deal with the situation sooner rather than later.”


    “The madam holds a high status in society,” Suiran explained. “If we tried to figure out the reasons behind every attack on her, it would never end. In addition, dealing with these situations is the job of her attendants, such as myself. I’d prefer it if you refrained from making any suggestions that might inconvenience the madam.”


    “All right, I understand.”


    “Are you worried about me, Kenta?” asked Yingling.


    “Well, yes. I was wondering if it might be better to at least contact the police.”


    “Suiran handles all of that for me. No need to worry!”


    “Ah. Well, I hope so.”


    I supposed such things were common among rich families. I suspected Suiran would only get angry with me if I continued to pry, so I let the matter go. Besides, I wasn’t the madam’s subordinate or anything.


    As we spoke, the two female staff members finished preparing the tea and left the room.


    “We’re pretty proud of this tea, Kenta,” said Madam Yingling. “Have some!”


    “Thank you.”


    I did as she said and lifted the teacup set in front of me. It was a remarkable cup, smaller than the ones used for Japanese tea. With the very first sip, the scent filled my nose. Considering how long I’d been walking around in the cold, that first cup of tea was more delicious than anything I could imagine.


    “It’s wonderful,” I said. “It really warms you up from the inside.”


    “I’m glad you like it,” said Yingling, reaching for her own cup.


    We both fell silent and focused on drinking our tea.


    Despite being the center of a bustling metropolis, the upper-floor residence was very quiet. Once we stopped talking, it was as silent as the grave. Suiran stood totally still next to the girl, her eyes trained on me.


    But even that tranquility only lasted a few moments. Soon, footsteps approached. I suspected it was one of the wait staff from before.


    However, the visitor turned out to be a man in his mid-twenties.


    He wore a dark suit with a black shirt and tie. In fact, all his clothes were black, down to his leather shoes and belt. He had longish black hair, too, combed back. I could see a tattoo peeking out from his neckline. Clearly, he wasn’t an average citizen—he was the same sort as Nick and the other guys I’d met in prison.


    The man walked over to Yingling, then got down on one knee and bowed.


    “Madam Yingling, there is a message from your family. What are your orders?”


    “Ugh! Wait a moment.”


    “Er, madam?”


    “You’re really putting me in a bind showing up at a time like this.”


    The man was speaking Chinese. Yingling, however, responded in Japanese. He shot her a dubious look, clearly unable to understand what she was saying. When he saw the girl’s attention shift to me, he followed her gaze.


    His facial features were as intimidating as his outfit. He’d only met my eyes, yet it felt like he was glaring at me.


    “Pardon me, madam, but would you happen to be dabbling in the Chinese underworld…?” I asked.


    “Aiyah!” she exclaimed. “You sure figured that one out quick!”


    I’d considered that the man might just be a servant with a penchant for punk rock, but Yingling’s reply made things clear. She must have decided that she couldn’t lie about the servant in the intimidating getup—he was obviously the real deal.


    Still on one knee, he shot me a look as he continued speaking to the girl.


    “Your visitor appears to hail from the Qinglong Hui, madam. Do you really need to meet with him personally? Just give the order, and I can deal with him in whatever way you wish.”


    “Kenta saved my life,” Yingling replied, switching to Chinese. “I expect you to treat him politely.”


    She sounded more impressive in the other language. Maybe it was because of her position in the underworld. I guessed she was the daughter of some big boss. In that case, I was in a rather vulnerable position at the moment.


    “Understood, madam,” the man replied. “My apologies.”


    “Good.”


    Up until now, I’d had her pinned as the daughter of some mega-rich business owner. Given her grand living quarters, I could imagine her participating in business herself, depending on the industry. It wasn’t hard to picture her entertaining members of organized crime syndicates, either. In that case, it made a lot of sense for her to have a bodyguard like Suiran. But I got the feeling that wasn’t exactly what was going on here.


    At the lady’s flat rebuke, the man immediately fell silent, plunging the living room into an awkward mood. Perhaps to clear the air, Yingling turned to me and assumed a more formal posture.


    “I’d like to scout you, actually. I want you to work for us.”


    “In the same capacity as the man here, you mean?” I glanced at the guy in black.


    He was still on one knee, silently watching our conversation. I sensed earnestness from his expression. I suspected he was skeptical of this strange Japanese man sitting across from Yingling. He’d probably pounce on me if I made even a single wrong move. I was struck with the sudden urge to start pantomiming.


    “How long has it been since you got out of prison, Kenta?” asked Yingling.


    “Just yesterday, madam.”


    “Then your finances are probably suffering. If you become one of my assistants, you’ll have food, clothing, and shelter all taken care of. Plus a big paycheck. It would be a lot better than staying at a cheap hotel while looking for a job anyway!”


    “I prefer to avoid fighting.”


    “If I was dealing with attacks all the time, I’d be exhausted. Things like tonight don’t happen very often. And I usually have Suiran with me, so I doubt you’d have to do much fighting.”


    “Still, I have my own life to live…”


    “We’ll look after your family, too, of course.”


    “Oh, no, I’m not married. It’s just—”


    “Then we’ll look after your fiancée.”


    “……”


    It was a little shocking to hear this from a girl who looked like she was in elementary school. To put it in Type Twelve’s words, I felt my heart grow lonely.


    “We can take care of you here until we find Hei Mao.”


    “I’m incredibly grateful for the offer, madam. However, I am not in such dire straits, financially speaking. And while the difference in lifestyle would be like night and day, I’m sure, I have enough to keep myself afloat for the time being.”


    “I shouldn’t have to mention it, but the Qinglong Hui is one of my family’s subsidiaries. I believe you’re meant to obey those above you absolutely, yes?”


    “……”


    Even in prison, Nick had said time and time again that the rules of the group took precedence over everything else. And Yingling’s organization was superior to that one, like a parent company in a business group. The words of the big boss’s daughter were equivalent to a company president’s.


    But why…?


    “Could you tell me the reason you value me so highly?” I asked. “To be honest, I’m not sure I can perform whatever role you’re imagining. If there’s been some misunderstanding, I’d like to use this opportunity to clear it up.”


    “You understand Chinese, English, and Japanese, plus you’ve got some muscle. And you were ready to take a bullet to protect a couple of strangers. There aren’t many people like you in the world. Plus you saved our lives. I think that’s enough reason to keep you around. Don’t you?”


    She was speaking in Chinese again, likely for the man in the black suit’s benefit, so I decided to reply in English.


    “You and Miss Suiran…are women. I think…any man…does same thing.”


    “It sounds like you’re changing your tune. I thought you had no ulterior motives, Kenta.”


    “Both of you…very pretty. Beautiful. No man…think…not sexy.” I had no idea how to express the concept of ulterior motives in English, so my answer wound up sounding a bit weird.


    Nevertheless, thanks to the translator, I was able to hold a conversation. It would likely be my best friend if I wanted to learn conversational English. If someone spoke to me while I was using the device, it would instantly tell me the meaning of any words I didn’t understand.


    “And you don’t carry yourself like other people from the underworld,” Yingling continued. “I value that highly. You can’t just be skilled and quick to pick a fight. One can eliminate one’s enemies by winning their hearts and minds as well. Since ancient times, it has been said that soldiers do not favor battle. Those are quotes from Zhuge Liang.”


    “Koumei also…say this. Very hard to make friendship…last long time…for power or influence. What you need…is not me. If…you worry…right now…your family…best ally.”


    Ah, what a nice feeling. Having strung together a rather long sentence in English, I felt a surge of accomplishment. Had she understood me?


    If I could only get the device to simultaneously translate my own words, I could use it to check my work. Maybe I could ask Type Twelve to add a feature like that. I decided I’d discuss it with her the next time I got the chance and she was in a good mood.


    “Then you just have to become part of my family, Kenta.”


    “What?”


    “If you do that, our relationship won’t have anything to do with power or influence anymore,” Yingling said, looking a bit miffed.


    Despite her strangely mature demeanor up until now, it seemed she could still get heated up just as easily as anyone else her age. Her rash suggestion was clear evidence of that. Though if this was just another part of her act, she was an absolute genius.


    “Madam, I suggest you rethink that suggestion,” Suiran warned.


    Yeah, you tell her, I thought.


    “If the Old Master were here, he would be greatly troubled,” she added.


    “My grandfather always tells me about how he made lots of friends from all over the world when he was young,” Yingling insisted. “He built relationships of trust with them, and they depended on one another. I want to do the same thing, in my own way, with my own eyes.”


    “……”


    Suiran had mentioned the Old Master back at the park when she briefly mentioned the Qinglong Hui. I hadn’t been sure who or what she was referring to, but it seemed he was Yingling’s grandfather. They’d mentioned earlier that her whole family helped manage their business, so that probably meant he was a famous figure in the underworld.


    “Or are you saying what my grandfather taught me is wrong?” Yingling asked.


    “Of course not, madam. I’ll say no more.”


    “Thank you. I knew you’d understand how I feel.”


    “That said, if this Japanese man makes any suspicious moves, I will punish him as I see fit. So long as I am entrusted with your safety, I must insist on doing this much. I hope you will forgive me.”


    “That’s fine by me.”


    Having received her guardian’s approval, Yingling broke into a smile. It was a sharp contrast to the sour look Suiran was giving me. The tattooed man in the black suit who started all this had already faded into the background.


    A few moments later, Yingling switched back to Japanese. “So! It’s decided, Kenta!”


    “……”


    It seemed I’d just been adopted by a truly wild bunch. I’d only been out of prison for a day, and I was making my underworld debut.


    It wasn’t all bad, though. I felt increasingly sure that Yingling really did know Hei Mao. She hadn’t simply been saying whatever came to mind—this was a genuine lead. And even if I was wrong, I could use her family’s connections to continue my search.


    For the time being, I decided to entrust myself to her care. That seemed like the best way to continue my mission from the captain.
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    For the foreseeable future, I was going to be working in the underworld as part of the Chinese mafia.


    By the time I was done talking with Yingling and Suiran, it was quite late, so Yingling suggested I stay the night. She also promised me a delicious meal, and I was immensely curious what those words might signify for someone so filthy rich.


    However, I respectfully declined, instead returning to my hotel. Suiran had been scowling at me the whole time, after all, practically daring me to accept her mistress’s offer. I promised to report back and to consider their residence my workplace for the time being, though only during the day. That got me the young lady’s assent.


    At last, it was time to head back to my hotel. I left Yingling’s penthouse apartment, caught a taxi, and went straight back to my lodgings. Once there, I explained everything to Peeps.


    “…And so I’ll be working at a rich person’s home starting tomorrow.”


    “I am glad to see that your efforts have borne fruit.”


    We were in the hotel’s living space. I was seated on the edge of the bed, facing Peeps, who was perched on the desk.


    It was an average hotel room, meant for businessmen to crash in after a hard day’s work, completely unlike Yingling’s apartment. Our room was about twenty square meters, with a double bed and a token desk and chair. It wasn’t all that different from hotels I’d stayed at back in Tokyo. It was a bit pricey, though, even accounting for the exchange rate.


    “Yes, but as I explained, my new employers seem to be…engaged in some shady business. They’re not your average citizens, at any rate. I told them I didn’t want to do anything amoral or evil, but I’m still pretty uneasy about the whole thing.”


    “That said, this arrangement is far better than spending more time in prison, is it not?”


    “Er, well, I guess so…”


    The sparrow, always a bold and daring character, didn’t seem worried in the slightest. Maybe in the otherworld, where law and order was relatively lax, underground organizations were a familiar part of people’s lives. When I thought about it, even on Earth, lots of countries and regions were the same.


    “If you are still worried, then I will accompany you as you go about your work.”


    “Huh? You will?”


    “Nobody will notice a little bird staring in from outside.”


    “That would really help, Peeps. Thanks.”


    As the distinguished sparrow spoke, he stuck out one splendid wing. Talk about a pet you can depend on, I thought. I felt that as long as the Starsage was with me, I could do my best no matter where I was working. His chest fluff seemed fuller than usual, and his countenance was especially dignified. He probably looked that way because of the uncertainty and weakness in my own heart.


    “Allow me to change the topic—why don’t we use this chance to visit the otherworld? Eight days have passed since our last visit. Julius will accommodate us, of course, but it seems unwise to wait too long between product shipments.”


    “I was just thinking the same thing. Will you bring us there?”


    “Of course. You may count on me.”


    At the distinguished sparrow’s prompting, we set off.


    First, we brought diesel fuel from our warehouse in Japan to the Kepler Trading Company. Since it seemed our trip with the captain would last a while longer, I decided to import half a year’s worth of oil at once—just in case any issues cropped up and prevented our timely return.


    Peeps’s teleportation magic made quick work of it all, and we finished in a little under an hour. Once we were done bringing in the goods, we went to say hello to Mr. Joseph. He met us in the same reception room as always, and Mr. Marc was with him. Fortunately, he had been in the area.


    “I’m glad to see you both again,” I said. “It’s been so long.”


    “You’re always welcome here, Mr. Sasaki.”


    I explained to the two men that my next visit might be quite delayed. That had happened several times in the past as well, and I was able to appease them by bringing in more product to cover the delay. Leaving it at that would reflect poorly on me, however, so I’d added in some extra merchandise to compensate for the inconvenience.


    Specifically, I’d brought them tablets.


    Currently, the radios being used in the otherworld were compatible with D-STAR, and they included a video transmission feature. By connecting one to another device, like a smartphone, tablet, or computer, you could send and receive image data, such as photographs, while having a voice conversation.


    The baud rate was about 3480 bps using DV Fast Data mode. That was a low speed; most people on Earth today would look at that figure and wonder if you meant “Kbps.” Still, you could send and receive up to VGA-sized images.


    It always took at least a few minutes to send and receive an image. Depending on the situation, it might take twenty or thirty.


    Now that society was firmly rooted in the internet, most people would probably wonder why you would bother making such a device. But if you asked me, the ability to send and receive data across hundreds of kilometers without relying on major infrastructure, such as optical networks or satellites, was quite handy. And thanks to that technology, we were at the cutting edge of information transmission in the otherworld.


    I’d grabbed a commercial tablet, deleted all the apps, and restricted the usable features to the bare minimum. The result was a machine tailor-made for the wireless radios I’d given them. All it could do was take pictures with its built-in camera and link up to a radio using a special app. In fact, I’d prepared the whole thing in advance specifically for negotiations like this. I figured even people from the otherworld who couldn’t speak any of Earth’s languages would be able to use it.


    We took one and moved to the room in the trading company’s headquarters where the radio was set up. There, I gave Mr. Joseph and Mr. Marc a demonstration. I had an employee I’d already trained at the Marc Trading Company’s branch in Lunge send an image via radio from his location to ours. The image that arrived showed part of the branch office along with the employee.


    “What do you think?” I asked.


    “As you say, I believe this shows the branch location as it is now. I received a report of this man being hired just last month. He has no connection to you, so I doubt it would have been possible for you to set something up in advance.”


    Mr. Marc himself had used the radio to instruct the employee on what to photograph. Considering the infinite number of possibilities, there was no way I could have prepared for it in advance. This proved the photograph had been taken and sent over in real time.


    “Personally, I am fascinated by this device you call a ‘tablet,’” said Mr. Joseph. “Even in our land, artists and others make use of black boxes with lenses for their craft. But the precision possible with this device is far beyond anything a person could draw. I’m quite curious about how it works.”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Joseph,” I replied. “This item makes use of very advanced technology. I would need an incredible amount of knowledge just to explain how it works to you. I hope you can forgive me.”


    The tablet went over extremely well with both men. But all I’d done was bring one to them. The truly amazing people were the engineers who had developed such incredible devices. It was odd to be receiving praise for what was essentially their work. I felt like a grown man bragging to an elementary schooler about how much money I had in my wallet.


    It was hard to believe that there were people out there who, in the age of the internet, still had a burning desire to do things like send images via radio waves. But during emergencies, like wars or large-scale natural disasters, it was exactly that kind of tech that kept things functioning. I had nothing but respect for those who spent their days keeping such technology alive.


    “There is a limit on how long the tablet can be used,” I explained. “Do you see the rectangular, vertical bar in the corner here? As you use the device, this bar will get smaller. When it disappears, the tablet will stop working. Connect this cable before that happens, and the bar will be restored.”


    They could recharge the tablet using the diesel generator I’d already provided. The amount of energy the tablet required was almost nothing compared to what the radio gobbled up, so I doubted it would be a problem for both devices to share a power source. Simply taking a picture didn’t use that much of the battery anyway.


    “I have a question for you, Mr. Sasaki,” said Mr. Joseph.


    “Yes?”


    “It regards the information we will be passing back and forth. May I assume that there is no chance a third party will see or hear anything private? I’ve yet to hear any such reports, of course.”


    What an astute question. He’d wasted no time getting right to the point. The man was truly clever. If I’d been in his shoes, I’d be too in awe to think about anything else. In fact, that was pretty much how I reacted to the mechanical life-form’s super-science every time.


    “The possibility does exist,” I told him.


    “Would the risk mainly come from misappropriation of the machine itself?”


    “That’s always a possibility. But there is also a chance that someone else could acquire the information being transmitted through other means. When it comes to devices like these, it is far easier to receive than to send.”


    I’d already verified with the Starsage and Mr. Joseph that there was no other radio technology in the otherworld. They didn’t have generators in the past, so it had been impossible to harness the power needed for transmissions. Still, even a crystal radio might be able to pick up the messages we sent.


    “You’re saying it’s possible even if someone is without the devices you’ve brought us?”


    “Theoretically, yes. But I don’t think anyone in these lands has the requisite knowledge. I believe the chances of someone independently inventing a machine that could do it are fairly low.”


    “In that case, we should carefully consider how we use this. It seems quite difficult to falsify the images being sent and received. Depending on the information being handled, it might actually lead to a third party exposing their own weakness.”


    This world had its own codes and ciphers, just like ours did. Mr. Marc had once shown me a coded letter. The otherworld had mechanical encoders and decoders that didn’t use electricity, and I’d used one to read the encrypted message. Encoding voice messages was simply a logical extension of that technology. Image encryption, however, still seemed to be beyond their reach.


    “I believe you’re correct, Mr. Joseph,” I replied.


    But the radios sold in stores and geared toward amateurs didn’t come with encoding functions, since those were illegal in Japan. Article 58 of the Radio Law forbade the use of code words and secret language in messages transmitted from amateur radio stations. The Administrative Procedure Act’s rules regarding radio equipment, which were based on the Radio Law, further stipulated that transmission devices used in amateur stations must not have any functions geared toward confidentiality or secrecy.


    In other words, you weren’t allowed to trade secrets over ham radio. Other mediums, like the internet, required a user to go through some centralized regulator, such as an internet provider or exchange point. But with radio, there were no such restrictions, meaning you could easily pretend to be someone else. The government had tackled this problem by legally restricting such behavior.


    “However,” I continued, “I don’t believe it’s necessary for you to encode images.”


    “Why is that?”


    “When an image is transmitted, it gets converted into a string of binary digits. It would be practically impossible for someone to recreate the image using that data alone. And if they’re trying to intercept the transmission without using a device like this tablet, they’ll never be able to pick up all the values.”


    Thankfully, the otherworld used binary digits, too. On Earth, there was evidence of their use even in ancient times, so that wasn’t too strange. Their prior knowledge made this part easy to explain.


    “So it’s already encoded?”


    “I’ll explain the principles at work, and you can use that information to decide how to use it.”


    After that, I gave Mr. Joseph a brief overview of image encoding. Then I explained digitized amateur radio communications, as well as the potential data loss during transmission. In a world without phonographs, acquiring and decrypting framed image data with a crystal radio was like trying to beat an unwinnable video game. I was really glad right now that I’d read that amateur radio textbook.


    “Ah, I see,” said Mr. Joseph. “So this is some of that knowledge that hasn’t yet been cultivated in this nation.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “May I ask you something as well?” said Mr. Marc, jumping in.


    “What is it?”


    “This device you call a tablet… I would like to use it for other things as well, if it’s all the same to you. Is that possible? Obviously, I wouldn’t let anyone from outside the company touch it, just like the radio.”


    “Yes, you may use it for whatever you wish.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Then may I use it in other ways as well?” asked Mr. Joseph.


    “Of course,” I said. “I have as many spare tablets as radio setups. If you ever need more, I’m happy to discuss it. I’ll have to procure them in advance, though, so I ask that you allow me some time to do so.”


    The two businessmen seemed to understand my explanations right away. They were both very sharp. I was sure their inner abacuses were already clicking away as they imagined new potential uses for the tablets.


    “One final point of caution,” I added. “It is much more difficult to send images than it is to send speech. You may need to consider the antenna’s position and the time of day. I suggest you refrain from relying too much on this device until you’re more certain of how best to use it.”


    “Understood. I can see from your explanation why you decided to wait to share this device with us. It does indeed seem more difficult to handle than what we’re using now. But I believe there are many instances in which it will be much more valuable.”


    “I’m glad to hear you like it, Mr. Joseph.”


    Setting up a few repeaters would doubtless improve communications. But keeping them working would be considerably more difficult. Maybe it would be easier to use multiple manned radios for more stable transmission over long distances. I’d leave that up to Mr. Joseph and Mr. Marc, however, since they were the ones actually using the devices. How much they wanted to spend would depend on the value of the information being exchanged.


    “Has your homeland finally begun reaching its feelers out to our continent, Mr. Sasaki?” asked Mr. Joseph.


    “No, but your concerns are certainly reasonable,” I said.


    “Are you sure? I can’t think of any other reason to share this technology.”


    First, I’d spread radio equipment throughout the Republic of Lunge, promising them voice-based communication over long distances. Then I’d added equipment for image transmission, which was difficult to encrypt, encouraging them to expose their national secrets. It was a very logical explanation for why I’d given them this mysterious technology from who-knew-where. In fact, it seemed like a typical first step for any nation looking to invade another.


    “Unfortunately, my homeland is extremely far away, and we wouldn’t be able to reach anyone there, even using these devices. I leave it to you whether you believe me or not. That said, I would never, ever do anything to harm the Kepler Trading Company.”


    “……”


    Mr. Joseph’s smile faded, and he fell into thought. There was tension in the air, and it seemed to fluster Mr. Marc. I felt sorry for him.


    “If you’re still uneasy,” I added, “then I implore you to spend some time trying to intercept messages on various radio bands. I doubt you will find anything, save for our own communications. In fact, I could provide another radio for you to take apart and examine.”


    “I see. Yes, I’d like that, if you could.”


    I wasn’t lying. And besides, Mr. Marc’s enterprise had already won an irreplaceable position within the Kepler Trading Company as their communications department, and they needed the diesel fuel I provided to keep the machines running. I doubted Mr. Joseph would try to eliminate us at this point. That was precisely why I could provide him with so many different products.


    The tension soon dissipated as Mr. Joseph smiled again.


    “Do you have any other plans today, Mr. Sasaki?” he asked.


    “No, I don’t. Why?”


    “I’d like to learn a little more about how to use this device, if you don’t mind.”


    “I would be happy to teach you.”


    And so I ended up spending the day in Lunge, expounding on the finer points of image transmission.
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    Once I’d finished my delivery, I headed straight to the royal castle in the Kingdom of Herz, where I met with Count Müller.


    Lady Elsa wasn’t with us; it was just Peeps and me this time. As I stepped into the chancellor’s office, the man came over to greet us personally, as usual. The count and I sat down on the pair of sofas, facing each other, and Peeps settled onto the small perching tree set up on the table in between.


    I’d never seen a speck of dust on that little tree; it practically sparkled. Since we were in the count’s personal office, I wondered if he cleaned it himself every single day. His great respect for the Starsage was as obvious as ever.


    “I apologize for not bringing Lady Elsa along, my lord,” I said.


    “You’ve explained the circumstances already,” he replied. “There’s no need to say anything further. In fact, I should apologize for putting you through so much trouble on account of my daughter. She isn’t making herself a burden on either of you, I hope?”


    “No, of course not, sir. In fact, she’s been a great help taking care of Prince Lewis. Without her, we would have a lot more on our plates.”


    “I’m relieved to hear that.”


    “I would like to express my gratitude as well, Julius. Your daughter is a very hard worker. If you can’t believe him, then believe me.”


    “Your words bring great honor to me and my entire family, Lord Starsage.”


    Peeps’s remark brought an unusually heartfelt smile to the count’s face. The distinguished sparrow had a hot and cold attitude toward those close to him, so this might be rare praise indeed.


    “Putting that aside, Lord Sasaki,” the count continued, “I’ve prepared the gifts requested by Prince Lewis’s saviors. I apologize for adding to your work when you are already so busy, but could you deliver them at the next opportunity?”


    “Leave it to me, sir.”


    “Are you referring to that pile of boxes there?” asked Peeps.


    “That is correct, Lord Starsage,” said the count.


    Peeps had his eyes on a stack of containers, all just small enough for an adult to carry one at a time. Their surfaces were covered with expensive-looking leather and adorned with decorations made of rare metals. To be honest, I’d been staring at them ever since we walked into the room.


    “Thank you, sir,” I said. “That’s quite a lot.”


    “I carefully selected them with the help of civil officials working in the castle. If you feel this is insufficient, you need only ask. I would be happy to supply more, and you are free to request items besides books as well.”


    “Thank you for your consideration, sir. I know this will make the recipients very happy.”


    After gratefully accepting the gifts, we left the royal castle and deposited the items at Futarishizuka’s Karuizawa villa. I didn’t want to bring them to our new post and risk catching the captain’s eye. There was no telling when his men would locate my current hotel, and there was always the possibility someone would break in while Peeps and I were away.


    Once we’d finished all that, we headed for Baytrium. It was nearly time to end our little trip, but we were able to spend our last moments relishing some otherworld cuisine at the restaurant formerly run by Mr. French.


    “This store’s owner has certainly moved up in the world,” remarked Peeps.


    “Yeah. He’s a nobleman now, responsible for the whole area.”


    “I regret that I will no longer get to enjoy his cooking.”


    We still frequented Mr. French’s old restaurant, even after he’d left it to live in a castle and serve as lord of the domain. Someone else had taken up management of the place, naturally, but they still maintained a private room for Peeps, which allowed us to enjoy our food in peace.


    “By the by, shouldn’t we have stopped in to check on the tunnel in Alterian?”


    “Oh, that’s right! Unfortunately, we just don’t have the time, Peeps.”


    “I suppose there is no need to rush.”


    I’d become so busy lately. It was my own fault of course, but it was the truth. Maybe I should have just gone along with Captain Mason’s plan and enjoyed this trip like a vacation. Then again, Mr. Akutsu was bound to keep pestering me.


    These days, the time Peeps and I spent in the otherworld was my only solace.
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    We returned to Manhattan at a little past six in the morning. I then left the hotel for Yingling’s penthouse. I’d exchanged contact info with her in advance and had no problems entering the building.


    Peeps was there, too. He’d used magic to transform himself into a pigeon to covertly support his feckless partner. He couldn’t enter the building, of course, but I was sure he was following my movements from outside even now.


    When Yingling saw me, the first thing she said was, “Have you eaten breakfast yet, Kenta?”


    “I have,” I replied.


    “Then we can leave right away.”


    “Huh? Um, where to?”


    “To school, of course!”


    Without wasting another moment, we set off. I’d been wondering if, like Ms. Futarishizuka, Yingling was older than she appeared. But apparently, that was not the case. Since she’d brought up school on her own, I used the excuse to ask her directly and discovered that she was, in fact, a child.


    However, she was attending high school.


    According to her, she would normally have been going to elementary school, but she’d skipped several years. Seeing as she spoke three languages, it was hard to doubt her genius. Suiran assured me that the girl had a talent for the sciences as well.


    I suspected her wealthy family had provided her with the best education that money could buy from a very young age. Mentally, she seemed much older. When we interacted, I felt like I was speaking to an adult. It was only her occasional bouts of mischievousness that reminded me of her true age.


    At the girl prodigy’s urging, we left her high-rise apartment and got into an expensive foreign car. It was just as luxurious as Ms. Futarishizuka’s ride and came with a chauffeur, too.


    Yingling and Suiran sat in the back, while I took the passenger seat. The driver was the same Chinese man who had brought Yingling a message from her family the night before.


    Gripping the wheel and keeping his eyes forward, he addressed me quietly in Chinese. “Hey. Japanese man.”


    “What is it?” I asked in English.


    “You do anything to betray her trust, and I’ll disembowel you alive,” he muttered under his breath.


    Yingling was certainly well-loved. How do you say betray in English, again?


    “I understand,” I told him.


    “You really can’t speak Chinese?”


    “English…a little. Otherwise…only Japanese.”


    “Seems you can hear it, though.”


    “I think…very difficult…speak Chinese. I don’t want…say anything…sound weird.”


    “…That right.”


    Thankfully, he seemed to believe me.


    It really was difficult. Japanese had fifty phonetic characters, each representing a different syllable, but Chinese had almost eight times that many sound combinations—around four hundred. Sure, English had about the same number, but Chinese also used tones to distinguish between words. Even if something was spelled the same way in pinyin, the way your voice rose and fell while pronouncing it could drastically change the meaning. It was scary, like how hashi in Japanese could refer to three different nouns, and it was impossible to tell which one just based on context.


    Overhearing our exchange, Yingling spoke up from the back seat. “What are you whispering about, Kenta? Let me into the conversation, too.”


    “I apologize. My senior coworker here was just telling me about the proper mindset to maintain as your attendant.”


    Since Yingling had addressed me in Japanese, I switched languages as well. She was still using those cartoonish sentence-enders. I figured she was being considerate of my stilted English, but it stung being treated that way by someone so much younger. Perhaps that only strengthened my resolve to do my job properly, at least until I was able to meet Hei Mao.


    “Madam Yingling, there was something I wanted to ask you, if you don’t mind,” I said.


    “What is it?” she replied.


    “Is there some reason you need me to accompany you to school…?”


    “I want you to memorize the location, in case you have to bring me there or pick me up.”


    “Understood.”


    That said, I couldn’t drive a car. What would I do if she asked?


    Fortunately, the school was practically a stone’s throw away. In Japan, it would have definitely been considered walking distance. Yingling, however, took a car along with her bodyguard. I supposed this was more or less normal for this country. Hadn’t I heard somewhere that children under thirteen weren’t allowed to walk around alone, even during the day?


    “Not to pry, but may I ask why you chose this school specifically?” I asked, trying to change the subject.


    Surprisingly, she answered right away. “Well, my dad wanted to send me to a boarding school in England or Switzerland.”


    I pictured a school with attached dormitories surrounded by nature off in the countryside or nestled in the suburbs. I’d heard that many such places were prestigious, elite learning institutions.


    Recently, in Japan, there had been an increase of foreign-owned boarding schools. For most of them, the yearly tuition was in the millions of yen. When you added in all the other expenses, attending one for three years—the duration of Japanese high school—would cost over ten million yen. They were for the upper crust, to say the least.


    “But if you ask me,” Yingling continued, “being cooped up at some school in the countryside for years sounds really boring. So I begged my grandfather with tears in my eyes to enroll me at a high school in New York instead. This is much more convenient, and being so close to Chinatown makes it easy to live here.”


    “I see.”


    This grandfather of hers kept popping up in our conversations. To me, he was a stranger and the don of the Chinese mafia, but to Yingling, he was a precious family member.


    “You must really love your grandfather, madam,” I remarked.


    “There’s nobody I respect more!”


    “Is that right?”


    “But he passed away last year.”


    “…My condolences. I apologize for bringing up a difficult subject.”


    “Don’t worry about it. He lived a long life and passed peacefully.”


    It didn’t take long for me to step on a land mine. I saw Suiran staring daggers at me through the rearview mirror. The driver was glaring at me, too, as if to ask, What the hell are you doing?


    I’m sorry. I really am.


    I made myself as small as I could in the passenger’s seat for the rest of the trip.
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    After delivering Yingling to school and returning to the penthouse, Suiran instructed me in the ABCs of attending to the madam. As the new guy, I’d already made a careless blunder on my very first day, so my veteran senior had to make sure I knew what I was doing moving forward.


    She also explained how to move about the apartment and how chores were divvied up. It seemed my main tasks while Yingling was at school would be cleaning and laundry. They brought in a contractor on a regular basis to handle the difficult-to-reach areas, but otherwise, we did it all ourselves.


    It had been a while since I’d done any physical labor, and it felt even better than I’d expected. I got pretty into it without meaning to. I recalled how much fun it had been to help out with the big cleaning we did at my old job at the start of each year. I was a homebody most of the time, so it was pleasant getting some exercise every now and then.


    Before I knew it, the sun was setting, and it was time to pick up Yingling. I climbed into the car, and we headed out with the same crew as that morning.


    Yingling’s school was a famous private institution for young ladies. Many daughters of company presidents, politicians, and the like attended it. I was told that quite a few girls came from abroad as well.


    On the surface, Yingling’s parents represented a major conglomerate, and at school, she kept up the facade of being a proper young lady from a respectable family, just like most of the other students. I suspected that networking was yet another of their school-time responsibilities.


    Once Yingling got into the car, she turned to me. “There’s a party tonight, Kenta.”


    “Will you be going out with your school friends?” I asked.


    “Yes. An acquaintance invited me.”


    “I’m impressed by how many friends you have, madam. I hope you enjoy yourself.” Everyone knew parties were part of American culture. You saw them all the time in foreign movies.


    “What are you talking about? You’re coming with me, Kenta.”


    “Er, I am?”


    “Suiran, I know this is sudden, but could you pick out a suit for him?”


    “Of course, madam,” Suiran replied.


    “That cheap-looking getup will make him stick out like sore thumb.”


    “Does it really look that cheap?” I asked.


    Sure, I’d bought it off a rack, but it was my nicest outfit, and I wore it everywhere. I couldn’t deny that it looked insubstantial compared to the others’ attire, but the direct callout shocked me.


    “Think of it as a present for my new attendant!” Yingling insisted.


    “Are you sure?” I asked.


    “You just got out of prison, right? This is a great chance to dress up and enjoy yourself.”


    “I feel as though the tattoo on my face may be the bigger issue.”


    “It’s a private party hosted by a friend. You don’t have to worry.”


    To be honest, this attendant wanted to stay home. A high school party sounded like hell for an old man like me. But what the madam said went.


    We headed back to the penthouse to get ready, then left again after sunset. During that time, Suiran produced a suit for me seemingly out of thin air. The sizing was perfect, right down to the pants hem. I was thoroughly impressed.


    That said, it was in that gaudy, dark style preferred by mafia types. It wasn’t just the shoes—it was the shirt and necktie, too. The whole outfit was black. Suiran said that so long as I was going as Yingling’s attendant, I had to be suitably intimidating. Were we storming this place or what?


    Suiran even dictated my hairstyle and accessories. Using pomade, she swept up my bangs. Then she had me put on tinted glasses. The madam explained that as an Asian, to succeed in Caucasian territory, I needed to look totally full of myself, or I’d lose the fight before it started. I supposed it was a good thing she was looking out for me…


    My appearance was drifting further and further from “normal” by the day, and it was starting to stress me out.


    To reach the party, we used the same private car. The driver was the same, too, and Suiran accompanied us as well.


    Eventually, we arrived at an expensive hotel on the East Side and headed up to the top floor. I heard someone call the room a “president” something-or-other. It paled a little in comparison to the accommodations the captain had reserved for us, but it was still quite extravagant. It had plenty of bedrooms and bathrooms, plus a living space, a dining room, and a wet bar. The place was huge, too, so there was plenty of room, despite the dozens of attendees.


    When I’d heard the party was at a hotel, I’d imagined everyone standing around in a large hall of some sort, eating from a buffet. But the venue was a single guest room, and it was almost like a normal house party. Some people were sitting on couches, while others were sprawled on the beds.


    And more than anything, it was loud. Apparently, students were the same at parties no matter what class they came from.


    Their attire, however, was brilliant; judging on that alone, you’d never have guessed they were just high school kids. Everyone was wearing expensive dresses and suits. What’s more, from my perspective as an Asian man, the kids all looked more mature here, both boys and girls. That made it seem even more like some college club’s get-together, rather than a high school party.


    “Miss Yingling! Welcome to my party!”


    “Wow, you don’t usually come to stuff like this, Yingling!”


    “Would you like an invite to the get-together I have planned for next month?”


    “My dad wants to meet you, too.”


    No sooner had the madam stepped through the door than she was swarmed by female classmates. For Yingling to get mobbed like this by the daughters of financial moguls, her family’s status must have been something else. Everyone crowded around, desperate to use this opportunity to get closer to her.


    “This way, Nakano,” Suiran said, leading me to one corner of the room.


    “Oh, er. Right.”


    Apparently, we’d be waiting there, out of the way of the other attendees. Naturally, this gave me a view of the entire venue.


    Food and drink had been placed in various locations throughout the suite. Everything looked carefully prepared and absolutely delicious. I was overcome by the urge to grab a bite. But with Suiran vigilantly watching, I endured.


    As my eyes fell on a lavish meat dish, I suddenly thought of my pet sparrow, wherever he was. I glanced outside, wondering if I could spot him. Sure enough, I saw a pigeon on the other side of the window, staring reproachfully through the glass.


    “……”


    That had to be Peeps. After all, he was staring right at the meat.


    “Is something wrong, Nakano?” asked Suiran.


    “Oh, no. It’s nothing,” I assured her.


    I could see people I assumed to be the students’ guardians standing around here and there. They were dressed richly and had clustered together in groups of their own. I now understood why Yingling had instructed me to change. My well-worn business suit would have gotten me thrown right out of the party.


    Suiran and I stood against the wall like decorative objects. Occasionally, a male student would approach the beautiful Suiran, but simply explaining that she was Madam Yingling’s attendant drove every one of them away. Just how incredible was this family?


    For a while, I watched Yingling engage in pleasant conversation from a distance. As I did, I heard several students chatting. Specifically, a nearby group of girls.


    “Doesn’t this room seem a little shabbier than last year?”


    “Well, I wanted to get a better one, but my reservation was suddenly canceled a few days ago.”


    “How did that happen?”


    “They said it had been booked.”


    “Couldn’t you ask your dad to do something about it?”


    “I did. But even he couldn’t get it changed.”


    “What? How’s that even possible?”


    “Whoever booked that suite must be mega-rich.”


    “That’s insane!”


    Hearing them talk about booking hotels like it was an everyday occurrence, I got the feeling they lived the sort of life where they could get or do just about anything they wanted. To people like them, things that seemed like coincidences to us normal folks were instead the obvious results of powerful people wielding their authority.


    The information asymmetry between rich people and commoners was striking indeed.


    “……”


    I suddenly thought of Captain Mason. No, no. I’ve got to be overthinking it.


    Eventually, Madam Yingling finished her rounds and came over to us. “So, Kenta. Are you enjoying this party hosted by a currently enrolled high school girl?”


    “Currently enrolled high school girl”? I never thought I’d hear that phrase in another country, of all places.


    “It’s quite extravagant,” I replied. “It’ll be a valuable experience for me, I’m sure.”


    “If you’re hungry, I can grab you some food.”


    “No, that’s quite all right.”


    Yingling was wearing a qipao for the party. The bright red fabric embroidered with gold thread really stood out among everyone else’s more basic attire. Some of the other attendees kept glancing our way, even though we were standing in the corner.


    “Do parties like these happen often?” I asked.


    “Basically every week. I don’t go to many of them, though!”


    “It is indeed unusual for the madam to voluntarily attend an event like this,” said Suiran a little dubiously.


    Many of the other students were really letting loose. I spotted a few who would’ve been arrested back in Japan. Perhaps Yingling wanted to distance herself from such things, since she was so much younger than the others. Her behavior at the party was certainly more restrained.


    “My friend was really insistent,” she explained. “And I thought I should probably make an appearance every once in a while.”


    “It must be rough for someone so young,” I remarked.


    “It is! That’s why I want you to help support me, Kenta.”


    “I plan to do just that, at least until I can get more information on Hei Mao.”


    “You’re such a cheapskate! Why can’t you stay with me forever?”


    “I’ve brought you a chair, madam.”


    “Oh, thanks, Suiran!”


    “I can also bring over some food. Would you like anything in particular?”


    “No preference!”


    “Nakano, please go find her a drink,” Suiran said, turning to me.


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “But no alcohol,” she added. “Since it’s already evening, please choose something noncaffeinated with a lower sugar content. If you opt for juice, get one hundred percent fruit juice. I’ll handle the expenses on my end.”


    “Understood.”


    As expected of a young lady from a rich family, her attendants were quite insistent about her health. Impressed, I headed off to procure a drink.


    Stopping one of the waiters crossing the floor, I relayed the order from Suiran. When the man saw my face, he was startled, and his expression stiffened. Still, he listened to what I had to say and took my order. It seemed my scary tattoo and jet-black attire were already coming in handy.


    However, it turned out they didn’t have anything at the venue that fit the bill aside from mineral water. I asked the man to bring me to the kitchen so I could ask around. Following his lead, I left the suite and went down to the kitchen.


    In the end, I wound up with chrysanthemum tea. The drink used only flowers, so it wasn’t caffeinated, and it was a high-quality article from China, too. There was no way Suiran could criticize me—it was perfect.


    I placed the tea set on a rolling cart and headed back to the suite. As I did, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket.


    I took it out and saw a notification from my message app. I had an incoming call—and it was from Peeps. He must have been using the SIM card and laptop I’d loaned him.


    “Hello?”


    “The one you are guarding may have been kidnapped.”


    “Huh?”


    The first thing out of his mouth hit me like a ton of bricks. I froze despite myself.


    “I thought Suiran—the young woman attending her—was in the suite.”


    “Her? She was getting food and didn’t notice.”


    “So you were the pigeon I saw outside the window.”


    “Yes. I apologize if I’ve misunderstood the situation, but I wanted to contact you just in case.”


    He must have gone all the way back to our hotel to get in touch with me. That was far quicker than trying to find a good moment to teleport to me directly. What a dependable sparrow, using modern conveniences to provide impeccable support. Though I supposed he was currently a pigeon.


    “She was speaking to a classmate while drinking something. I believe the drink may have been spiked, and someone brought her away using the excuse that they would look after her. I can only tell you what I saw from the hallway window, but it seems they brought the girl to a storage room.”


    “A storage room?”


    “It had many sheets and the like inside.”


    He must have meant the linen closet. The culprit probably intended to hide her in a cart among a pile of sheets and towels and bring her out that way. Considering she’d already been accosted by gangsters in the park the night before, it was well within the realm of possibility. This intel had come directly from the Starsage, so I figured it was more than credible.


    “The culprit is a hotel worker. I saw him leave the storage room pushing a cart.”


    “Thanks, Peeps. I’ll go after him right away.”


    “Very well. I shall return to the scene and endeavor to gain a better understanding of the situation.”


    “Are you back at our hotel?”


    “Yes, I returned to contact you. I’ll meet up with you again on-site.”


    “Gotcha.”


    Just knowing the Starsage was with me filled me with confidence. I was positive everything would work out. What an incredible little bird.


    Leaving the tea set behind, I ran down the hallway. If the man was pushing a cart, he wouldn’t use the guest entrance. Instead, he’d be heading for the employee entrance at the rear. I quickly made my way toward the employee area.


    I rushed toward the emergency exit sign and quickly spotted the door I was after. It was unlocked, so I headed through it and wound up in the employee area. Not far from the door, I spotted a flight of stairs. Strengthening my body with magic, I jumped straight down the stairwell.


    Once on the ground floor, I searched for a way out. Luckily, I saw a map nearby and followed its directions. It didn’t take long to find a staff member pushing a cart.


    “Rgk…!”


    Upon seeing me, he spun around and began walking in the opposite direction.


    “Excuse me! I want…talk to you!” I called out.


    The man broke into a run, still pushing the wagon. Now I was sure. The Starsage certainly had a keen pair of eyes.


    “Wait! You…do not…run!”


    The man disappeared behind a nearby door, and in a panic, I followed him.


    Beyond the door was a gorgeous, carpeted reception space. We’d clearly left the employee area. The space opened up into a huge lobby, and there were people standing around with travel bags.


    The front desk ran along part of the wall. Lined up in front of it were a bunch of guests who would be spending the night at the hotel. I could see even more people enjoying drinks, snacks, and conversation in an attached lounge.


    The worker with the cart dashed straight through all of it. Then he turned around and fired a gun.


    There was a series of shrill bangs. The guests flew into a panic and started running. Shrieks rose all around me.


    “Waaaait!”


    As expected of a gun-friendly society—people really had no scruples firing them off all over the place. I could have cast my barrier spell, then run straight over and apprehended the man. With my boosted physical abilities, it would’ve taken no time at all. My experiences in prison had made me sure of that. But there were too many hotel guests nearby, and I was sure there were plenty of security cameras, too. I couldn’t risk exposing my otherworld magic.


    “Ngh… N-now what?” I asked myself, seeking refuge behind a nearby pillar.


    I remembered a scene like this from a foreign film I’d watched last month. The protagonist had wound up in a game of tag with the bad guy while running through a hotel lobby. In the end, he’d resolved it by throwing a decorative urn.


    “Okay.” When in Rome…


    I quickly scanned my surroundings. I didn’t spot any urns, though. Instead, I grabbed a flower pot with decorative plants. They looked like birds-of-paradise. My magically strengthened arms easily hoisted the giant ceramic pot into the air. I got the feeling I could hit the man with a simple toss, but for the benefit of those watching, I swung it around like an athlete doing a hammer throw.


    I hurled it straight at the man as he attempted to exit the hotel, giving a loud shout reminiscent of my work as the Demonic Middle Manager.


    “Haaah!”


    However, the pot completely missed the kidnapper, instead flying past him to the side.


    “Oh, crap…”


    That’s right. I had totally forgotten. I had zero control when it came to throwing things.


    To make matters worse, the flower pot was hurtling toward a huge painting on the wall. It looked pretty expensive. When the pot struck it, the impact rattled the frame off the wall, and the whole thing fell toward the floor.


    Thankfully, I didn’t see anyone nearby. But now the painting was set to land on some kind of splendid monument. The thing was tall and thin, rising almost three meters off the ground. When the weighty frame hit it, it shifted and began to tip over.


    Please don’t, I begged. My prayer fell on deaf ears, however, and people began scrambling over one another to escape its trajectory.


    As it toppled over, the monument caught on an expensive-looking chandelier hanging right inside the entrance. The metal chain connecting it to the ceiling buckled under the weight and instantly snapped. Without any support, the chandelier fell upside down toward the floor.


    It was headed right for the worker pushing the cart.


    “Huh?!”


    A loud crash echoed throughout the lobby.


    The worker had nearly made it outside, but the chandelier pinned him to the floor. Thankfully, it had only crushed him from the knees down; his upper body was fine. But he seemed to have hit his head when he fell. He now lay quietly, face down on the floor.


    At about the same time, the cart he’d been pushing hit the wall next to the entrance and toppled over. Yingling, bound hand and foot, tumbled out of it. It was just as the distinguished sparrow had surmised.


    “Madam!”


    I dashed over to her. She was still conscious; her eyes were slightly open. But her mind seemed foggy. Her usual, animated manner was nowhere to be seen. Maybe the drug had dulled her senses. She’d been gagged, too, so she couldn’t say anything. I tore off the adhesive tape holding her mouth shut.


    Once it was off, she spoke right away. “K-Kenta…”


    “There’s nothing to worry about now, madam. The danger has passed,” I assured her, glancing at the fallen employee. He wasn’t even twitching.


    She glanced around me at the surrounding destruction. The miraculous chain of events had silenced the entire lobby. Everyone present was staring, eyes wide, utterly shocked by how much the lobby had changed in only a few seconds.


    I soon realized that most of their eyes were on me. Oh, right, I thought. I remember the main character from that movie doing something when he was done…


    “……”


    Without a word, I raised one arm above my head.


    Immediately, the guests erupted into cheers and applause.


    This hadn’t been quite what I’d planned, but all’s well that ends well. In my peripheral vision, I caught a glimpse of a pigeon looking in from the entrance. He quickly left, but I felt certain he’d backed me up with his magic.


    Thank you, Lord Starsage, from the bottom of my heart.
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    Not long after I’d rescued Yingling, Suiran learned of the commotion and came running into the lobby. Thanks to her, I only had to stand there at a loss for a few moments. Once she’d arrived, she handled everything with the hotel.


    It didn’t seem as though I’d have to pay for the ruined picture, monument, or chandelier. She told me she would handle all of it. I was extremely grateful.


    In addition, the only casualty was the kidnapper. None of the hotel guests were injured. That was the biggest relief for me, the loser with chronically bad aim. What was the point of rescuing someone if you just wound up hurting someone else?


    The police quickly arrived at the scene. And once Suiran mentioned Yingling’s family, they proceeded to prioritize her and Yingling’s wishes. The wealthy sure had an astounding level of authority.


    Suiran even instructed the police to let her people collect the criminal. I suspected they’d whisk him off somewhere to be interrogated. I was a little afraid to ask, lest they provide me with all the grisly details. So instead, I decided not to think about it.


    Naturally, this was the end of the party upstairs, and we escorted Yingling back to her penthouse.


    Back home, Suiran quickly called on a personal doctor to check on Yingling. He identified the exact drug used and assured us that it only made a person’s mind fuzzy for a short while and had no life-threatening effects.


    Once the drug had mostly worn off, I went to check on her.


    “How are you feeling, madam?” I asked.


    “Much better now.”


    “I’m happy to hear it.”


    She was sitting on one of the couches in the living space, drinking tea to try to speed the drug through her system.


    “Kenta, you saved me from the jaws of death! I want to thank you.”


    “I was only performing my job as your attendant.”


    “I’m surprised you even realized I’d been kidnapped. I knew you’d left the venue. Then the next thing I knew, you were facing off against the kidnapper in the lobby.”


    “I went to find a drink that met Suiran’s requirements for you and wound up in the kitchen. That was when I spotted someone suspicious in the employee area. I called out to him, and the rest is history. I had no idea you were in that cart.”


    I threw in Suiran’s name, too. She hadn’t noticed Yingling being kidnapped from the party, but even if she was blamed for the incident, making her out to be part of the rescue would help set everyone at ease. Or so I thought…


    “Are you covering for Suiran?” asked Yingling.


    “I only speak the truth, madam.”


    This little girl was impossibly sharp. I doubted any other kid would have read that far into my words.


    She and I were the only ones in the living room. Suiran had gone off to question the culprit. I was sure the man’s legs had been injured pretty badly, but Suiran had dragged him off anyway.


    “I didn’t think I’d need someone to save my life twice in two days,” said Yingling.


    “I doubt he would have killed you if he was after a ransom,” I pointed out.


    “He might have been after something else.”


    “What other reason could he have?”


    “Hmm.” Yingling put a finger to her cheek and cocked her head.


    Her eyebrow twitched. Was she really blanking, or did she just not want to say what was on her mind? I couldn’t even tell if this was an act or if she was really thinking things over. Her mesugaki facade was too good. It was impossible to tell.


    After a few minutes, I decided to ask another question. “Could he have been with the people who attacked you in the park last night?”


    “I think we can assume he was,” she said.


    “If they weren’t after ransom money, then do they hold some sort of grudge against you or your family?”


    “Not to brag, but my family has a lot of allies. Unfortunately, we have just as many enemies. I think we’ll have to wring the answer out of the kidnapper to be sure. We won’t know until Suiran finishes questioning him.”


    “I see.”


    Suiran had said something similar the day before. Maybe things like this were normal for the rich.


    I chatted with Yingling for a little while longer, and just as her tea began to grow cold, Suiran returned.


    “I have a report, madam,” she said.


    “Did you find anything out, Suiran?”


    “I’m terribly sorry, but no. The man committed suicide before we were done questioning him.”


    “How did he pull that off, with you right there?”


    “He was hiding poison inside his body.”


    “He was certainly well prepared.”


    Had he hidden a drug in his molar and bitten down on it, like in some spy movie? The blood splatter on Suiran’s cheek made me uneasy.


    “Again, I’m terribly sorry, madam.”


    “There’s no point worrying about it now,” said Yingling with a little smile. “The three of us are safe, and that’s all that matters!”


    “I can’t thank you enough for your generosity,” said Suiran, bowing deeply.


    My employer was unexpectedly bighearted. Despite everything she’d been through over the past two days, she’d never once raised her voice to scold anyone. Was she truly just a child?


    “Personally,” I remarked, “I think someone may have leaked information about you attending that party.”


    “You think it was an inside job, Kenta?”


    “I only mention it as a possibility, madam.”


    “In that case, the most suspicious one here is you, Nakano,” Suiran pointed out.


    “I don’t blame you for thinking that. But if I was simply trying to curry favor with the madam, the damage was a little too great, don’t you think? And my only goal is to get information on Hei Mao. Once I have it, I plan to leave you both right away.”


    “You can’t do that, Kenta. You already have a pending invitation to my family!”


    “Madam, I don’t think…”


    My life was already hectic enough thanks to the pretend family. I didn’t need to get mixed up in anything else.


    I quickly changed the topic.


    “To be honest, I feel like the timing of the man’s attack was extremely tight, even for someone using a drug to kidnap you. If Suiran or I had stayed with you, he wouldn’t have had a chance.”


    “Maybe he planned to wait until the madam fell ill,” suggested Suiran. “Then he would disguise himself as a doctor or nurse to get closer to her. But he got lucky, and the two of us left at the same time, so he decided to go ahead and execute his plan.”


    “I see.” That would certainly make more sense.


    In that case, it was possible that one of Yingling’s schoolmates was an informant. Perhaps the daughter of a wealthy financier whose family was on bad terms with the madam’s.


    Either way, it was getting late, and I was eager to head home.


    “It’s almost midnight, madam,” I said. “Why don’t you get ready for bed? I’d recommend a long bath to settle your nerves and to wash away the day’s exhaustion.”


    “Are you offering to scrub me down?”


    “I think Suiran would be better suited to such a task.”


    “Mgh! Why can’t you be nicer to me?”


    “I’ll prepare your bath, madam,” said Suiran. “It won’t be long.”


    “Er, I’d like to head home, actually…”


    As quickly as she’d entered the living room, Suiran turned to leave again. I’d really hoped to get going just then, but now I had to stay with Yingling.


    Seeing as how Suiran had left me alone with her employer, it seemed I now had her trust. But that didn’t benefit me at all. In fact, I was worried it might broaden the scope of my work here.


    “……”


    “What’s wrong, Kenta?”


    “Nothing, madam.”


    I wondered if Peeps was feeling hungry. Suddenly curious, I glanced out the window. The pigeon was gone. I’d sent him a message saying I’d be home soon, so maybe he’d headed back to the hotel already.


    Just then, it happened. We heard a shrill bang from the hallway followed by several sets of footsteps.


    “Kenta!” shouted Yingling.


    “Get behind the couch!”


    We exchanged glances, then moved behind the sofa to use it as a shield.


    Moments later, a group of people in ski masks ran up the staircase from the lower floor. Every one of them was holding a gun. At a glance, it looked like ten people. And they weren’t here to make friends.


    “Use this, Kenta!”


    “What…?”


    Yingling moved her hand, and a secret drawer slid out of the bottom part of the couch. Inside were several firearms, including a handgun.


    It was like a yakuza group’s headquarters. I supposed this was the home of a mafia boss. There was no harm in being prepared, though this girl’s level of preparedness was a little frightening.


    “Just a sec.”


    Yingling picked up an automatic rifle—the meanest-looking gun of the group. Then she skillfully assembled and loaded it. She was quite small, and the size difference between her and the gun was stark. Yet in thirty seconds, she’d gotten it ready to fire.


    “You use this, Kenta,” she said.


    “Oh, er, thank you.”


    She handed me the freshly assembled rifle. I was extremely grateful I’d done firearms training with Miss Hoshizaki back at the bureau. Otherwise, I wouldn’t even have known how to use the thing. Where was the safety lever? In dire distress, I aimed my first shot at the bad guys and fired. Apparently, I was good to go.


    “I’ll use this.”


    Meanwhile, Yingling took a pistol. It made an odd kind of sense for the little girl to go for the smallest weapon in the bunch. She even stuffed a bunch of spare magazines into her pockets. How dependable. I followed suit, sticking a few in my pants belt.


    “Over there!” cried one of the intruders.


    As we worked, they’d realized where we were and commenced their attack. They showered us with a hail of bullets.


    I fired back. The rifle Yingling had handed me seemed pretty expensive. Since it had a full-auto function, I went ahead and flaunted its power, pumping the room with lead. Most of the bullets just damaged the furnishings, but I heard a few shrieks go up.


    A moment later, our enemies let loose an even fiercer counterattack. Well, they seem fairly hot-blooded.


    “There’s a steel plate in this couch,” said Yingling. “It should hold out for a bit longer.”


    “No wonder it was so comfortable.”


    “I’m glad you’re calm enough to joke, Kenta.”


    If worse came to worst, I could use my barrier spell to escape. Or I could just wait for a bit; surely Peeps would come and get me out of this. Then again, it seemed likely that the enemy would break through our defenses first. Maybe I shouldn’t rely on him too much.


    Meanwhile, a fire broke out. Flames rose toward the ceiling in the living space and dining room.


    “Aiyah! There’s a fire!” Even Yingling had lost her cool.


    And for some reason, the sprinklers weren’t turning on. They were required in tall buildings like these, and it seemed someone had messed with them in advance. The enemy must have people working for the building’s maintenance staff.


    “Are there any ways off this floor aside from that staircase?” I asked.


    “This living space is way in the back. No matter where we go, those people in the ski masks will get in the way. Suiran went toward the bathroom, so if she comes back and attacks the intruders from behind, we might have a chance.”


    “I hope she’s all right…”


    We’d been hearing gunshots from elsewhere in the apartment, too. Suiran was probably fighting the intruders as we spoke. We couldn’t see her, but I got the sense she was nearby.


    We had a problem, though. As Yingling had said, the living area was at the back of the apartment. Behind the couch we were using as a shield was the floor-to-ceiling window. All I could see now in that impressive view of Manhattan was a sheer drop to our deaths. Naturally, we had nowhere to run.


    We would have to secure an escape route from behind the couch somehow. Unfortunately, we were up against a group of ten armed intruders. We’d been literally driven into a corner. I was beginning to feel dizzy.


    A moment later, we heard a loud series of booms from the other side of the couch. The air itself seemed to shake.


    Beyond the rising smoke, the living space had transformed into a disaster area in seconds. Apparently, the intruders had brought hand grenades. Bits of shrapnel soared over the couch and struck the window behind us.


    Cracks opened up in the glass, and we began to hear the whistling of cold wind. This influx of air only caused the flames to spread faster. The smoke was already stinging my eyes.


    “Is that God telling us to jump down?” asked Yingling.


    “Are you sure that’s God?” I replied.


    But there was no other way to go. And with every moment, the flames grew closer. If we attempted to cross the fire to escape, we’d run into the intruders, who were still shooting without pause. But if we stayed put, the smoke would surround us, and we’d be dead in less than two minutes.


    “Let’s use the sofa as a shield and push toward the hallway,” I suggested.


    “Got it!”


    We kept ourselves low to the floor as we shoved the weighty sofa. Thankfully, I had plenty of bullets left. I fired the rifle now and then as we slowly moved along the wall.


    But soon, a voice came up from beside me. “Ack…”


    Yingling had tripped and fallen to the floor. Evidently, the drug was still affecting her. I recalled a time at my previous job when I’d had a comprehensive physical. They’d given me an anesthetic intravenously before performing an endoscopy. That stuff knocked you out in an instant, and even after you’d woken back up, your head stayed fuzzy for some time, as if you were drunk. I wondered if the same thing was happening to Yingling. If it was, this wasn’t going to work.


    “Are you all right?” I asked.


    “I just tripped. I’m fine. I promise!”


    “……”


    Should I use flight magic to get away? But this apartment was in the middle of a big city. If anyone saw me, I’d be all over the front page by morning. And that would be a huge problem for the captain, who was supposed to be keeping an eye on me. I wanted to avoid that at all costs. But how?


    “Kenta, I’ll be fine,” Yingling insisted. “Let’s keep marching toward the exit!”


    “Considering your condition, I don’t think a forced march is in the cards.”


    “You’re making light of me, aren’t you? I’m just a little dizzy! It’s no problem. Someone famous from your country once said that a disadvantage in numbers doesn’t mean you’ll lose a battle. Tactics are what makes the difference—in other words, it’s all up to us!”


    “The man who said that was attacked by a retainer and died as his lodgings burned down around him.”


    “Aiyaaah…”


    As we anguished over what to do next, another two hand grenades flew over our position. They exploded, rattling the room around us. The couch was quickly losing its shape. About half of the cushioned section had been torn apart, exposing the frame—and the metal plate protecting us.


    If the couch caught fire, we were done for. In fact, it was already becoming hard to breathe. This clearly wasn’t the time to be stingy.


    “I know a way we can escape safely, madam,” I said.


    “Really?”


    “But for it to work, you need to place your full trust in me. No matter what happens, you must do what I say until we are safe. If you promise me, I’ll deliver you to the ground without a scratch.”


    “Are you after my hand in marriage, perhaps? As a way into the family?”


    “This isn’t the time for jokes. Will you do what I ask?”


    “If it’ll save our lives, then I’ll do anything.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “I swear on the name of my grandfather.”


    “All right. Then come this way.”


    Still hidden behind the sofa, I crawled over to the window, leading Yingling to a broken spot in the glass. As we moved, I let off a spray of bullets to ward off the intruders’ endless fire.


    “Kenta, don’t tell me you’re—”


    “I don’t have time to explain. Please grab on to me and don’t let go, no matter what happens. If it’s too scary, you can shut your eyes.”


    “I know you don’t have a parachute in that suit! I gave it to you!”


    “Are you scared?” I asked her, looking straight into her eyes.


    She seemed to firm up her resolve, then shook her head. “…No. I’m ready.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “We’re in this together now, Kenta,” she said quickly, grabbing hold of me from the front.


    I put one arm around her small back, feeling like a monkey holding its child. My arms were already stronger thanks to my physical enhancement spell. If I concentrated on holding her tight, I knew she wouldn’t fall. I just had to be careful not to squeeze her too tightly.


    “You’re stronger than I thought,” she said.


    “Let’s get moving.”


    “Wait, I think I need a moment…”


    I let off another volley of bullets. Then the moment our enemies stopped shooting to take cover, I jumped out the broken window. From a crawling position, I lifted my upper body and kicked off the floor. We flew forward two or three meters—just enough to see the roads running across the ground below.


    “Agh…!” I heard—and felt—Yingling suck in her breath.


    A chill wrapped around my whole body. The fresh air was delicious. By the time I’d sucked in a deep breath, we were already close to the ground.


    “You’re going to be soaking wet after this,” I told her. “But it won’t be a problem. Stay right where you are. It might be a little cold, but please bear with it.”


    “Wha—?”


    Given the late hour, the road below us was deserted, so I had no compunctions about using my magic.


    “Haaah!”


    I let go of the rifle, then pointed my hand at the ground. I cast my water-creating spell, just as I had when I’d fallen from the sky in the otherworld.


    Water gushed forth as if from a fire hose. Immediately, the entire road in front of the hotel was soaking wet, but the pressure slowed our fall like a parachute. This was my second time trying the maneuver, so my timing was perfect.


    That said, we couldn’t escape being soaked. And because it was winter, it was freezing. I’d been prepared for it, but my whole body gave a shudder.


    “K-Ken, blurgh, blurgh…”


    Yingling shuddered, too, still clinging to me with her arms and legs. It seemed like some of the water had gotten into her mouth. It’ll only be for a second, I thought. Just bear with it.


    Meanwhile, we eased toward the ground. Still spouting water, I used just a touch of flight magic to regain my balance in a way that would fool any bystanders, as well as the girl in my arms.


    When I landed on my feet, the floating sensation that had accompanied our descent faded. It was a huge relief to feel the full weight of my body again.


    “Ngh… Keh…!” Yingling coughed.


    “We’ve reached the ground,” I told her.


    “Kenta, where, where did that water…?” she managed between coughs, glancing at our surroundings.


    The neighborhood was a mess. Parts of the asphalt pavement were peeling up, and the buildings nearby looked like a typhoon had blown through.


    Hearing all the noise, people began to gather on the road, so we moved behind a building to escape their notice. Soon, the rubberneckers noticed the conflagration up in the skyscraper and began to shout.


    “I’ll explain everything later,” I told Yingling. “For now, we need to focus on getting out of here.”


    “A-all right.” The girl nodded.


    We were both soaking wet and freezing; if we didn’t warm up soon, we’d catch cold. I wanted to meet up with Peeps, too, if I could. There was only one place to go, though I hesitated to suggest it.


    “We don’t know where the enemy will be,” I told her. “Let’s move to my hotel.”


    “I’m sorry for all the trouble. Let’s go, Kenta.”


    “We could always go to the police for help…”


    “No, we don’t know if we can trust the police. I don’t want to risk it.”


    “I understand.”


    Considering our suspicious circumstances, it seemed better not to call a taxi. If someone saw a man with a young girl in his arms, both soaked to the bone, they’d immediately call the police. In the end, I decided to rush through the nighttime streets, carrying the madam all the way.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      Today is the sixth day since my neighbor left on his solo mission.


      After a few days of playing around at a Las Vegas casino, we moved on to Florida. Like before, we use the mechanical life-form’s terminal to get there. Soldier, our chaperone, had a private jet ready, but we left it behind at the youngest daughter’s insistence.


      It’s obvious she’s jealous of the private jet’s effect on Makeup. After seeing the mother entranced by its magnificence, she’s now desperate to rip them apart. Personally, I’m just thankful for the faster travel time.


      Once we arrived in Florida, we headed to one of the most famous theme parks in the world. You know, the one that has a bunch of local versions in other countries.


      Robot Girl was extremely excited when we visited the one in Japan. I suspect that’s the reason behind our current trip. And it seems our hosts chose well. Ever since we learned where we were going, the mechanical life-form has been in an extremely good mood. And the moment we set foot in the park, her spirits soared even higher.


      Because of how impassive Robot Girl always looks, I can’t gauge what she’s feeling from her expression. That said, it’s easy to tell how excited she is based on how much she’s talking.


      “This facility is larger in scale than the one we visited before,” she says. “It has not disappointed me.”


      “This is the OG, after all. The place it all started,” muses Futarishizuka.


      “Sure, it’s big and all, but the place is totally empty,” Makeup points out. “Doesn’t that make you all anxious? It feels like everyone else has vanished.”


      It’s true—we have the entire park to ourselves. There’s no one else around except for the cast members and staff.


      Our group consists of the pretend family, Soldier, the blue magical girl, and the JSDF executive who came with us. Inukai is the only one in uniform. You could pick her out from a mile away.


      “Mason, Mother is anxious,” says Robot Girl. “And the youngest daughter, too, feels disappointment at how little activity there is in this facility. I believe it best to allow others into the park, to the extent that it will not affect wait times.”


      Soldier answers immediately. “In that case, we can allow in other guests while maintaining a cap on total visitors.”


      “Please do. I would appreciate it.”


      As always, he keeps his tone nice and polite while speaking to Robot Girl. It’s obvious how ardently his nation views the mechanical life-form. Futarishizuka, on the other hand, plays things fast and loose.


      “You really think so?” she asks. “Isn’t it better to have the whole place to ourselves?”


      “Grandmother, that is incorrect.”


      “And why is that, dear?”


      “According to information found on humanity’s network, an ‘amusement park’ is an excellent place for families to exert dominance over one another. One can gauge another family’s rank from factors such as dress and behavior, then bask in self-righteous joy. I have gleaned that this brings humans happiness.”


      “Hypothetically, let’s say you’re right. Does our group really stand a chance in this interfamily competition?”


      “The youngest daughter judges her family’s combat strength to be sufficient. We are more than capable of displaying our ideal familial nature to those around us. And I would like to brazenly claim to all of humanity that there is none among them more excellent than Mother.”


      Robot Girl’s claim might seem eccentric, but she’s mostly right. Until she adds in a bizarre remark at the end, that is. Blondie and Hot Prince weigh in a moment later.


      “Last time we visited such a location, I felt a lively camaraderie,” says Blondie. “But I see that such aristocratic behavior is the norm even here. If an amusement park is this world’s version of a high society ball, then we must be careful not to burden Sasaki and the others.”


      “Indeed,” agrees Hot Prince. “I would like to learn this land’s etiquette posthaste.”


      “Don’t bother,” says Makeup, clearly tired of this conversation. “She’s misunderstood the situation. Please don’t take her words at face value.”


      Personally, I think Robot Girl’s pretty close to the mark. Otherwise, you’d see more people from society’s lowest rung—singles. Robot Girl’s honest remarks continue to expose humanity’s foolishness. For a gloomy introvert, it’s actually kind of pleasant.


      “Why are you smiling?” Abaddon asks, floating beside me.


      “Smiling? Must be your imagination,” I tell him.


      “No, you were definitely grinning just now.”


      “…Was I?”


      “I sensed Kareki’s presence behind you!”


      “……”


      The demon’s vision is as sharp as ever.


      “Think about it,” says Futarishizuka. “Our esteemed dad is away from home on work, and now one of his colleagues has invited the mother and child to a theme park alone… I’m afraid we lost on the very first move. An outside observer would probably find this trip quite immoral; some might even say adulterous…”


      “Grandmother, your phrasing presents a danger to our family’s home environment.”


      “Th-that’s right! What’s Sasaki up to anyway?” Makeup asks, turning to Soldier. She’s clearly trying to change the subject. “He’s left that prison, hasn’t he? Why doesn’t he just come back? What’s going on with him?”


      “Ah,” says Soldier. “About that. We did manage to trace Mr. Sasaki.”


      “Where is he?” asks Futarishizuka.


      “Eyewitness information places him in Chinatown, in Manhattan.”


      “Is this Hei Mao or whoever in New York, then?” asks Makeup.


      “We haven’t received any information on the target’s whereabouts, so I can’t say. Not even we know the circumstances. In fact, I wonder if Mr. Sasaki might be acting without conclusive evidence. Though I’m sure he has acquired some kind of information.”


      The topic moved to my neighbor’s affairs. Naturally, I speak up as well.


      “Is he safe?”


      “That’s what we hear. He seems to have altered his attire, however.”


      “His…attire?” I repeat.


      “Are you implying something?” remarks Futarishizuka.


      “No, no. I guarantee that he’s safe. Hale and hearty, even.”


      “And yet you seem rather nervous, hmm?”


      “You are imagining things, Ms. Futarishizuka. If we can only discern his whereabouts, we may be able to track his movements. Leave Mr. Sasaki to us. In the meantime, please focus on your work here—your inspections.”


      “I mean, he’s got a translator, right? The youngest daughter must have the inside scoop on him.”


      Everyone turns to Robot Girl. Just like how modern appliances all link up to your smartphone, the mechanical life-form’s gadgets are all connected. The process seems simple: Find the translator, and you find my neighbor.


      But Robot Girl pushes back. “Our family’s seventh rule states that outside of dedicated pretend family time, we must respect the private lives of all participants. Therefore, Father’s translator is in stand-alone mode. I have eliminated all but the most minimal support functions and severed its connections.”


      “Oh. So you are following the rules,” comments Futarishizuka.


      “Should I break another rule, I will be unable to avoid punishment.”


      “It surprises me how much you care about all that.”


      Punishments for breaking pretend family rules work on a two-strikes-and-you’re-out system, and Robot Girl has already swung and missed once.


      “Among the rules imposed upon me, none are more important than our pretend family promises.”


      “I wish you wouldn’t say such terrifying things so casually.”


      “What about that remark was terrifying, Grandmother?”


      “Ms. Futarishizuka,” Soldier says, cutting in, “I would very much like to know more about this list of rules. Immediately, if possible.”


      “See? That’s what I’m talking about.”


      Due to Robot Girl’s super-science and all the little pranks she’s pulled thanks to the bug in her system, she now wields more influence than any law, constitution, international treaty, or tacit understanding in the world. She could theoretically affect mankind’s every future action.


      The sixth pretend family rule states that if a family member is ever in trouble, we must all come together to help them. It’s a pretty dangerous rule, if you ask me. If someone were to attack one of us, the mechanical life-form could bring everything she has to bear on the attacker. And humanity has no means to resist her.


      “Mother, I would like to ride that attraction next with you.”


      “Why just with me? Why not ask the rest of the family?”


      “I plan to ride it again with my elder sister and elder brother, but I would like to experience it with Mother first. Last time, I was unable to enjoy myself fully. I would like to make up for that now. I also wish to attend the parade scheduled for later today with Mother, Elder Sister, and Elder Brother.”


      “Oh, really? And what about me, dear?”


      “You may eat bird’s legs alone, Grandmother.”


      “Oh, what a sad fate. Without the son, my only ally, I am all alone…”


      We wander around the amusement park, chatting among ourselves. We don’t run into any trouble. It’s been peaceful for the last few days, and I haven’t seen any isolated spaces in some time. After a while, Soldier turns to the blue magical girl.


      “Lieutenant Ivy, like I told you this morning, you have today off. It’s not every day you get to go to a theme park like this. You should join the others and enjoy yourself. You were even classmates with a few of them—for a little while, at least. I’m sure they would welcome you.”


      “I’m sorry, Captain, but I submit that it would be too dangerous to let my guard down in this situation!”


      “My subordinates and I are keeping a close eye on things, and everyone on the team wants you to take some time to be a kid. Won’t you go have some fun?”


      “But, Captain, as a magical girl of our great country, I—”


      “Even a superpowered hero needs holidays, Lieutenant.”


      “Did I hear the word ‘holidays’?” says Futarishizuka. “Gee, what happened to our inspection work?”


      As before, the blue magical girl is in her civilian clothes, like a normal person. That said, her sharp movements remind me more of a well-trained soldier than an ordinary little girl. The gap between her actions now and what we witnessed on that snowy mountain the other day is unbelievable. I’m sure Soldier thinks about that a lot as her guardian.


      Back then, she was possessed by one of the Fairy Drops and fired her Magical Beam at her own allies. If not for my neighbor, she would have shot down Soldier’s helicopter, killing him and his colleagues instantly.


      Inukai, on the other hand, might be Japanese like us, but she keeps her distance from the boisterous fake family. She’s dressed in her Maritime Self-Defense Force uniform, complete with her hat. I sense that she’s strictly here on business.


      Futarishizuka turns to her next. “And you—our chaperone dispatched by the JSDF. You’re an ensign, aren’t you?”


      “That’s correct, ma’am.”


      “Which means the magic girlie has a higher rank than you.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      “Remind me. Does that mean you’d be under her command in case of an emergency?”


      “I believe that would only happen if Captain Mason was absent and no other commander was present to take command. I believe the chances of that happening are extremely low.”


      “Has anyone ever told you you’re no fun to tease?”


      “Hey, don’t hassle Miss Inukai,” interrupts Makeup. “She’s just trying to do her job. You’re being rude.”


      “Well, she’s standing way over there all by herself. I’d feel bad if I didn’t give her a little attention now and then.”


      “Maybe so. But couldn’t you, I don’t know, be a little more diplomatic about it?”


      “Um, please don’t mind me,” says Inukai, watching Futarishizuka and Makeup’s back-and-forth with a guilty expression. If you ask me, she’s the only reasonable adult among them. Then again, it’s a pretty low bar.


      “You know, we should have brought Magipink here,” Futarishizuka remarks.


      “Wait, is that supposed to be an abbreviation of Magical Pink?” asks Makeup.


      “Yeah. Nice ring to it, eh? We’ve become such good friends. I think it’s time to come up with a nickname.”


      “Don’t blame me if she hates it.”


      “Heh-heh. It would take a lot more than that to destroy our friendship!”


      My neighbor told me that the pink magical girl has finally stopped hunting psychics thanks to Futarishizuka’s promise to find the culprits responsible for killing her family and friends. Now the two of them are much closer.


      As the lively conversation begins to die down, Soldier straightens up again. “Actually, I have something to report to all of you. Our counteroffensive against the terrorist group will be starting in the next few days.”


      Why couldn’t he have told us that sooner? I wonder. It seems really important.


      “Really, now?” says Futarishizuka. “You found their headquarters, then?”


      “Not exactly, no. But several of our collaborators have successfully infiltrated their organization. Within a few days, we should have conclusive information on their base of operations. We’re currently assembling an attack team in preparation.”


      “Does that mean you secured a good lead separately from Sasaki?”


      “That’s correct, Miss Hoshizaki.”


      “Then perhaps our esteemed father figure has, for once, wasted his efforts on a thankless task.”


      Either way, if this means we’ll soon be headed back to Japan, I think its cause for celebration. My Ochiba Kareki streams are still on pause, after all.


      I hope I can head home with my neighbor as soon as possible.

    
  

  
    

    <Undercover Operation, Part Two>


    After our escape from Yingling’s penthouse, we dashed through Manhattan, freezing in our soaked clothes. Our destination was my downtown hotel—where Peeps and I had set up our base of operations.


    When we arrived, Yingling and I were alone in the room. I’d contacted Peeps on the way and apprised him of the situation. He’d already returned to the hotel but left again before we arrived. I glanced out the window and spotted the familiar pigeon gazing at us.


    I’d felt bad for chasing Peeps away, so I’d contacted the front desk and reserved another room for him in the same hotel. And yet the Starsage had chosen to stay with us, kindly keeping an eye on things from outside.


    Yingling went to take a shower and quickly returned.


    “I’m done, Kenta. You should take a shower, too.”


    “No, I’ll be fine,” I said.


    The girl was wearing one of my shirts as she messily wiped down her hair with a bath towel. I’d given up on finding pants for her; the waists on mine were far too big. No belt was going to keep them on her. I couldn’t believe I’d been forced to dress my employer in nothing but a button-down.


    I apologized profusely for being unable to procure anything else. We’d already sent all her clothes to the hotel’s laundry service. Hopefully, they’d be nice and clean by the following day.


    “But aren’t you still cold? You’ll get sick,” insisted Yingling.


    “The room is warm enough. I just need to change into something dry,” I assured her.


    “Don’t worry about me, Kenta.”

  

  

  
    [image: ]
  

  “I’ll take a shower before I go to sleep.”


  “All right. Thanks for the shirt.”


  “I really must apologize for not having anything better.”


  “Despite my appearance, I’m pretty tough, you know? I could have made do with just a sheet. I’m sorry for troubling you like this. You’ve done so much for me, and I’ve barely thanked you.”


  “We’re both in this together, aren’t we?”


  “In that case, I’ve got to do more to hold up my end.”


  “Nonsense. You gave me information on Hei Mao, didn’t you?”


  “Oh. Er, well, I guess I did…”


  Yingling’s hands paused in the middle of wiping her hair. She looked troubled and faltered with her words. Maybe she had made up all that stuff about Hei Mao. I’d certainly considered the possibility. But she seemed to have clout in the underworld, so it couldn’t hurt to have her owe me a favor.


  I waited in silence for her reply, but what came was a change of subject.


  “I didn’t know you were a psychic, Kenta.”


  Her comment surprised me. I hadn’t expected to hear the term from her.


  “You know about psychics?”


  “Yeah. My grandfather’s sworn friend was a psychic.”


  “Forgive me for being forward, but would you happen to be one, too?”


  “No, I’m not. Psychics are a secret in pretty much every country, but there are plenty of people in the know. And when you run in elite circles, secrets tend to fall into your lap.”


  That was exactly what I’d learned during my training at the bureau. Even lower-ranking psychics could do damage on par with a heavy firearm. It was only natural that they were treated this way. There seemed to be an international, tacit agreement—just as the use of nuclear weapons was seen as taboo, so, too, was publicizing the existence of psychics.


  “It just…feels kinda like fate,” she said.


  “What does?”


  “I told you a little about this yesterday, but the one person my grandfather trusted to watch his back right up to the end was the psychic I just mentioned. And now you, another psychic, come along and rescue me!”


  “You’re exaggerating. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.”


  When it came to psychics, it was basically a seller’s market. I’d learned in training that, while it depended on one’s power, psychics above a certain rank were always in high demand. Perhaps Yingling had discovered new value in the Asian she’d picked up off the street. Still, I was already employed by the bureau.


  This time, I was the one to change the topic.


  “Were you able to get in contact with Miss Suiran?” I asked.


  “Actually, she sent me a message while I was in the shower.”


  “Is she all right?”


  “It sounds like she escaped around the time I messaged her to let her know we were safe. Unlike us, she was farther from the flames and managed to run down the stairs.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  “I told her where we were, too. She should be here soon. Was that okay?”


  “Yes, that’s no problem.” Peeps had evacuated the hotel room; there was nothing else I needed to hide.


  I looked out the window again and immediately spotted the adorable pigeon. But now there were two of them, and one was hassling the other, poking it with its beak. Was that what they called preening?


  The one being poked kept flapping and shuddering, clearly distressed. Yet the other one stubbornly closed in on it. It seemed a wild pigeon was trying to get involved with Peeps.


  “……”


  “Kenta? What’s wrong?”


  “Oh, er, nothing important.” I hastily turned my attention back to Yingling.


  Sorry, Peeps. Just hold out a little bit longer… But oh my god, how cute! The way he’s being bothered by that wild pigeon is so adorable, I can hardly stand it.


  I was nearly possessed by the urge to record a video so I could enjoy it again later. Unfortunately, I definitely couldn’t afford to aim my smartphone out the window right now. How disappointing.


  Eventually, someone knocked at the hotel room door. I got up from the bed and looked through the peephole. Suiran was standing outside in the hallway. She seemed to be alone; I didn’t see anybody else with her. I quickly opened the door and let her in.


  “Suiran! I’m so glad you’re safe!” Yingling exclaimed.


  “I am terribly sorry for not being able to help you in your time of need, madam.”


  “It’s all right. Kenta rescued me. I’m totally unharmed!”


  Suiran was wearing the same outfit she’d had on when she went to prepare Yingling’s bath. I could see blood here and there on her clothes. The visual was disconcerting, to say the least. It seemed she’d gone through quite the struggle herself.


  “Thank you, Nakano. You’ve been through a lot. Thank you for keeping the madam safe.”


  “I was only doing my job.”


  “What happened to the others?” Yingling asked.


  “I have no doubt there is an informant within the family,” explained Suiran. “Even I am not sure who I can trust, so I instructed the other household staff to act independently for the time being. For now, I plan to prioritize the madam’s safety.”


  “I’m of the same opinion regarding the informant,” I said.


  “I’m almost certain. Otherwise, how could they have attacked with such perfect timing?”


  It seemed Suiran and Yingling also suspected a traitor within the household. But that brought up another question.


  “Kidnapping aside, the attack on the penthouse was definitely meant to kill you, Madam Yingling. You must have some idea of what group might want you dead.”


  “Nakano, please don’t burden the madam. It’s been a long—”


  “It’s okay, Suiran. We got him involved in our business, so I think he has a right to know. If this is the result of a grudge, I can think of plenty of candidates. But I’m not sure who would benefit from my death.”


  “I see.”


  “Then I would like to ask something as well, madam,” said Suiran.


  “What is it?”


  “How did you escape from the top floor of the building?” She studied Yingling closely as she spoke. “There were flames all around and enemies swarming the place. I barely escaped with my life. Yet based on the timing of your message, you must have secured an escape route even earlier than I did.”


  “Yeah. Because Kenta rescued me.”


  “He did?”


  “Can I tell Suiran?” Yingling asked, turning to me.


  She probably meant to expose my psychic abilities. “It does involve a secret,” I said. “Does she know about it?”


  “Yeah, she does.”


  “Then I don’t see any reason not to.”


  If Suiran already knew about psychics, letting her in on the info now would only broaden my options later. Even if I had to stick to creating water and shooting icicles, it would be a welcome change.


  “What secret, madam?” asked Suiran.


  “You’ll never believe it! It turns out Kenta’s a psychic.”


  “…Ah. I see.”


  Suiran shifted her attention from Yingling to me. She narrowed her eyes and fixed me with a piercing gaze. Was she suspicious of me?


  Oblivious, Yingling continued to cheerfully explain the situation. “So we jumped out the window, and then he shot this huge stream of water, and we landed safely on the ground. I thought he was crazy when he suggested it, but I’m glad I trusted him.”


  “Then the flooding in the street was a result of your psychic power?” asked Suiran, turning to me.


  “I’m sorry for making such a big scene,” I replied. “It’s a bit late to worry about this now, but can you tell me if it’s made the news?”


  “This country suppresses information like that, just like yours,” said Yingling. “They’ll probably just say it was a pipe burst or something. Though I bet all the elites in the know living in that area have already fled.”


  In that case, I needed to contact Captain Mason. I’d really made a mess of things, and I was sure word would reach him quickly. Soon, he’d know it was me. I was technically his subordinate right now, so I’d have to issue a report.


  “I’d like to know more about your psychic powers,” said Suiran.


  “All I can do is create icicles and water.”


  “It sounds like you’re of a relatively low rank.”


  “After a few skirmishes with other psychics, I was told I’m rank E.”


  That was the rating the bureau had given me after my initial test. Since then, I’d added icicles to my repertoire. I’d reported that to my superior, too, though it hadn’t changed my rank or salary. It was no surprise she’d assumed I was a small fry.


  “I heard that if a psychic uses their power a lot, they can move up in rank. You may be E rank now, but I bet you could make it to C rank or even B rank. I’ll never stop believing in your hidden potential, Kenta!”


  “It’s very kind of you to say so, madam,” I replied.


  At this point, all three of us were up to speed. As the conversation died down, I made a declaration.


  “It’s gotten quite late,” I said to Yingling. “You must be tired.”


  I couldn’t make Peeps wait outside forever. It was chilly out, and I wanted to get him back inside quickly. Java sparrows were tropical birds, after all. I doubted that the Starsage would balk at a little cold wave, but I worried about him. He was currently a pigeon, of course, but still…


  “Are you tossing me aside, Kenta?” asked Yingling teasingly.


  “Let’s discuss our future plans tomorrow morning,” I said.


  “I’ve already prepared a room. Please come with me, madam,” Suiran said, offering to guide the girl out. She was a quick and skilled worker; it seemed she’d already reserved a hotel room for them.


  “I’d rather sleep in Kenta’s room,” Yingling protested.


  “This room is too cramped for three people, madam,” I replied. “You should spend the night with Suiran. We’re in the same building, so I can come running at a moment’s notice. If anything happens, just send me a message.”


  “You say that, but I bet you’ll call in a prostitute the moment I’m gone.”


  “No, I’m very tired. I’ll be going to sleep immediately.”


  “Hmm.”


  “Is something the matter?”


  “Fine, I’ll believe you. This time. I’ll do as you say and go straight to bed.”


  “Thank you, madam.”


  Our friendly banter only lasted a few moments before Yingling followed Suiran out of the room.


  She’d put on a tough front with me and Suiran, but I wondered if she was just as uneasy as we were. It was easy to forget, but despite her mature words and actions, she was still a child. If I didn’t watch myself, I’d start talking to her the same way I did to Ms. Futarishizuka.


  Suiran’s and Yingling’s footsteps grew faint beyond the door. Once they’d vanished, Peeps appeared in the room out of thin air.


  “Is it safe for me to return?”


  “Yeah. Sorry about that, Peeps. Are you all right?”


  “Yes. That outlaw earned itself a swift swat to the ground.”


  “Oh, uh. Is that right?”


  “Not to worry. It got right back up and flew away.”


  At some point, he’d reverted back to sparrow form. After appearing in midair, he fluttered over to the desk. I sat down nearby on the bed, so we could face each other as we spoke. The way he sat was adorable—it made him look like a little rice cake.


  “I apologize for returning on my own tonight. Had I stayed with you until the end, I may have been able to ascertain the identities of your attackers. In fact, I might have saved you from all this trouble entirely.”


  “No, it’s all right. I intended to leave right away myself. Don’t worry about it.” In fact, he was already helping me with my work without even being asked. How could I expect anything more?


  “What will you do tonight?”


  “We visited the otherworld yesterday, and the others might contact us at any time during the night. I figured I’d just get some sleep. What about you? If you have some errand, I can go with you.”


  “I do not. Let us get some rest, then.”


  “Thanks, Peeps.”


  We’d been through a lot that day, and all of us were exhausted. I took a shower and lay down in bed. In minutes, drowsiness overcame me, and I fell asleep before I knew it.
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  First thing the following morning, I got a message from Yingling excitedly suggesting I meet her for breakfast.


  I headed up to the restaurant on the top floor of the hotel and dined with Yingling and Suiran as we discussed our plans for the day.


  The main topic was Yingling’s return to her home country. After suffering repeated attacks, she’d decided it would be best to go back to her family. But we needed to ensure her safety during the trip. She couldn’t board a regular passenger plane, as it might well explode to bits in the air. The penthouse fire was already on the front page of every newspaper. Who knew what might happen next? To make matters worse, we still had no idea who was after her.


  Together, we all tried to think of a way to get Yingling back home safe and sound.


  “Perhaps we should prepare a private jet after all,” offered Suiran.


  “If the enemy manages to infiltrate the crew, I’ll be in just as much danger,” Yingling replied. “In fact, the fewer bystanders they have to kill, the easier it will be for them to crash the plane. Blowing up a private jet is the go-to method for taking out a big shot, you know? It’s practically a cliché.”


  Suiran and Yingling did most of the talking; I listened while enjoying the buffet. The crispy fried bacon and plump roast beef were incredible. I considered taking some back with me for Peeps, who was waiting in our room. I was sure a staff member would put some leftovers in a container for me if I asked. Thankfully, everyone in this nation was very accommodating as long as you had money.


  “Nevertheless, I don’t believe that would make a normal passenger plane any better,” Suiran pointed out.


  “Then we should take a cruise on a luxury liner!”


  “That would take far too much time, madam.”


  With Type Twelve’s terminal, I could send the girl home safely in minutes. With Peeps’s teleportation magic, it would take even less time; she’d be there in the blink of an eye. But I was playing the part of an insignificant gangster, and I couldn’t afford to reveal the mechanical life-form’s super-technology or the otherworld’s magic.


  “But it would be a lot safer than a plane,” insisted Yingling. “And the insurance payout is higher for a luxury liner than it is for a jet, so it will be harder for them to make a move. They might take my life, but it would cost them way more than it’s worth.”


  “Well, they did set a skyscraper on fire last night,” Suiran pointed out.


  “Yeah. That was really bold of them. But the morning newspaper said the sprinklers came on and extinguished the flames right after Kenta and I escaped. I don’t think they did that much damage.”


  The madam was quite well-informed. A small private jet would cost at least five hundred million yen. A large passenger plane would probably set you back around ten or twenty billion. A luxury liner, though, would be at least fifty billion, no matter what. And nicer ones frequently surpassed a hundred billion yen.


  An insurance company would never tolerate someone blowing up a cruise ship. And if you stepped on their toes, they’d have people way scarier than the mafia hunt you down to the ends of the earth. They’d receive tax money to clean up the mess, then get some big-name company with a ton of foreign capital to reinsure their loss. That was usually what happened in Japan, anyway.


  “But if they come after you on a ship,” said Suiran, “you’ll have nowhere to run.”


  “Yeah, but neither will they,” Yingling replied triumphantly. She glanced over at me. “And we have a powerful ally on our side. I’ll be counting on you, Kenta!”


  I’d just put another bite of food in my mouth. “Who? Me?” I asked, desperately chewing.


  “It’s ill-mannered to speak with your mouth open, Nakano,” Suiran scolded.


  “I, er, I’m sorry…”


  “You’re gonna be joining me on a luxury cruise for the next month!” explained Yingling.


  “Um, I’m not sure I can do that…”


  “Then you’re gonna abandon me?”


  “I don’t even have a passport. I can’t leave the country.”


  “Oh, that’s no problem. My amazing friends and I will handle all that stuff.”


  “I’m a tad concerned where you made such amazing friends.”


  My Kenta Nakano identity was a disguise Captain Mason had given me. There was no telling what sort of issues might crop up if I tried to apply for a passport. I had to refuse to leave the country at any cost.


  “By the way, madam,” said Suiran, “your breakfast this morning was noticeably lacking in vegetables.”


  “I could die tomorrow!” Yingling shot back. “I should be allowed to eat whatever I want while I’m a kid!”


  “I will go fetch something more nutritious. Please wait here for a moment.” Suiran slipped out of her seat and headed for the area with all the food.


  “Ugh, now Suiran’s getting unruly. I bet it’s because you stole the spotlight, Kenta.”


  I watched Suiran go, then turned my attention back to Yingling. “Madam, hasn’t all this been rough on you?”


  “Hmm. Not really.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Even a mature adult would want to hole up in their room if they had a whole organization after their life. Yingling, however, didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. Her bravery almost made me doubt her age. Maybe she really is like Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Heh-heh.” Yingling sniffed proudly. “I’ll be fine no matter who attacks me—as long as I’ve got you!”


  “You’re putting a lot of faith in a rank-E psychic, and I’m not sure I can meet expectations.”


  “There’s no point worrying about that. Leaders have to keep their cool, no matter what.”


  She smiled; she seemed to be in high spirits. I didn’t get the impression she was putting on a front. And if that was really how she thought, I was terrified of what she’d be like in the future. She might well grow up to be another Mr. Akutsu or Ms. Futarishizuka. I’ll have to be very careful when I say good-bye so I don’t wind up on her bad side, I thought.


  A few moments later, Suiran came back to the table with a heaping helping of vegetables.


  “Here you are, madam,” she said.


  “That’s way too much!” Yingling protested.


  “It shouldn’t be a problem, calorie-wise.”


  Suiran was right. While there was a lot on the plate, she’d been careful with her selections. There was only a modest amount of oil for dressing, and I couldn’t see a speck of mayonnaise. There sure were a lot of boiled vegetables, though. I imagined they would be pretty rough on a child’s palate.


  “You can have some, too, Kenta!” Yingling said, turning to me. “Think of it as profit sharing!”


  “Hey, er, wait—”


  She quickly tossed some broccoli onto my plate.


  The action felt very childish—and right as I was thinking about how mature she seemed. Suiran looked troubled as well.


  Personally, I wanted to give the broccoli right back. Unfortunately, it had already mixed with the other things on my plate. I hesitated to return food tainted with middle-aged-man saliva, especially with so many onlookers. In the end, I simply ate what she’d given me.


  It was flavored with garlic and cayenne pepper and tasted like the kind of prepared food you might get at an upmarket grocery store.


  “The restaurant’s getting crowded,” I said to both of them. “Let’s put off considering our future plans and finish our food. The staff might get angry with us if we sit around chatting and hog the table.”


  “From that scary face of yours, I’d never guess you were so sensitive about what other people think, Kenta,” said Yingling.


  “I did not volunteer for this tattoo,” I replied.


  “Nakano is right, madam,” said Suiran. “And make sure you eat all of your salad.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll just drink some vegetable juice after breakfast. No problem!”


  In the end, Yingling never even touched her salad.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    It’s been almost a whole week since my neighbor split off from the group. Today, we’re inside Robot Girl’s disc-shaped terminal, looking down on the land. As usual, video is being projected onto the floor, making it look transparent and offering us a view of the terrain below.


    Our group includes the pretend family and Inukai. My neighbor and the pet sparrow are still absent.


    The moment we board the terminal, it takes off. The ground below us passes by so quickly that it looks like a blur. The terminal rises up from the ground in a vertical line as if gravity doesn’t exist, lifting us tens of thousands of meters in just a few seconds. Then it accelerates at a shocking speed, sending us in a straight, horizontal line toward our destination. In moments, the North American continent seems terribly distant.


    Today, however, something about the terminal catches my eye even more than the unbelievable scenery below. No one seems willing to bring it up, until, after a while, Futarishizuka abruptly mentions it.


    “Oh, all right. I have to know. What’s going on with the throne? It’s so gaudy even an oil baron would cringe.”


    The terminal’s metallic ceiling and walls are familiar to all of us. But something has been placed inside them that wasn’t there before. Just as Futarishizuka said, it appears to be a throne, sitting in the middle of the vast interior. I can’t think of any other way to describe it.


    Its coloring is the first thing that strikes me: The whole thing is a sparkly gold. It’s situated a few steps above the floor, and those steps are also gold. It is so high up that if Futarishizuka were to sit on it, her head would be raised above any adults standing below.


    What’s more, the throne and stairs are adorned with intricate decorations. It looks like a throne for some ancient civilization’s ruler—something out of a history textbook or a magazine article. Could it be a replica of one made with modern technology?


    The rest of the terminal’s interior remains utterly empty, lending the throne a bizarre quality. Even Blondie and Hot Prince have taken a cue from the rest of us and stayed quiet about it. Abaddon and I were simply pretending we hadn’t seen it. Makeup, too, is silent. I suspect she realizes, to some extent, why it’s there.


    The youngest daughter, however, is clearly delighted that Futarishizuka has pointed out the throne. “I’m glad you asked, Grandmother.”


    “Well, I got the impression you really wanted to talk about it, dear.”


    Ever since we boarded the terminal, Robot Girl has been constantly glancing between Makeup and the throne. She seems a little too excited. She never changes her expression, but that only makes her casual gestures stand out.


    “I prepared it as a seat for Mother.”


    “Er. Can I ask why?” says Makeup.


    “The outstanding technological capabilities of mechanical life-forms go far beyond mere flight. Though our trips through the sky may be short, I wished to guarantee you a pleasant journey. Mother, please take a seat. I would like you to fully experience how impressive it is.”


    “Umm, I’m not sure…” Makeup grimaces and tries to step away from the throne.


    Only recently, we rode in a private jet, and Robot Girl got insanely jealous over Makeup’s giddy reaction to its lavish interior. I believe she mentioned something about wanting to understand Makeup’s “human nature” as well.


    I get the feeling she’s focusing on the wrong thing, however.


    “It’s your own fault for falling in love with someone else’s machine, you know,” says Futarishizuka. “You reap what you sow.”


    “That doesn’t even make sense!” complains Makeup.


    “Are you not pleased with the youngest daughter’s work, Mother? Does it lack visual appeal?”


    “No, it’s not that at all. But I’d feel bad if I was the only one sitting down.”


    “I have also given it a function to deal with excrement.”


    “What…?”


    I wonder if she got a little too excited while putting things together and started adding unnecessary features. Maybe the mechanical life-form’s glitches are multiplying. I’m a little worried where this might lead.


    That said, I empathize. When recording videos for Ochiba Kareki late at night, I often start making weird comments, forcing Abaddon to call me out. Maybe it’s the mechanical life-form’s straightforward earnestness that makes her so unpredictable. Makeup was impressed by the private jet’s bathroom, so Robot Girl put one in the throne. It might be that simple.


    “You can use it with the button on the armrest,” Robot Girl explains. “There is also a warm-water cleaning function for after you have finished excreting waste.”


    “Oh, um, is that right? That sounds very handy,” says Makeup hesitantly.


    “I would love it if you gave it a try.”


    “Well, er, I’m sorry. I don’t really need to go to the bathroom right now.”


    To be honest, I’m glad the terminal now has a toilet. For a long time, I’ve been wondering what we would do if someone had to go really bad. But the way Robot Girl has set it up, using it would be utterly humiliating. What if, God forbid, you had diarrhea?


    “I feel sorry for anyone who really needs to go,” I comment.


    “Yeah. It’d turn into a big show,” Abaddon agrees.


    “If you keep talking like that, someone’s going to get the urge to go,” says Futarishizuka.


    “Why not give it a spin, Abaddon?” I say.


    “Too bad demons don’t use the bathroom!”


    “Oh. Now that you mention it, I’ve never seen you go.”


    Blondie and Hot Prince seem rather impressed, however. They’re staring at the sparkling-gold throne-toilet, discussing it enviously.


    “A warm-water cleaning mechanism?” says Hot Prince. “Just wonderful. Once one uses this, I suspect they will be unable to live without it. If I must return home one day, I would very much like to take this with me.”


    “I shall ask Sasaki about it, Prince Lewis,” replies Blondie.


    “I would be grateful beyond words, Elsa.”


    I’ve heard warm-water bidets aren’t as common overseas. Maybe Hot Prince and Blondie aren’t very familiar with them. I read in the library that, in regions where water is precious, the authorities even restrict the amount of water used for flushing toilets.


    “At present, the throne is all I have completed, but I will continue to upgrade the terminal’s interior going forward. The youngest daughter would like to provide Mother with an even more visually impressive environment. If you are curious about anything at all, please tell me. I hope you will look forward to future improvements.”


    “That’s very thoughtful of you,” says Makeup. “But, er, I think I’d be happier if you kept everything as normal as possible.”


    Even as we engage in trivial banter, the terminal continues zooming along at high altitude.


    We reach our destination within minutes. We’re thousands of kilometers from North America, in an emergent economic power in the Middle East. The immediate area is dominated by steep mountains and vast wastelands, but right in the center, I spot a human settlement. Many of the houses are made of concrete or brick, and I see a lot of farmland around the community. There are almost no tall buildings.


    The settlement’s businesses are modestly decorated; I don’t see any of the big, glowing signs typically associated with chain restaurants and gas stations. As a result, the town looks plain and frugal for its size.


    The people and cars moving around on the surface are the size of grains of rice. According to Robot Girl, we’re twenty thousand meters in the air—above even airplane traffic.


    We’re high enough to perceive the curvature of the earth. Normally, we couldn’t see so much detail from this elevation. But right now, we’re being treated to a view like that from an observation deck atop a tall building, complete with sound, all in real time.


    There must be another terminal recording it, or our craft’s cameras have a really good zoom feature. Perhaps the image at our feet is a composite drawing from several sources.


    “Has the captain started the attack yet?” asks Makeup.


    “I’m not sure,” says Futarishizuka. “It’s almost the time he gave us, though.”


    The reason we’ve come all the way out here is simple: The counteroffensive against the terrorist group has begun. The spies infiltrating their organization leaked information on the leader’s hideout, and the military decided to attack immediately. Or that’s what Soldier told us anyway.


    And so, after spending another nation’s hard-earned tax money on a life of extravagance, we are finally going to do some work.


    “It would seem that our esteemed father figure’s hard work has been pointless,” muses Futarishizuka.


    “What, are you saying that’s my fault?” demands Makeup.


    “No, no. I’m not saying that at all.”


    At first, Soldier told us all to stay behind. But Makeup insisted she wanted to keep an eye on things, and the mechanical life-form agreed. And so, with Robot Girl’s help, we came all the way here. Naturally, Soldier warned us not to interfere.


    So instead, we will just be watching the proceedings from the sky. Still, this will allow us to observe the situation and bring back information.


    I hope we can help my neighbor, even a little.


    “Where is the enemy hiding, Futarishizuka?” asks Blondie.


    “I’m afraid I don’t really know.”


    “But we were told the address, right?” says Makeup.


    “Ah, then would you kindly point it out to us?”


    “W-well. I suppose the scenery is kind of monotonous…”


    I don’t know where we’re supposed to be looking, either. We’ve reached the location, but none of us knows where the target building is. All the structures on the surface look more or less the same, without any distinctive features.


    Then, as if she was waiting for her chance, the youngest daughter speaks. “I have located information regarding the target structure in Mason’s group’s database. I will align the terminal’s feed with the predicted assault route and map out the battle’s progress.”


    The video being projected at our feet changes, and a ring appears around a specific building and begins to blink. A semi-transparent line then crosses the scenery from right to left, and the words PREDICTED FLIGHT COURSE OF ATTACK AIRCRAFT appear alongside it. Apart from those, several predicted attack routes for the ground suppression team are displayed, along with the conditions for their use. Overall, the image is very busy. If I didn’t know any better, I might have thought it was a UI for a simulation game.


    “I very much doubt that military databases would be online in this situation,” points out Futarishizuka.


    “I am acquiring the information from the tactical data links used by combat aircraft participating in the operation. I am not accessing it from a wide area network, as you assumed, Grandmother. However, it seems they have restricted the information available, perhaps out of concern that a mechanical life-form would try to access it.”


    “Combat aircraft?” asks Makeup. “Are they on their way right now?”


    “Yes. I have intercepted their communications via small pods spread out nearby. It is no trouble at all to pursue humanity’s pitiful military aircraft. At any time I wish, I could stick my arm up their rear holes and make them squeal.”


    “Well you’re sure talking big,” says Futarishizuka. “It seems our little stay abroad is rubbing off on you.”


    Robot Girl tries to make people think she’s the flawless, “cool beauty” type—but she’s very easy to influence. I bet she saw a movie on TV in our hotel room and got sucked right in.


    “I’m not too thrilled by your dirty language,” comments Makeup.


    “Mother, your instruction has left a deep impression on me. I intend to pay careful attention to my words in the future.”


    “Um, oh. I see. Thanks, I guess?”


    “She sounds so happy about being scolded,” says Futarishizuka. “Gross.”


    In the meantime, the video changes again. This time, blinking text appears in the middle of the screen, reading MASON’S TEAM ARRIVED. At the same time, an alert sound blares through the terminal. Blondie and Hot Prince, who can’t read or write Japanese, suddenly jump to attention. As Futarishizuka explains the situation to them, we begin to hear a powerful, thundering noise, and a squadron of attack planes flies through the air from west to east in formation.


    The whole display reminds me of a simulation game. On the video at our feet, the jets are only the size of our fingertips. But with the sound of their engines added to the mix, they’re much more impressive—in fact, it feels like they’re right beside us. I can tell the youngest daughter has put a lot of thought into all this, and I’m grateful, though a little chagrined.


    “Oh, look!” says Futarishizuka. “They fired.”


    The fighter jets launch multiple missiles, and the section of the display showing the target building zooms in, as does the section showing the projectiles. We’re able to follow their progress moment to moment. At this point, the display looks identical to a video game.


    In seconds, the missiles reach their target. They make impact one after another, covering the structure in sand and dirt. We can hear the booms of the explosions inside the terminal.


    As the dust billows up, obscuring the video feed, a filter is added, rendering it invisible. We can see figures moving around the site of the bombing as vividly as if we were there in person, holding an infrared camera.


    The tiny moving points indicate multiple survivors. For a moment, I’m shocked. How could anyone have made it through that? Then I realize something: If they had psychics, angels, demons, or Disciples with them, it would be no surprise.


    A string of messages pop up in quick succession:


    MULTIPLE SURVIVORS CONFIRMED.


    PSYCHIC PRESENCE CONFIRMED.


    EXISTENCE OF UNDERGROUND STRUCTURE CONFIRMED.


    “It’s feels like we’re playing a really well-made simulation game,” comments Futarishizuka.


    “I’m terrible at stuff like that,” notes Makeup.


    “Yes, dear. I know.”


    “What? How…?!”


    She really wrung her own neck there.


    The fighter jets, having unloaded their missiles, speed over the site and fly away. Then several helicopters approach the target from a different direction.


    As I stare, wondering what will happen next, people descend from the helicopters, landing on the ground just as the dust dies down. They must be on the same side as the fighter jets. I don’t see any parachutes, so I assume there’s a psychic with them. After landing, they head straight for the wreckage, and close-range combat breaks out.


    Multiple windows appear over the video feed showing perspectives from the ground and allowing us to see the area in and around the collapsed building from quite close up. Arrows extend from each window, pointing to the location of the imagery being shown.


    We’re able to view the combat on the ground like a war scene from a period film. The feed jumps nimbly from one camera to the next, displaying a great variety of scenes from all sorts of angles. Frankly, it makes the cinematography in most movies look amateurish.


    Some of the combatants are using firearms, others psychic powers. It all looks very flashy.


    The camerawork is incredible. The video moves smoothly from one scene to the next, despite being edited on the fly. The mechanical life-form must have run a simulation ahead of time and used the data to determine how everyone would move.


    When I pause to think about it, I’m terrified. Because Robot Girl tends to act like a rickety bucket of bolts, I often forget that mechanical life-forms are essentially our natural predators.


    “That was a direct hit,” says Futarishizuka, “yet there are so many survivors.”


    “They must have some good psychics protecting them,” Makeup replies.


    The bombing had seemed excessive at first, but the military must have foreseen the presence of psychics, angels, and demons. In fact, that’s why we’re observing from so high up.


    “It seems even a truly bountiful country cannot win a decisive victory without this sort of bloody melee,” says Hot Prince, cutting into the conversation and sounding very above-it-all. “No matter how much culture and civilization progress, people never stop fighting each other.”


    “You would do well to learn from mechanical life-forms, Lewis,” says Robot Girl. “We do not fight, nor do we provoke internal conflict. We prioritize the survival and expansion of our race above all else and decide everything through logical discussion alone. This makes us superior beings.”


    “Sure,” says Futarishizuka. “But aren’t you, yourself, a cause for internal conflict among your people?”


    “Grandmother, that comment makes the youngest daughter’s heart extremely lonely. I have become very sad.”


    Personally, I’m more curious about something else: Why is everyone acting like our allies have already won?


    “If the enemy has high-ranking psychics, isn’t it possible our allies will lose?” I ask. “There might even be a psychic who can detect us all the way up here.”


    “I cannot draw any conclusions regarding psychics. In addition, if angels or demons are involved, I cannot deny the possibility that they will attack this terminal. In that case, I recommend either a swift retreat or a saturation attack from high altitude.”


    “I wonder how long my partner would survive if an isolated space appeared while we’re up here,” says Abaddon.


    That’s a scary idea. But any other Disciples would be in the same boat, so I’m not too worried about it. Though I suppose there’s always a chance they might launch a suicide attack on us.


    Fortunately, it seems this battle will end favorably for our allies. The windows showing scattered close-quarter fights grow quiet and disappear. In their place, a larger window appears. The arrow stretching away from its frame indicates the image originates from part of the underground facility.


    In it, we can see allied troops driving the enemy leader into a corner. Most of the enemy soldiers have been suppressed, and the facility is under allied control. It seems like the footage in the big window is the last bit of action to wrap up.


    “Is it okay for you to be recording from so close?” asks Futarishizuka.


    “My pods are equipped with a myriad of stealth features,” explains Robot Girl. “No sensors currently used by mankind are able to sense them. In addition, it appears no one has even discovered the communications link to this terminal, much less attempted to intercept it.”


    “But if one of those pods runs into something, people will realize it’s there, right?” asks Makeup.


    “The pods transmitting video data from the surface are no larger than winged insects. Even if one made contact with a human, the chances that human would notice it are extremely low. In the worst-case scenario, the pods will self-destruct.”


    “Oh. Wow, I didn’t realize they were so tiny…”


    In the window, I can see a single person sitting in a room deep underground. It looks like a storeroom. Armed soldiers surround him, pointing the muzzles of their guns at him. It’s obvious what sort of situation he’s in. Several dead men, likely his allies, are scattered around him, taken out by bullets or psychic powers.


    “Is that guy the boss, then?” Makeup wonders aloud.


    “I never saw a photograph, so I’m not sure,” muses Futarishizuka.


    The man sitting on the ground is wearing a shirt and slacks covered in dirt and dust from the bombing and subsequent combat. I can make out a few blood splatters as well. He’s clearly been bruised and battered.


    After a moment, a conversation begins to play inside the terminal.


    “Damn! Who was it? Who ratted us out?!”


    “Target confirmed. We’ll secure him now.”


    “Screw you! I’m not gonna die here!”


    “Ngh! Sit still and shut up!”


    They’re speaking in a language I don’t know, but the mechanical life-form is translating in real time into Japanese. It’s easy to tell who in the video is speaking—just like watching a scene in a TV show.


    The one I assume is the enemy’s boss is raising his voice and howling. Someone else, probably the assault team’s leader, is standing in front of him, talking.


    “You really think you’ll be able to capture me?”


    “That’s why we’re here.”


    “If you think you can, then… Yeah, sure. Give it a try. But you won’t get out of here alive. I have nothing left to lose. You’re about to learn firsthand the price of your foolishness.”


    “…What are you talking about?”


    The boss seems to be suggesting something, and the allied soldiers frown. We mirror their expressions.


    “Sounds like he’s got something up his sleeve,” says Makeup. “Are they gonna be all right?”


    “He could just be rambling to buy himself more time,” Futarishizuka points out.


    “Target’s physiological response confirmed from factors such as heart rate, body temperature, and pupil dilation. Based on human biological patterns accumulated thus far, there is a fifty percent chance he is lying. To confirm, more detailed information must be obtained.”


    “Our voices won’t reach them, though,” I point out.


    “And even if they could,” adds Abbadon, “our friends would probably get really mad at us for interrupting.”


    We technically came here with them as part of our job, so perhaps we can at least offer them some advice. But just as that thought crosses my mind, the enemy boss continues.


    “Our brethren are everywhere. Even in your own towns and cities. And if our destruction proves imminent, they will pass brutal judgment on all of you.”


    “Still begging for your life after, eh?”


    “This decision will expose you to a never-ending plague. All your descendants will curse you for it.”


    “Ngh…!”


    The word plague provokes a clear reaction from the assault team’s leader. He gives a full-body shudder, then contacts someone over his radio. Based on his end of the conversation, I assume he’s relaying what we just heard to a commander somewhere else.


    “Ah. So he wasn’t even buying time,” says Futarishizuka. “A biological weapon, eh? The man’s completely lost it.”


    “What?! Wait, a biological weapon?!” exclaims Makeup. “That’s super serious, isn’t it?!”


    “Elsa, what is a biological weapon?” asks Hot Prince. “I am not familiar with the phrase.”


    “Um, yes, sir! A biological weapon is, well…” Blondie starts to panic.


    These days, even a grade-schooler would know what a biological weapon is. And yet Blondie is at a complete loss—it seems she really has no idea. Maybe they didn’t have easy access to information media back home, like anime or manga, that could teach them about things like that.


    After a few moments, Blondie looks desperately at Futarishizuka.


    In a detached, all-knowing tone, she says simply, “It’s like throwing your poop into a water well.”


    “Ah. I see,” says Hot Prince. “That would indeed be a grave affair.”


    “Couldn’t you have used a classier example?” asks Makeup, shooting a scathing glare at Futarishizuka.


    But Hot Prince seems to have liked it. “No need,” he says. “It was a very good example and easy to understand.”


    “I’ve always thought this prince was a little strange,” Makeup mutters.


    “Hoshizaki!” snaps Blondie. “Don’t be rude to His Highness!”


    “There’s nothing to worry about, Elsa,” assures Hot Prince. “In fact, I find such frankness quite laudable.”


    “But I…”


    Meanwhile, the presence of a biological weapon has sent a stir through the assault team. Rather than executing the enemy boss, they’ve decided to capture him alive. In a few minutes, they’ve completely withdrawn, and their helicopters take to the sky and fly away.


    The whole time, we do nothing but watch it all happen from a distance.


    
      [image: ]
    

    After eating breakfast at the restaurant, we departed from our downtown hotel. Peeps turned into a pigeon and followed us.


    Suiran hailed a taxi and took us to an expensive hotel in Midtown. Whatever happened, we first needed to find a new place to stay.


    Thankfully, both Yingling and Suiran had managed to hold onto their wallets throughout our ordeal, so we had no problems presenting ID and paying. Once we’d secured a hotel room, we went to a long-established department store that did business in the neighborhood.


    The place was famous for its notable patrons, such as generations of First Ladies, rockstars going on splurges, and others. As one might guess, it was an expensive store made for people with a lot of money to blow.


    Established around a century ago, the building’s retro vibe stood out even in Manhattan. Its beaux arts architecture reminded me of the now-demolished Imperial Theatre in Tokyo, as well as various corporate strongholds back in Japan currently designated as important cultural properties.


    The department store’s show windows were always thoroughly decorated for the holidays around this time of year, and I could see groups of people out front with their phones held up. Glancing briefly at them, I headed into the building.


    Inside, Suiran led us through rows of obviously expensive items.


    As I gazed at them, I asked, “Why a department store?”


    “The more isolated we are, the easier it is for the enemy to attack us. But if there are too many people around, we will have trouble seeing them approach. Plus, if we’re outside, we’ll have to worry about snipers.”


    I feel like I’m in a spy movie.


    It was true that the department store contained a decent number of people while still allowing us a generous amount of personal space. In addition, staff were stationed all over the building and would likely come running if any issues cropped up.


    “And this way, we can get stock up on any necessary supplies,” added Yingling. “We’re killing two birds with one stone!”


    Yingling and Suiran had decided to live out of their new hotel room for the time being, so we were here partly to acquire daily necessities. As their attendant, I could do nothing but follow in their wake.


    The first floor sold jewelry, accessories, and makeup. Starting from the second floor, it was mostly shoes and clothing. The top floor was filled with restaurants, just like department stores back in Japan. That made sense, of course, since this was precisely where we’d gotten that bit of culture. Apparently, men’s products were located in an annex.


    Of particular note was the price range. Even small items went for hundreds of thousands of yen; it was terrifying. I’d pick something up, thinking, Oh, I might like this, then check the tag on the bottom, only to find two more digits than I was expecting. I’d mutter, “Oops, sorry. Don’t think I can manage that,” and return it to the shelf. After repeating this a few times, I stopped looking altogether.


    “Madam, I believe these shoes would be very good for wearing inside the hotel,” said Suiran.


    “If you say so, it must be true,” Yingling said without a hint of hesitation. “We’ll buy them, too!”


    “Yes, madam. I’ll call over a clerk, so please wait here for a moment.”


    My two companions were buying things left and right. They didn’t even check the price tags; if they wanted something, they bought it. And once they’d finished checking out, they always casually ordered the clerk to bring it to their hotel by the end of the day. They repeated the process on every floor, bulldozing their way through the building.


    On a personal note, the store scored especially high with me for its dog policy. Every once in a while, I’d see someone with a cute puppy walk through. They weren’t even in carriers, they were strolling through the store restrained only by their leashes. When I asked Yingling about it, she said it was okay to bring dogs as long as they were well-behaved.


    The canines were all very trendy, too. Some were dressed in clothing I suspected was more expensive than my suit, which admittedly gave me pause. And the way they trotted across the floor seemed so…refined.


    “What do you think of this blouse, madam?” asked Suiran. “It goes quite well with the shoes from earlier.”


    “Why am I the only one getting stuff?” asked Yingling. “Since we’re here, you should look at some clothes for yourself, Suiran. Madam Yingling herself will pay for everything, so let loose and enjoy yourself! I’m sure you lost some things in the fire, too.”


    “Not at all. I procured my clothing, as well as what you’re wearing now, last night.”


    “Whaaat? Ugh, come on! I just wanna have a fun shopping trip with you!”


    The building itself wasn’t that large. In fact, it felt strangely cozy. Part of it was the extremely attractive assortment of products on display; some floors felt more like art museums.


    As we moved along, I wondered where the toilets were. My stomach had started to hurt, and I was feeling a little nauseous, too.


    “Madam, Suiran, may I have a moment?” I asked.


    “Hm? What’s up?” said Yingling.


    “I’d like to use the bathroom…”


    “Oh. Yeah, Kenta, you don’t look so good.”


    Yingling turned back to look at me, and Suiran joined her. They both seemed worried, though I didn’t think it was that serious.


    “Nakano, if you’re feeling bad, you may return to the hotel,” Suiran suggested.


    “No, I’m fine,” I assured her. “I think it’ll pass soon.”


    “The bathrooms are over there,” said Yingling. “We’ll wait right here for you, okay?”


    “I’m sorry for the fuss. Thank you for waiting.”


    Was it food poisoning? Had breakfast not agreed with me? I supposed that was pretty common when vacationing overseas.


    I wandered through the store until I reached the restroom, then made a break for a stall. Once inside, I quickly employed my healing magic.


    “Ah…”


    The stomachache and nausea immediately disappeared. Otherworld magic was the best. You could cure hangovers within seconds, too.


    According to Peeps, this spell didn’t put any strain on my body, and, with time and practice, I’d be able to heal all sorts of difficult diseases. Back on earth, it was every bit as good as a reward from an angel or a demon.


    I figured I’d use the bathroom, too, while I was at it. Once I was nice and empty, I returned to the others.


    “Oh! You could have taken your time, you know,” said Yingling.


    “I’m actually feeling much better, but thank you.”


    “Are you sure?” asked Suiran. “If you’re having a hard time, you can still return to the hotel. We’ll contact you once we decide to move on. As an attendant, you shouldn’t push yourself too hard lest you wind up unable to perform your duties.”


    Suiran was usually pretty scary, but it seemed she had a surprisingly kind side to her as well.


    “I’m really all right,” I insisted. “I’d like to stay with the two of you.”


    “In that case, I’m gonna pick out a present for you!” exclaimed Yingling.


    “For me?”


    “Yeah! You’ve been trying so hard. I think you deserve it.”


    “You really don’t need to…”


    “Well, your mistress wants to give you a present! So you’re getting one whether you like it or not.”


    A short while later, I felt myself reach peak condition—all thanks to my healing spell. In fact, I recovered so abruptly that Suiran looked at me with suspicion. I repeatedly explained it was just some light food poisoning, though, and she seemed to accept that. She had to look after Yingling’s health, so she was probably worried I had something contagious like a cold.


    Yingling bought me a watch as a present—the sort that cost around two million yen and could likely be resold for twice that. She’d picked it out specifically to go with the suit Suiran had bought me the day before. When I suggested something a little less expensive, she told me that was the standard price range at a store like this. In fact, she’d originally suggested something much pricier, and my repeated protestations had finally landed us on the watch in question.


    Eventually, Yingling and Suiran took a break from shopping and headed to an event space on one of the upper floors. Apparently, the department store was hosting an art exhibit as a special end-of-the-year event.


    The exhibit’s theme was one-of-a-kind accessories. According to the sign, the whole floor was filled with handmade jewelry created by craftspeople from all over the globe. The sales gimmick was that each piece was totally unique—the only one like it in the world.


    Some of them were up for purchase, too. It seemed this sort of thing really drew in people with money to burn—the exhibit was packed. The population density on this floor was markedly elevated, and so were the prices. I casually picked up a ring only to see an amount equivalent to a brand-new luxury car. Hands trembling, I nervously returned it to its original spot. I’d never felt so intimidated by a number in my life.


    “Since we’re here, I want to get you a present, too, Suiran!” exclaimed Yingling.


    “There’s no need, madam.”


    “Are you sulking because I’ve been so partial to Kenta?”


    “Nakano has done a lot for you, madam. Please don’t worry about me.”


    As Yingling and Suiran looked over the accessories, I, an unenlightened man who did not understand the value of such objects, kept my mouth shut and followed them.


    Then, as I looked around the exhibit, something caught my eye.


    “……”


    It was a necklace placed inside a glass case, adorning a pedestal made to look like a person’s neck. It featured a large gemstone set in an opulent gold frame. From the coloration, I thought it might be a ruby. The chain was thicker and longer than average, and the whole setup was so gaudy that it commanded my attention even from a distance.


    A plaque beside the piece labelled it the “cursed pendant,” and explained that each of its past owners had undergone an abrupt change and begun acting like someone else. Now no one wanted it. The item had a history just as overblown as its appearance.


    Its creator and place of origin were unknown. And its price was listed as five hundred thousand dollars. That was enough to buy an apartment complex in the middle of Tokyo.


    “Hmm?” Yingling turned to look at me. “Kenta, are you curious about that pendant?”


    “No, er. It’s just so eye-catching that I couldn’t help taking a peek.”


    “Is there someone you want to give it to as a gift?”


    “Not especially, no.”


    “I’m ready! Just say the word!”


    “No, it’s too expensive. Far beyond my means.”


    The store must have figured there was some chance it would sell when they set it up with a price tag like this. Personally, I was curious how much of a margin they’d receive for it. Had they negotiated that beforehand?


    As I mulled this over, we continued our circuit around the exhibit, looking at each piece in turn. When we arrived back at the start, Suiran turned to Yingling and made a suggestion.


    “Why don’t we take lunch, madam?”


    “Now that you mention it, I am a little hungry.”


    It seemed we’d finished our little shopping trip. I wondered where we’d go for lunch. I wanted to secure some time with Peeps, if possible. He was probably still in the guise of a pigeon, watching us from outside the store.


    Then, all of a sudden, we heard a shrill crash. I turned toward the source of the sound, curious to see what had happened.


    One of the glass showcases had been broken, and someone was standing in front of it, holding what looked like a police truncheon.


    But that was only the beginning; a series of other crashes reached my ears in quick succession. I looked and saw other display cases being smashed left and right.


    A robbery was in progress, and it wasn’t just one person. A whole group of criminals was rummaging through the exhibit.


    I’d heard that incidents like these were called flash robs, and that they’d recently become popular among organized crime groups. Robberies and thefts had been on the rise in New York City for a few years now; the topic had even been reported in the Japanese news. The rate of theft was supposed to be fifty times that of the Tokyo metropolitan area. Because Tokyo had a population of around fourteen million, while NYC had only about eight million, that made the theft rate per capita around a hundred times higher. In actuality, over ten thousand occurred per year, with dozens happening every day.


    “Get back, madam.” Suiran stepped in front of Yingling to shield her, then reached a hand into her jacket. I stood beside her and prepared to face the robbers.


    “Suiran! Kenta! Please don’t get hurt!” cried Yingling.


    The group was grabbing every display item they could get their hands on, then stuffing them into bags hanging from their shoulders and necks. Meanwhile, the other patrons and staff were scrambling over each other to get away. It was likely the criminals were armed. Even the police would hesitate to confront a whole group of such people.


    Eventually, one of them turned his attention to the cursed pendant. Smashing open the case, he grabbed the necklace off its pedestal. He moved to stuff it in his shoulder bag, then noticed there was no more room and instead placed it over his own head. It didn’t go very well with his stern features.


    “Ngh…?!”


    Not a moment later, his body spasmed, and he came to a full stop, as if struck by lightning.


    Wait, wait, wait. This isn’t the time to be observing some robber.


    “Let’s get to safety, madam,” said Suiran.


    “O-okay!” Yingling replied.


    I was in full agreement with the suggestion. The three of us joined the rest of the patrons and attempted to make our escape.


    We began to run in the opposite direction of the robbers’ rampage. The group’s goal was to plunder the items on display; fortunately, they couldn’t care less about us patrons. But as we dashed away from the exhibit, something strange happened.


    Once we were away from the commotion, Yingling suddenly stopped in her tracks.


    “Suiran, I have to go to the bathroom.”


    “In this situation, madam?”


    “That’s exactly why!”


    She was staring at a sign which indicated the nearest restroom was just around the corner at the next T-intersection. At the moment, we were standing next to an aisle leading to an exit.


    “I’ll catch up with you right away,” Yingling insisted. “You two should run for it!”


    “In that case, we will stay here instead,” replied Suiran.


    The gang attack in the park hadn’t ruffled Yingling in the slightest. Could a robbery really affect her like this? Or had she been holding it in this whole time, and the commotion had simply pushed her over the limit?


    She fidgeted and rubbed her thighs together. “It’s a big one,” she said. “It might take a little while…”


    “We cannot leave you here, madam.”


    “…All right.” Yingling nodded. “Just be careful, okay?” Then she dashed to the restroom.


    I waited with Suiran in awkward silence, until she suddenly spoke up.


    “Nakano, I’ve changed my mind. I think I should remain at the madam’s side, even if I must go alone.”


    “I agree. I’m sure that would help put her at ease.”


    “Let me know if the robbers come this way.”


    “I will.”


    I watched in silence as Suiran darted off toward the restrooms.


    As you might expect, the restrooms were located off in a corner of the floor. They were quite a ways from the escalators, and there were no emergency stairwells nearby, either. I doubted there was much chance the robbers would come that way, so I wasn’t very worried.


    But then, only a few minutes later, Suiran came running back.


    “What’s wrong?” I asked.


    “I couldn’t find her.”


    “What?”


    The restrooms were located at the end of an aisle that could only be accessed from the T-intersection where I was standing. If Yingling had left, I would have seen her. So if she was missing, then where in the world had she gone?


    “Did you see her, Nakano?”


    “No. I haven’t seen anyone.”


    “Then where could she have disappeared to?”


    Suiran had come to the same conclusion I had and quickly grew panicked.


    “Could she have gone into the men’s room by mistake, or maybe the unisex toilet?”


    “I checked them as well. She wasn’t in either of them.”


    It seemed Suiran was way ahead of me. In that case, I had no idea where else Yingling could have gone.


    Maybe there were psychics working with the robbers, and they’d kidnapped her while we weren’t looking. The flash rob could have been part of a larger plan to abduct her.


    “Either way, she couldn’t have gone far,” I said. “Let’s comb the area.”


    “Understood. I’ll search this way. You look over there.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Suiran and I exchanged nods, then took off.


    We divided the floor in two, starting at the restrooms. Suiran ran in one direction, while I hurried in the other. Most of the guests in my half had already fled; the only people I could see were robbers.


    Soon, they’d grabbed everything they could carry and started running for the stairs and escalators. There were so many of them that security was paralyzed. The police still hadn’t arrived.


    Wondering if they might attack me, I strengthened my body with magic. But they showed me no hostility whatsoever. In fact, one of them came over and handed me some clothing they’d stolen. He said it was expensive and that I should take it. For a moment I was baffled, then I realized that I currently looked like one of them. I’d been saved by my face tattoo once again.


    More importantly, I couldn’t find Yingling anywhere. All right, I thought. What’s the plan now? I felt my panic begin to build.


    Then I heard a series of gunshots, followed by several screams.


    “Ah…!”


    I ran toward the noise, which stood apart from the rest of the commotion, deploying my barrier spell, just in case. After all, who knew if some stray bullet would hit me in the head, killing me before I could even use my healing magic?


    But when I arrived, I found several people already on the floor, some bleeding.


    In their midst stood a female figure in strange clothing.


    “……”


    Her whole outfit, including her shoes, dress, and hair, was bright red. The dress itself was cute and covered in frills. And in her hands was a fanciful stick like a child’s toy. It was all a far cry from the items on sale in this department store.


    Her getup was straight out of a children’s anime. I had no doubt in my mind—she was a magical girl.


    “You’ve got to be kidding me…,” I mumbled.


    For a moment, I wondered if it was just some kid in cosplay. But with that much blood—and what looked like bits of human skin—stuck to the sharpened tip of her wand, it was hard to deny the truth: She was a real magical girl.


    Not a moment later, she proved me right beyond a shadow of a doubt.


    The robbers turned to attack her. One jumped at her with a knife, another fired his gun, and yet another hurled a stolen item.


    But none of them could touch the girl dressed in crimson—Magical Red. Her Magical Barrier blocked it all. She kicked the ground and broke into a run, using her magic wand to whack every one of her assailants, sending them all flying.


    It seemed miraculous that the wand didn’t break with how violently she was using it. Then again, I supposed it was a better option than using Magical Beam indoors.
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  “Hey, what the hell’s going on?!”


  “What the fuck? Who is this kid?!”


  “Some crazy little girl is violating our human rights!”


  “Police! Someone call the police!”


  “Where the hell are this kid’s parents?!”


  The robbers cried out as she struck them down, one after another. But Magical Red never let up. Wordlessly, she swung her wand again and again.


  The weapon’s sharpened tip carved into their skin, gouging their flesh. Blood splattered in every direction, making for a gory sight. She looked less like a magical girl and more like a crazed killer from some horror film.


  “H-help me! Don’t beat me anymore, please!”


  “This is insane! Why don’t our guns work on her?!”


  “We’ll give it all back! So please, stop beating us with that adorable stick!”


  “Aghhh! My head! There’s a dent in my head!”


  “I’ll die if you keep beating me!”


  It didn’t take Magical Red long to clean up the robbers. The defeated lay on the floor, and those who’d fled were long gone.


  As the area grew quiet, she reached down toward the floor and picked something up. I was too far away to see what it was, but it looked like a necklace.


  A moment later, she turned on her heel. A jagged hole ripped open before her, leading into a pitch-black space—a Magical Field. She hurled herself inside, and the space closed up and disappeared.


  Ahh. How could this be happening?


  “So Madam Yingling was a magical girl all along…”


  Considering the situation, there could be little doubt. Yingling and Magical Red were the same height, too.


  As I stared at the space where she’d stood only moments before, I became certain our relationship was about to get a lot more complicated.
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  In the end, we were able to meet up with Yingling fairly quickly. She contacted Suiran and me to say that she was waiting for us outside. When we left the department store, we saw her standing alone not far from the front entrance.


  “Madam Yingling, I’m so glad you’re safe!” cried Suiran.


  “Thank you for contacting me as well,” I added.


  We ran up to her, and she shot us a guilty look.


  “Sorry for the trouble, both of you.”


  She was wearing the same clothing as when she’d left—completely different from her frilly magical girl outfit. Her bloodied wand was gone, too. I searched for differences, but all I noticed was that she’d put her shawl back on after taking it off inside the store.


  Suiran immediately started asking questions. “I saw you walk toward the restrooms. How did you get outside? Nakano was standing right in front of the aisle. It would be impossible to sneak past him.”


  “Well, right after I went into the restroom, a telekinetic psychic kidnapped me.”


  “Wha…? A-are you serious?”


  “Yeah. I think he’d been watching our movements. There were a lot of obstacles in that store, so I don’t blame you or Nakano for not noticing. I never thought the ones after me would send psychics.”


  “……”


  Suiran looked shocked.


  But could we really believe what she was saying? Was Yingling lying to us? I couldn’t help thinking she’d used the women’s restroom to transform into a magical girl, traveled through a Magical Field back to the scene of the robbery, and beat up all the criminals. That made a lot more sense based on what I’d witnessed.


  But if that was the case, what was she after? Had she been driven to act by a sense of justice? That seemed out of character for her. Perhaps this department store was connected to her family, but I was fairly certain the ones managing it were from the West.


  The only remaining possibility was that she’d been fulfilling her duty as a magical girl—recovering a Fairy Drop.


  But it would be a bad idea to point that out now. I needed to maintain a good relationship with Yingling until she gave me the information on Hei Mao. I didn’t want to pry and make her hate me. Then all my hard work would have been for nothing.


  Instead, I asked a more innocuous question. “What happened to the psychic who kidnapped you?”


  “When the police and security forces arrived, he started fighting with them. I took advantage of the situation to run away. I’m not sure what happened to him after that.”


  “I see.”


  It might have been a lie, but it made sense on the surface. She sure hadn’t skipped all those grades to get into high school for nothing. For an excuse she’d come up with on the fly, it was brilliant.


  “I think sending those robbers into the department store was all part of a plan to kidnap me. I guess it could have been a coincidence, but the timing was just too perfect, you know?”


  “I was thinking the same thing, madam,” said Suiran.


  I probably would have believed her, too, had I not seen Magical Red. The timing really was too perfect. Perhaps she’d realized the robbery was merely a prelude to a kidnapping attempt and launched a surprise attack in advance. In that case, Fairy Drops might have nothing to do with it. But then, why would she go out of her way to fight them, even if it meant appearing in public as a magical girl?


  “……”


  There was no point thinking about it any further. I had a much easier way to confirm my suspicions, though I’d need to get in touch with Ms. Futarishizuka first.


  Just then, the phone in my inside pocket began to vibrate. I took it out and looked at the screen. Speak of the devil, I thought, picking up.


  “Hello? This is Nakano.”


  “I’ve got good news and bad news. Which would you like first?”


  “Have you been watching too many foreign films?”


  “Argh. I just said the same thing to the youngest daughter. It really hurts to have it turned against me.”


  “I’m afraid that’s not my problem.”


  Even when I was at school, my friends never called me up so casually. Ms. Futarishizuka possessed a dangerous level of charisma. She’d charmed even Magical Pink. And, as always, the more lighthearted her banter, the more serious the topic at hand.


  “We detected the terrorist group’s base.”


  “Well, that’s great.”


  “Our forces attacked the location today, in fact. They beat the stuffing out of the group’s leader and took him captive. If our chaperone is to be believed, their organization has effectively crumbled.”


  The “chaperone” in question was probably Captain Mason. And if he’d made that call, then my job here was done. I no longer needed to find Hei Mao. I was disappointed that I’d wasted so much time and effort, but I was glad the job was finished. I felt a weight lift off my shoulders, as if I’d set down a burden.


  I quickly thought through what I’d need to do next. First, I’d deliver a report to the captain. Then I’d contact Mr. Akutsu. I’d ask him if we could return the following week and enjoy a few more days of vacation.


  “You had bad news, too, right? Is it that all my efforts have been in vain?”


  “Hah. Nope. It’s a bit worse than that.”


  “Well, don’t keep me waiting. What is it?”


  “A biological weapon has been planted somewhere in Manhattan.”


  “What?!”


  “And the countdown has already started.”


  This was a disaster. I couldn’t think of anything worse. In mere moments, my vacation plans had gone up in flames.
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    (The Neighbor’s POV)


    We exchanged contact info with Soldier before the operation, and now he sends us all a text message asking us to meet up with him in Tampa, Florida to discuss the situation. According to Futarishizuka, the area is home to the headquarters of something called Central Command, one of our host country’s unified combatant commands. It happens to be the one in charge of the region where the terrorist group was based, and it seems Soldier was working with the people there on this mission.


    After a short ride in Robot Girl’s terminal, we reach our destination and approach the base without disembarking. It causes a bit of a stir when we enter the facility. After all, a flying object of unknown affiliation that doesn’t even show up on their radar has just boldly entered through the front gate. Those with no knowledge of mechanical life-forms erupt into chaos below.


    After a few moments, however, information control kicks in and the confusion dies down. Soldier welcomes us into the base and leads us to a meeting space.


    Along with the members of our pretend family, Inukai, Soldier, the blue magical girl, and an unfamiliar man are in the room.


    The man introduces himself as the admiral in charge of Central Command. He has striking grey hair and looks to be in his mid- to late fifties. He said he was an admiral, which sounds like a pretty high rank. But if he wasn’t wearing that stiff uniform, he’d look like a regular friendly old man.


    Soldier speaks first, formally starting the discussion. “Thank you for coming, members of the Sasaki family.”


    At some point, they’ve started treating me as a Sasaki. Being spoken of with my neighbor’s last name makes my heart feel buoyant and light. When I was at school with the youngest daughter, only she got to use his last name, and I have to admit I found that quite frustrating.


    “We’re just laypeople, you know,” says Futarishizuka. “What exactly do you want with us?”


    “I think you have a good idea already,” Soldier replies.


    “Oh, but I don’t. I haven’t a clue what any of you are thinking right now.”


    Futarishizuka theatrically feigns innocence—I’m certain she knows exactly what’s on their minds. She never seems the least bit scared, even around military officers. She’s acting just as easygoing as always. I think she’s trying to make them speak first.


    Perhaps picking up on her intent, Soldier gives in. “I’ll be brief, then. We want your help,” he says, fixing each of us with a serious gaze.


    It sounds like they’re in real trouble.


    “Our help? You mean her help, right?” says Makeup. She glances at Robot Girl to make her point clear.


    No one knows what sort of biological weapon we’re dealing with. But if these people want to find it quickly, then the mechanical life-form’s super-science must seem like their best bet. After all, Robot Girl seems to have complete, unfettered access to most of humanity’s networks.


    “That’s exactly right, Miss Hoshizaki,” says Soldier.


    “But this biological weapon could be harmful to mechanical life-forms,” Makeup points out. “We don’t know what it is. I get that it’s really important to keep the city safe, but I’d rather not put my daughter into such a dangerous situation.”


    Makeup’s chilly reception fills Robot Girl with joy.


    “The youngest daughter’s heart cannot help but tremble before the love of a mother worried about her child. How sweet is the emotion welling up in my chest. Mother, feel free to worry about me even more. The youngest daughter will reward you with anything you desire.”


    Robot Girl’s expression is static, but you can tell how emotional she is by how much she’s talking.


    “And here I thought we’d fostered a friendly relationship over the past few days,” says Soldier. “Was that all an illusion, Miss Hoshizaki?”


    “Urk…”


    “Ah, what a conundrum!” laments Futarishizuka. “And we might have avoided it if only my foolish daughter-in-law hadn’t been so profligate.”


    “I… I wasn’t being profligate! At least, I don’t think I was…”


    Soldier must be asking us to work off the debt we’ve accrued during our wild vacation. Makeup is weak to stuff like that. She quickly falls silent. It is true she’s been enjoying herself for days now, shopping and sightseeing. The youngest daughter is the same.


    “Mother, is the price of rest truly so steep?”


    “Well, er, it’s my job as your mom to make sure you don’t have to worry about such things!”


    Makeup probably never thought all that hospitality would come back to bite her. The eldest daughter and eldest son had simply been dragged along for the ride. What a mess.


    “I understand you are quite talented,” says Hot Prince to Robot Girl. “And so I would like to ask you directly. Ms. Mechanical Life-Form, are you currently aware of the location of the feces to be thrown into the well?”


    “Lewis, I am gladdened by your high appraisal of this mechanical life-form. However, the youngest daughter has not yet begun investigating the biological weapon in question. Therefore, its location is as yet unknown.”


    Despite having met the mechanical life-form only days ago, Hot Prince already has a handle on how to control her. His outfit makes him look like some seedy host, but his words and actions are sharp. It’s clear he has the background and education of a genuine prince.


    Meanwhile, Soldier and the admiral’s faces cloud over. Apparently, they were hoping to solve everything right away.


    “Excuse me, sir. I’ll need to report this to my superior—”


    “Miss Inukai, all the information you’ve learned on this deployment is top secret,” says Solider. “I forbid you from sharing it with anyone, including your superior officer. We hope you will comply with this directive regardless of the results of our mission.”


    “Er, yes, sir. I understand.”


    The rookie JSDF officer, in the wrong place at the wrong time, is shaking in her boots. Her face has gone pale. She’s the most sensible one in our whole group, and I wish she’d try a little harder. Unfortunately, it seems her position is quite weak; she barely has the right to speak. I shoot her a look of pity.


    “I must say, you all seem to have your panties in a bunch.”


    “What do you mean by that, Ms. Futarishizuka?” says Soldier.


    “I mean, you called us straight to your base. That smells like desperation to me. You even let the rank-and-file troops see the UFO. You’ve really changed your tune.”


    I’ve been wondering the same thing. The terminal is see-through while in transit, but the entrance was visible when we disembarked. It’s sloppy, considering how top secret they’ve been keeping the mechanical life-form up until now.


    It seems everyone else feels the same—Abaddon, Makeup, Blondie, and Hot Prince all watch Soldier and the admiral with the same questions in their eyes. They don’t say anything, but it’s clear they’re fed up with all the secrets.


    Picking up on this, the two men in charge exchange a few whispers, then turn back to us and straighten up.


    “After interrogating the terrorist leader,” says Soldier, “we learned when the biological weapon is set to go off. We have limited intel, but we know it’s set to activate twenty-four hours after the death or capture of their leader, or the destruction of their organization.”


    “Wait. You’re telling us the countdown has already started?” asks Makeup.


    “Correct.”


    Everyone is shocked by this news. Makeup sucks in her breath.


    “The man had already activated the weapon when we captured him,” Soldier continues. “There is no code to disarm it. If we want to prevent a disaster, we need to secure the weapon and disable it, all within twenty-four hours.”


    “Talk about the Dark Souls of military missions,” mutters Futarishizuka.


    “Are you sure?” asks Makeup. “With a whole day, I bet you could evacuate most people in time. It’s not like an earthquake. The infrastructure won’t be damaged, right? If we don’t try, we’ll lose people we could have saved.”


    “That’s not realistic,” counters Soldier.


    “Do you know where it’s located, then? Hmm?” asks Futarishizuka.


    “Not in detail. However, we have evidence that their target is Manhattan.”


    “Oh-ho. Sounds like your careers are over.”


    “Evacuation won’t be possible—not in this situation. And if we make the truth public, the city will erupt into panic. We don’t know how far-reaching the weapon’s effects will be, either. It’s possible an unknown pathogen could rip through the whole country.”


    Over the course of our trip, even I’ve come to understand how awful the traffic is in Manhattan. The urban areas are packed to capacity, and if word of a biological weapon got out, absolute chaos is the only result I can imagine. People could start dying before the weapon even goes off.


    Futarishizuka is right—heads will roll, and that includes the two speaking with us now. There’s no telling what will become of them by tomorrow. Their careers are on the line; I can’t blame them for being desperate. They ran out of options, and now they’ve come crying to the mechanical life-form.


    “Then you don’t know where in Manhattan they’ve planted it?” asks Makeup.


    “It appears even their leader doesn’t know its specific location,” Soldier explains. “He said there would be no point if he was captured and forced to cough up the details, so he was never told. The questioner believes he’s telling the truth.”


    “Um, Futarishizuka?” asks Blondie.


    “What is it?”


    “Is this ‘biological weapon’ thing really that dangerous? When you explained it to His Highness earlier, you, um, said it was like poop in a well. Couldn’t you just bring in clean water from somewhere else?”


    Futarishizuka turns to Soldier. “You heard her. Well? Can you?”


    He answers plainly. “According to the group’s leader, it is a highly lethal airborne virus. Military authorities place the estimated death count anywhere from two hundred thousand to three million.”


    “Oh! I, er, didn’t realize the situation was so grave!” Blondie exclaims. “I apologize for asking such a silly question!”


    “Don’t be,” says Futarishizuka. “I was curious about that, too.”


    That sounds like quite a disaster. Shouldn’t we all flee as quickly as we can?


    No, we can’t. We still have to save my neighbor.


    “If I remember correctly,” I begin, “my neighbor is still searching for someone in Manhattan. Shouldn’t we get in touch with him right away? You already took out the terrorist group, so there’s no point in him continuing the mission.”


    “Oh, yeah! That’s right!” Makeup chimes in. “He said he was downtown, right?”


    “The youngest daughter agrees with her elder sister’s viewpoint. We must contact him with all haste.”


    “Let me call him up, then.”


    Urged on by the rest of us, Futarishizuka takes out her phone. It only rings for a few moments. We all watch as the call goes through.


    The first thing out of her mouth is, “I’ve got good news and bad news. Which would you like first?”


    It sounds almost like two students chatting. The casual tone seems inappropriate, given the situation, but I’m incredibly envious of how well they get along. Now that I’m spending more time with my neighbor, I’ve begun to notice just how close he is with Futarishizuka.


    “Argh. I just said the same thing to the youngest daughter. It really hurts to have it turned against me.”


    “What in the world could they be talking about, I wonder?”


    “Let’s just wait patiently, Abaddon.”


    I think they ended up that way because of Futarishizuka’s chummy attitude. Still, I can’t help feeling like she’s managed to break through his barrier somewhat, while I, Makeup, and Blondie are still firmly outside it.


    “We detected the terrorist group’s base.”


    Is it her tiny size? Some fancy of his that he has to keep hidden from the rest of the world?


    “Our forces attacked the location today, in fact. They beat the stuffing out of the group’s leader and took him captive. If our chaperone is to be believed, their organization has effectively crumbled.”


    But in that case, why isn’t he more into Magical Pink or Magical Blue? He keeps his distance from them, too, as far as I can tell. In fact, I think he’s even more wary of them than he is of us. And shouldn’t he have shown some interest in me back when I was in elementary school?


    “Hah. Nope. It’s a bit worse than that.”


    But then what was it? Her actual age?


    “A biological weapon has been planted somewhere in Manhattan.”


    Is it not about appearance, but what’s inside? Does he prefer mentally mature women?


    “And the countdown has already started.”


    If so, then I have a shot, too. Maybe I’ll try pushing things in that direction from now on.


    “For now, can we meet up?”
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  Everyone watches as Futarishizuka continues the conversation. She still sounds just as casual as ever.


  “What? Magipink’s contact info? I have it, but why would you…? Eh? Is that right? …Okay. Gotcha. In that case, I guess it’s for the best… Yeah. I’ll text you in a moment.”


  After a few minutes of back and forth, the call ends.


  What did my neighbor talk to her about?


  As Futarishizuka lowers the phone from her ear, Makeup asks hastily, “How’d it go?”


  “I gave him the news.”


  “Will he be able to come back right away?” I ask.


  “No, not quite yet, it seems.”


  “Why’s that?” demands Makeup.


  “Apparently, while he was on the job, he ran into a magical girl from another country. He’s got a lot on his plate right now, just like we do. He said he’d investigate the biological weapon from his end, too.”


  Soldier and the admiral show a clear reaction to the words magical girl from another country. They start whispering to each other again. Amazingly, they seem eager to scout her, despite the situation.


  “Uh, will he be okay?” Makeup asks.


  “Eh, the sparrow is with him,” replies Futarishizuka. “Worst-case scenario, he gets out right before the weapon goes off. We still have time. We can get in touch with him again later. And the youngest daughter should be able to track him via security cameras.”


  “Grandmother’s viewpoint is correct. It would be easy to determine the location of Father and the pet. However, I must respect their privacy. In order to locate them, I require a vote per Family Rule Three.”


  “I don’t think anyone here is against it, right?” Makeup looks around at the others.


  Our pretend family’s third rule states that all issues within the family must be resolved peacefully through discussion or majority vote. Naturally, nobody objects. Even if my neighbor and the sparrow disagreed, we’d still have a majority.


  “Vote confirmed. I will now scan the area for the whereabouts of Father and the pet.”


  Robot Girl strictly follows all pretend family rules, no matter what the situation. Her earnestness makes me a little anxious. We decided those rules pretty hastily. Did we do a good enough job?


  Once the conversation dies down, Soldier looks at each of us in turn, his expression serious. “I would like to make a formal request of the Sasaki family. Would you please cooperate with us?”


  “If we refuse now, who knows what the section chief will say when we get back to the bureau?” Makeup muses. “And if Sasaki and the sparrow are working hard, we can’t keep fooling around. We have to put in enough work to make up for all the fun we had.”


  “The youngest daughter would like to honor Mother’s will.”


  “And this is a rare chance to put these people in our debt,” adds Futarishizuka. “I think it’s a good deal.”


  “I don’t see reason to object,” I say.


  “I agree with my partner!”


  “I will abide by the group’s decisions,” agrees Hot Prince.


  “A-and I’ll abide by your decision, Your Highness!” says Blondie.


  Once again, the pretend family has reached a decision through majority vote. It looks like we’ll be helping Soldier and the admiral, though I suppose the youngest daughter will be doing most of the work.


  “Thank you,” says Soldier, flashing us a smile. “I’m grateful for your wise decision.” Next to him, the admiral nods.


  And, for better or worse, once our fake family makes a decision, we’re quick to act. Most of us just tend to do as we please, of course.


  “Twenty-four hours, right?” says Makeup immediately. “So it should go off sometime tomorrow morning?”


  “Based on the leader’s testimony, we estimate the time at around nine AM tomorrow.”


  “Deploying multiple small pods to the specified region. Taking control of the local network. I will now begin scanning for the aforementioned biological weapon. In the event that you gain additional testimony, I ask that you send all information to the youngest daughter’s email address.”


  “If there is anything I can do, I would be glad to help,” says Hot Prince.


  “Yes,” agrees Blondie. “Futarishizuka, just tell us if there’s anything we can assist with!”


  “Is that right? It may be that the only productive thing we can do for now is keep the youngest daughter happy—she is our linchpin, after all. If you two dote on her, I’m sure she’ll get excited and do her best.”


  “Grandmother, your manner of speaking has greatly dampened the youngest daughter’s enthusiasm.”


  “F-Futarishizuka?!” Blondie stammers.


  “You mechanical life-forms never could take a joke,” mutters Futarishizuka.


  “Your viewpoint is correct. Mechanical life-forms tell no lies. Therefore, jokes are not part of our culture.”


  I look around at everyone as they get to work. It seems there’s nothing for Abaddon and me to do but pray for my neighbor’s safety.


  Futarishizuka turns to Soldier. “By the by,” she says, “I’m assuming we won’t be held in custody here at the base?”


  “That would be a very risky move on our part, Ms. Futarishizuka. Miss Hoshizaki and Miss Kurosu are here as well. If we made enemies of you all, the mechanical-life form could obliterate our nation’s entire army before the sun rose tomorrow.”


  “Mason, your viewpoint is extremely correct,” agrees Robot Girl. “Family Rule Six states that when a family member is in trouble, everyone must work together to help them. The youngest daughter would apply this rule to wipe this nation’s military and all related organizations off the face of the earth.”


  Taken another way, that means, should my relationship with the youngest daughter come to an end, there is a nonzero chance I’d be kidnapped. This only makes me realize once again that I’ve long since passed the point of no return.


  Abaddon seems to feel the same way. “Our little sister is so reliable.”


  “Elder Brother, your words warm the youngest daughter’s heart. If you wish, you may compliment me even more.”


  Then again, I’ve been really expanding my horizons lately. Before this summer, I’d never even left my neighborhood.


  
    

    <Counterattack and Retaliation>


    After escaping the commotion at the department store, we went back to Yingling’s expensive hotel room. By then, I had received Magical Pink’s contact information from Ms. Futarishizuka. It sounded like progress had been made on Captain Mason’s side, and now I didn’t need to find Hei Mao anymore. With that, my job was essentially at an end.


    Unfortunately, I’d also heard some rather chilling news: There was a biological weapon, set to go off very soon, somewhere in Manhattan.


    I wondered if I should tell Yingling about it. I couldn’t explain why I knew, however. That would expose my connection to Captain Mason and my fake identity as Kenta Nakano. Yingling and Suiran would realize I’d been lying about why I approached them as well.


    Nevertheless, if Yingling been a normal girl from a normal family, I might have told her anyway. Unfortunately, she was not only the daughter of a world-famous corporation’s leader, but also one of only seven magical girls in existence. I didn’t want to risk souring our relationship. If she came to resent me, who knew what she might do?


    So instead, I decided to keep my background a secret and look for a chance to get her out of New York. I didn’t think it would be that hard; she was already planning to go home to her family. That said, the twenty-four-hour time limit did complicate things.


    Ignorant of my worries, Yingling was in a great mood. “What do you think of this coat, Suiran?”


    “It suits you very well, madam.”


    “I think these shoes would strike a lively contrast.”


    “Then why not combine them with these socks?”


    “I’ll try them on right now!”


    She was busy looking over all the new items she’d bought with Suiran. The first wave must have been delivered while we were still shopping. Various articles of clothing were now laid out before them.


    There was nothing for me to do, so I decided to excuse myself for the time being.


    “Madam, Suiran, apologies for the interruption,” I said. “Could I go out for a bit?”


    “Is my little fashion show boring you?” asked Yingling.


    “You are being rather rude to your employer, Nakano,” warned Suiran.


    “Oh, no, that’s not at all what I meant,” I assured them. “My hearing aid seems to be having issues. All the water last night might have damaged it. I’d like to go back to my hotel to get a spare. I won’t be long. Is that all right with you?”


    “In that case, go for it!” said Yingling.


    “Thank you, madam.”


    “Suiran, we can have lunch once Nakano gets back.”


    “Understood, madam.”


    After securing permission from Yingling, I left the expensive hotel and called a taxi, then returned to my lodgings downtown.


    The stuff about the hearing aid was a lie. The mechanical life-form’s translation device was in great shape, even after being submerged. My real aim was the pigeon currently perched on the hotel’s windowsill. I needed to have a strategy meeting with him regarding the information I’d gotten from Ms. Futarishizuka.


    “…And that’s the story. Looks like this city’s in big trouble.”


    “A biological weapon? I never thought I would witness such a thing in real life.”


    “Huh? You know what they are, Peeps?”


    “I learned of them on the internet. The term refers to a weapon employing an invisible threat such as bacteria or a virus, yes? Many are made to be very contagious. One article described them as even more dangerous than heat or impact-based weapons.”


    As he spoke, the distinguished sparrow patted the laptop on the desk with his wing. The way his feathers slapped against the casing was so adorable I wished he’d never stop.


    “I only know a little bit from the internet and books myself. But I think you’re right, Peeps.”


    “In that case, perhaps there is no need to worry, at least for you and those close to you. I see no reason to turn tail and run just because some bacteria or virus has been unleashed on the city.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “If the diseases in my world are caused by similar mechanisms as those in your world—bacteria, viruses, and the like—then my healing magic will be able to completely cure them. And I believe there is a very good chance that is the case.”


    “Do you know what the four biggest diseases are?”


    “I do indeed, and I recall healing similar ones back in my world. The Herzian nobility has traditionally been much more concerned with purity of bloodline than the nobility of other nations, and repeated intermarriage has led to a much higher incidence of such diseases among the upper class.”


    “You say all that like it’s nothing. Yet it’s extremely convincing coming from you.”


    Once again, I was reminded that the Starsage’s magic was totally out of this world. I decided then and there to cancel the life insurance policy I’d signed up for at my job—the sooner the better.


    “That said, it would take significant time to cure an entire city. And it would be sure to draw attention. It’s not a realistic option if we wish to secure our current position. Therefore, I think it would be best to stop the weapon before it activates.”


    “I was thinking the same thing, Peeps.”


    “The issue, then, is the weapon’s location.”


    “Apparently, Captain Mason still hasn’t figured that out.”


    “If the culprit will not spill the beans, then I could use my magic to force a confession out of him.”


    “Our allies captured the leader and have been questioning him, but it seems even he doesn’t know exactly where it is. Apparently, very few people were told. They were trying to avoid any leaks in case something like this happened.”


    “Then we will need to be quick about finding it.”


    It seemed locating an unfamiliar object without any clues was too much of a challenge even for the Starsage’s magic. Nevertheless, instead of giving up, he viewed the task with his usual optimism. Talk about a reliable pet.


    “If the weapon contains a pathogen, I imagine they set it up somewhere that will help facilitate its spread,” I suggested. “Like on the upper floors of a high-rise building or on top of a radio tower. I bet that would increase its effectiveness.”


    “Aren’t the others examining those possibilities as well?”


    “Yeah. Maybe if I ask Type Twelve, she’ll give us a list of places that meet those conditions.”


    “That would be an ideal way to split up the work.”


    “I know I’m always relying on you, Peeps, but will you help me with this?”


    “Do you have to ask? Of course. You may count on me.”


    “Aw, Peeps!”


    I always felt incredible relief whenever the Starsage told me he could handle something. Count Müller’s absolute trust in him made more sense every day. If this pattern kept repeating, I was afraid I would grow fully dependent upon the sparrow, in both body and soul. In order to prevent that, I’d have to make sure I pulled my own weight and then some.


    “Well, you’re always coming to my aid in the otherworld, remember? We must each help the other out when we can.”


    “It makes me so happy to hear you say that.”


    Please, Peeps. You’ve gotta put the brakes on that cool-guy attitude. I’m drowning in your kindness.


    “Oh, would you mind if I made a quick phone call?” I asked.


    “If you mean to contact the others, I could bring you to them in person,” Peeps offered.


    “Thanks, but I’m calling someone else.”


    “Oh?”


    I took out my personal phone and dialed the number Ms. Futarishizuka had given me. I hesitated a moment, my finger hovering over the call button. But I couldn’t start worrying now. Besides, there was no harm in trying. In the end, I pressed the button.


    After five rings, someone picked up. “Hello? Who is this?”


    A quiet, curious voice came to me over the phone. I recognized the timbre—it was definitely Magical Pink.


    “I’m sorry for calling you so suddenly. This is Sasaki.”


    “…Sasaki?”


    When I’d spoken to Ms. Futarishizuka, she’d explained that Magical Pink’s original phone contract had expired sometime after the death of her family. Ms. Futarishizuka had given the girl her current phone as a gift.


    “I got your number from Ms. Futarishizuka. Do you have a moment?”


    “…Wait. Are you the magical middle-aged man?”


    “Yes, that’s right. I’m the magical middle-aged man.”


    Recently, I had been hearing that phrase a lot more often. I wondered if we could revise it to just magical man. Probably not, huh?


    “What do you need?”


    “I wanted to ask you something. Are you free at the moment?”


    “Yeah, okay.”


    I won the chance to talk to her much more easily than I’d imagined. I launched into the topic at hand right away: my suspicions that Yingling was a magical girl. Speaking to another magical girl seemed like the easiest way to confirm them.


    “I wanted to ask you about one of the other magical girls. The red one, specifically—the one who helped fight the Kraken. Would her name happen to be Yingling? I believe she’s also Chinese.”


    “Yeah. Red’s real name is Yingling.”


    Great, I thought. Now I have proof. Yingling is definitely Magical Red. And I guess the magical girls call each other by their colors, huh.


    “But why would you know that?”


    “I had the opportunity to meet her. She seems to be hiding her identity, though. So I thought I’d ask you to confirm. I’m sorry for beating around the bush like that.”


    “No, it’s okay. I don’t mind.”


    “Thank you. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”


    “Did something happen to her?”


    “We’re working together at the moment.”


    “…Oh.”


    Now that I knew Yingling’s circumstances, I understood why she was always so calm. No wonder the gang threats never scared her. If she really had to, she could simply transform into a magical girl to deal with them.


    After all, magical girls were said to be equivalent to a rank-A psychic or several B ranks. For them, handling street punks and gangsters was like taking candy from a baby. Nevertheless, she’d seemed a little rattled by our dive from that skyscraper.


    “Sorry to disturb you. I know you must be busy. That was all I had to say.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes, I am.”


    “…Oh. Okay.”


    She sounded a little sad, which got me curious. But there was no point in extending our conversation. I made a mental note to have Ms. Futarishizuka give Magical Pink a call once the chaos died down. I was sure she’d be happy to bolster her relationship with the girl.


    “Sorry again for ending the call so suddenly. But if you’ll excuse—”


    “Magical middle-aged man, where are you right now?”


    Just as I was about to hang up, she asked me a question.


    “Me?”


    “Yeah. You said you were with Red.”


    I had no reason to hide the truth, so I answered honestly.


    “We’re currently in Manhattan. Why?”


    “Where that fire on the news happened?”


    “Yes, we’re staying in a hotel nearby.”


    “Okay. Thanks for telling me.”


    Then she hung up. I was a little surprised that she knew where Manhattan was. Was that sort of thing common knowledge among Japanese elementary schoolers? Personally, I wouldn’t have been surprised if a kid her age couldn’t even point out New York or Washington, D.C. on a map.


    “Are you finished?” asked Peeps.


    “Yeah. Thanks for waiting.”


    “I sent a request to the youngest daughter for a list of potential weapon locations. She had the same idea we did, and she’s already sent us several likely candidates through the messaging app. Give it a look.”


    The distinguished sparrow had been busy with the laptop while I was on the phone. I could see our pretend family’s group chat displayed on the screen.


    I did as he instructed and checked the app on my phone, where I found a list of names and addresses of nearby facilities.


    “The youngest daughter tells me she is using her ‘small pods,’ or what have you, to investigate. We agreed that you and I would focus on places her pods cannot enter. Does that arrangement work for you?”


    “Yeah, Peeps. Thanks. That sounds like a good plan.”


    “What about the red magical girl?”


    “Well, I’d like to get her help, too, but…”


    “Then let us pay her a visit first.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. We should hurry.”


    Peeps nodded gravely, then changed himself back into a pigeon. He was adorable as a sparrow, but he was also quite charming as a domestic pigeon. He was larger, for one, which made me want to hug him.


    Once we were ready, we set out from our hotel and hurried to meet up with Yingling and Suiran.
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    Back at the expensive hotel, it seemed Yingling and Suiran had believed my excuse about grabbing a spare hearing aid. When I arrived, they invited me to join them for lunch. We ordered room service and proceeded to eat in the dining room of their suite.


    From outside the window, Peeps fixed me with a reproachful stare. I felt incredibly guilty and resolved to give him the feast of his life once things settled down.


    As we sat at the dining room table, hotel staff placed one dish after another in front of us. We were having Chinese cuisine, all authentic. It came out in courses, starting with appetizers, then soup, and finally, the main dish.


    When we were nearly finished with the main course, I rallied my courage and popped the question to Yingling.


    “Would you mind if I asked you something, madam?”


    “Not at all. What?”


    “Would you happen to be familiar with any magical girls?”


    “Huh? Like in anime and stuff?”


    “No, I mean specific ones who actually exist.”


    “Magical girls. Hmm… I’ve never heard of any real ones, no.”


    She was stubbornly feigning ignorance. Evidently, her identity was a secret. I decided to take a more indirect approach.


    “Ah. I suppose it’s different in your country. In Japan, we have a magical girl who’s very much at odds with psychics. I find that a lot of people who know about psychics also know about magical girls.”


    “Sounds like something out of a fantasy world. You mean they’re real?”


    “Yes. I hear there are seven in the world.”


    “Did you know about this, Suiran?”


    “No, I’ve never heard of such a thing before.”


    Was Suiran unaware? Or were she and Yingling simply conspiring to keep it all hush-hush? I wasn’t sure, but they both seemed like capable actors. I got the feeling Yingling didn’t want me to pry, so perhaps it would be best not to press her here.


    Deciding to pick back up later, I abandoned the line of questioning and changed the subject. “By the way, aren’t you hot in that?” I asked, looking at Yingling’s clothes.


    “What, this?”


    Yingling stroked the shawl around her neck. It was soft and fluffy. I was sure it had a marvelous texture. Suiran must have procured it the previous night along with the rest of Yingling’s current outfit. She’d been wearing the same thing since we left for the department store that morning. But for sitting around in a temperature-controlled hotel, it seemed like overkill.


    “Yes,” I replied. “You never changed out of it.”


    “That’s because I get cold easily,” she explained.


    “Do you? I see.”


    “Yeah. I’m still a little cold, so I’d like to keep it on for a little longer.”


    “Ah.”


    “In that case, I could procure a high-necked sweater for you, madam,” offered Suiran.


    “That’s so thoughtful of you! I’d love that.”


    Despite Yingling’s claims, I thought I saw a little sweat on her skin. It wasn’t dripping down her forehead or anything, but she seemed to glow with warmth. Her hair also looked a bit shiny where it touched her skin.


    “Are you cold in that suit, Nakano?” Yingling asked me.


    “Not really, madam. I’m the perfect temperature.”


    Come to think of it, Yingling had been calling me Nakano instead of Kenta for a while now. Had I done something to offend her? I couldn’t think of anything, and that troubled me.


    “Madam, has Nakano been rude to you while I wasn’t looking?” asked Suiran, glaring at me like I was some kind of sex offender. It made me very uncomfortable.


    “Huh? No. Why would you ask that?”


    Yingling was very clever. If she was pretending to be fine on the surface, then I doubted she’d express her anger by childishly changing the way she referred to me. Besides, if she was tired of me, she could easily send me away.


    There had to be another reason. But before I could think of one, Yingling spoke up.


    “Nakano, if working here is too hard for you, you can leave. I promise you’ll get excellent severance pay, too. Look forward to it! You can think of it as thanks for saving me. You’ll have plenty of spending money for a long time to come.”


    “What?”


    After treating me like a valuable asset all this time, she was suddenly showing me the door. I was shocked at the abrupt reversal. Hadn’t she just ordered me to come back to her family home with her?


    “Madam? Are you sure he hasn’t done anything?” Suiran’s stare intensified. She definitely thought I was guilty.


    “I have a request for you, too, Suiran,” Yingling continued. “You were right—I’d like you to charter a jet back home, as quickly as possible. If it seems like it might take a while, we can just show our regular passports.”


    “I don’t mind, madam, but are you sure?” asked Suiran.


    “I’d really like to see Father. It’s been a long time.”


    “…Of course, madam.”


    Her demeanor and tone were the same as always. Yet I sensed a massive gap in her words and thoughts. It was almost as though she’d become another person. Suiran seemed to feel the same way; she gave the girl a dubious look.


    The moment doubt seeped into my mind, I recalled a certain item in the department store’s exhibit: the cursed pendant. According to its description, everyone who possessed it began acting like someone else, and now nobody wanted it. I’d assumed it was just a sales pitch.


    But what if it was true? Frankly, it sounded absurd, but I’d encountered something similar before, during the ski classes at my neighbor’s school. A Fairy Drop shaped like a rhinoceros beetle had possessed various people, causing them to lose control of their emotions.


    Even a magical girl was vulnerable to the effects of a Fairy Drop. Blue had fallen victim to the one shaped like a beetle.


    That meant there was a good chance Yingling was secretly wearing the pendant under her shawl. In fact, she’d probably used the shawl to hide it on purpose. That would explain why she’d jumped at the opportunity to get a high-necked sweater.


    Was there some way I could make sure?


    “……”


    I turned to the window, and my eyes met those of the pigeon perched beyond the glass. I signaled to him with my hands, hiding them behind the table so the others couldn’t see. I pointed to each of them in turn, then, when they weren’t paying attention, I placed my hands together and brought them to my cheek. It was the classic sign for sleep. I repeated these gestures a few times.


    “What are you doing, Nakano?”


    The third time I did it, Yingling noticed.


    “Oh, well, I’m just…”


    A moment later, Suiran fell out of her chair and landed face down on the floor. She didn’t show any signs of getting back up. Her limp limbs were spread out in all directions—a rather alarming sight. Her eyes were closed, and she was completely unconscious.


    “Suiran? What’s—?”


    Soon after, Yingling followed suit and slumped down onto the table. Immediately, Peeps teleported into the room.


    “Thanks, Peeps,” I said.


    “Was that the idea?”


    “Yep. Just what I was aiming for.”


    I got out of my seat and went over to Yingling, who’d been sitting across from me. But as I approached her, something happened.


    Her body remained slumped over the table as she began to shine with a brilliant light. An intense radiance flooded the room. It felt dangerous, like when you channel more electric current into an incandescent light bulb than it’s meant to handle.


    “Stay back,” said Peeps.


    “Uh. Right…”


    The light lasted for a few seconds. Once it died down, the magical girl I’d seen at the department store was standing atop the table. She was dressed all in red, and her outfit had the same kind of design elements as Magical Pink’s.


    With her magic wand in one hand, she assumed a combat stance.


    “Madam, your clothes—”


    “……”


    Wordlessly, she attacked. The tip of her wand flashed, and a vortex of pure-white light swallowed me whole. She’d used her Magical Beam.


    “P-Peeps!”


    “Not to worry.”


    I heard Peeps’s voice from right beside me. That alone calmed my heart. He must have cast a barrier spell in advance. The Magical Beam was awfully bright, but though I stood directly in its path, it had no effect on me.


    Peeps was right. I didn’t have to worry.


    After another few seconds, the light faded, and the world regained its color. Yingling was still standing atop the table, surrounded by plates of food, wand at the ready.


    I felt a chilly gust of wind blow in from behind. Immediately, I turned around to find a giant hole in the hotel’s wall. The part of the beam that was wider than our barrier must have punched straight through it. I looked a little closer and saw that the damage extended to the building across the street. I hope nobody got caught in that.


    “What would you like to do?” asked Peeps.


    “If possible, I’d like to capture her unharmed. Think you can do it?”


    “Understood. I suppose she is your venerable employer.”


    “I suppose so…”


    It seemed best to leave things to Peeps. A fight like this was way out of my league. But as we chatted, I heard an unexpected voice from behind.


    “Magical middle-aged man? What are you doing with Red?”


    “Ah!”


    I whipped around and saw Magical Pink standing in the big hole in the wall.


    “Uh, what are you doing here?” I asked.


    “I detected a Fairy Drop.”


    She must have come all the way to Manhattan after hearing me mention it over the phone. That wasn’t so hard to believe—magical girls could warp anywhere instantly with their Magical Field. Maybe she’d been fishing around for discarded food here, too.


    “Are you fighting with Red?” she asked, using Magical Flight to float down into the hotel room.


    She seemed confused by the scene before her. She was holding a magic wand, just like Red, and I sure as heck didn’t want her to wind up shooting me because of some misunderstanding. Frantically, I attempted to explain.


    “It’s like what happened up in the mountains. I think she’s been possessed by a Fairy Drop. Could I ask you to help out? I believe she’s wearing a necklace or something underneath that shawl around her neck.”


    “Okay. I’ll help.”


    As always, Pink was quick on the uptake. She must have been honest and good-natured at heart.


    “Ngh!”


    Now outnumbered, Yingling immediately turned on her heel. But she couldn’t escape from the Starsage.


    “You won’t get away.”


    An invisible wall appeared before her, blocking her path. She ran into it face-first, then bounced to the floor.


    A moment later, Pink used Magical Flight to fling herself at Yingling and yank off her shawl. I glimpsed a golden chain around her dainty neck. It was a unique design, and one I remembered.


    That was the cursed pendant. No doubt about it.


    “I… I can’t move…,” Yingling cried out in anguish.


    Peeps must have frozen her with his magic. I took the opportunity to run over to the girls and remove Yingling’s necklace.


    “Ahhh…”


    Once it was off, she collapsed with a splat.


    Seeing her lying limp on the floor made me anxious, but I was able to get a pulse, so I figured she would be okay. Peeps was the one who’d incapacitated her, too, so there was no reason to worry. At that point, I shifted my attention to the pendant.


    “Is that a so-called Fairy Drop?” asked the sparrow.


    “Yeah.” Magical Pink nodded.


    On the surface, it looked like a regular pendant. It was a lot easier to get ahold of than the rhinoceros beetle, at least.


    “Why did Red have it?” asked Pink.


    “I think she got it from a department store exhibit while transformed.”


    “…Oh.”


    I wondered if Fairy Drops were behind all sorts of creepy stories. If someone needed to collect these troublesome lost items, maybe it would pay off to look into a few urban legends.


    “Hey, Peeps, why didn’t the madam fall asleep?” I asked.


    “I felt my spell work. She must have been moving through some other means. Perhaps these Fairy Drops act on the human body and control it without the owner’s volition.”


    “What a pain if true, huh?”


    Who would make something like that? And why?


    I thought back over the things Yingling had said after putting on the pendant. What stuck out most were her insistence on returning home as quickly as possible and her suggestion that I quit so soon after she’d hired me. It wasn’t much, but I suspected both things were meant to advance some singular goal. Otherwise, why would the Fairy Drop have made her do them?


    Whoever created the Fairy Drops must have been from the same place as the magical girls, and that fact unsettled me. Why were these dangerous articles scattered all over the world? The magical girls’ duty to collect them seemed like a worthy goal, but I was also curious about why they’d been put here in the first place.


    I turned to Magical Pink. “You’re here because you noticed this thing, right?”


    “Yeah. But I don’t sense the Fairy Drop anymore.”


    “Because nobody’s wearing it?”


    “I think so.”


    The rhinoceros beetle had been the same. It seemed they alternated between an active state where magical girls could detect them and a passive state where they couldn’t. That was probably why the girls were having so much trouble finding them all. Otherwise, they would have finished up long ago. How many of these things were there anyway?


    “On a different note, why are you in Manhattan?” I asked.


    “Because you said you were here,” Magical Pink replied.


    “Did you need something from me?”


    “Not really.”


    “Oh. Er, I see.”


    Was she just bored, then?


    Come to think of it, most girls her age would be studying hard in school right now. But until recently, Magical Pink had made it her life’s work to hunt down psychics. Now that she’d lost that purpose, maybe she was simply at a loss for things to fill her time.


    Ideally, I would have liked her to go back to school. But with her insane kill count, it probably wasn’t a good idea to enter a government-run facility. They’d probably send her straight to a youth detention center. She had no choice but to spend the rest of her life as a magical girl. Even if she wanted to go to school, it seemed her only option was to remain a dropout.


    I wondered if the section chief could do anything for her. While I was certain Captain Mason would take her in, life with his group didn’t sound very easy. Now that I’d heard Magical Blue’s true thoughts on her role there, I couldn’t recommend it in good faith.


    Well, I’m sure Ms. Futarishizuka will figure something out.


    “If you want someone to talk to, you can always talk to Ms. Futarishizuka,” I suggested.


    “Why?”


    “Because she really cares about you.”


    “She does?”


    “She’d never do anything cruel to you, at least.”


    “You talked to me before, too, magical middle-aged man.”


    “Uh. Well, yes, I did, but…”


    There wasn’t much I could do for Magical Pink, and I was sure Ms. Futarishizuka would be much happier than I would to form a deeper bond with her. If it was up to me, I’d rather leave everything to my colleague. After all, I already had Peeps—the best conversation partner I could ever dream of.


    “By the way,” she said. “Have you become a delinquent?”


    “Oh. The face tattoo. I didn’t really have a choice.”


    Going delinquent at my age? No thank you.
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    When she came to, Yingling had no memory of what had transpired while she was wearing the pendant. It seemed her body and mind had been possessed from the moment she put it on in the department store until the second I pulled it off her.


    “Aiyah.” Yingling sighed. “I had no idea any of that happened.”


    “I’m just glad you’re safe, madam,” I told her.


    “The Fairy Drop might have continued possessing me for the rest of my life if you hadn’t stepped in, Kenta. The thought makes me shudder. Thank you so much.”


    “Well, I wasn’t alone. This girl helped me,” I said, gesturing to Magical Pink.


    “Not really,” she protested. “I just happened to show up.”


    “I’m grateful to you, too, Sayoko. Thanks for saving me from danger!”


    The sequence of events that had landed us here was quite simple. According to Yingling, she’d detected the Fairy Drop when a robber put on the cursed pendant. She’d immediately gone to retrieve it, and after doing so, she’d put it around her neck out of curiosity. The next thing she knew, I was pulling it off her.


    That was why she was so surprised. It must have felt like she got into an accident and lost her memory.


    “That pendant sure is dangerous,” Yingling continued. “This is no place to shoot a Magical Beam. I wish I knew why it wanted to control me. Can you tell me anything about how I was acting, Kenta?”


    “We haven’t been able to figure out the pendant’s motive, either.”


    “Hmm. What a pickle.”


    I related a somewhat altered version of what had happened in the suite’s dining room. I said I’d sensed something strange in Yingling’s demeanor and pressed her, only to be met with a painful counterattack. Then, sensing a Fairy Drop, Magical Pink had arrived and settled things peacefully.


    Unfortunately, I had to leave out Peeps, the real hero. Though I felt guilty about it, I’d had to send him back outside. I wanted to limit sharing information about him and the otherworld as much as I possibly could, and he felt the same way. It was all for the sake of our idyllic, relaxing future.


    “There is one thing I noticed, though,” I began. “While possessed, you seemed eager to get home quickly. You said you were looking forward to seeing your father, since it had been so long. You asked Suiran to arrange for a private jet to take you back.”


    “Me? My father? Well, that’s weird,” Yingling replied.


    “How so?”


    “My father and I don’t exactly get along.”


    “I see.”


    “I’m the child of his mistress, so it’s always been difficult for me to be at home.”


    “Then the boarding school idea was…”


    “Yeah, I think they wanted to get me out of the house. My siblings all attended elite domestic schools, while I went abroad. But that means I get to do whatever I want. It’s a pretty sweet deal, if you ask me!”


    “I see.”


    “Anyway, Father isn’t just a big shot in the underworld. He’s got an important public position, too. Lots of people are always trying to curry favor with him, so having someone like me around would just cause problems. Plus, I think keeping my distance will help make my intentions clear.”


    Yingling’s behavior remained mostly the same while she was possessed, and I hadn’t noticed any gaps in her knowledge. It seemed likely that the Fairy Drop had been accessing her memories. But was it working toward some goal, or simply acting at random?


    The rhinoceros beetle had caused its targets to lose control of their emotions; its effect had been very easy to observe. But those wearing the pendant were capable of complex, intelligent action, making it difficult to guess what exactly it was doing to them.


    What’s more, the motive of both Fairy Drops was still unclear, and I doubted dwelling on it would lead to a breakthrough. Instead, we shifted our attention to the other witness.


    “May I assume that Nakano knows your secret, madam?”


    Suiran had woken up moments ago and was now standing beside the table. She seemed wary of me and Magical Pink. I assumed the main reason was the giant hole now decorating the dining room wall. A cold wind was still blowing in from the opening.


    I’d let Suiran sleep in order to keep her employer’s identity secret, but once Yingling got a load of the disaster in the dining room, she’d woken Suiran up personally. Apparently, Suiran was well aware of Yingling’s other identity. It seemed they’d both been feigning ignorance.


    “Yeah, Kenta saved me,” Yingling replied. “And he already knew Sayoko. I can’t possibly silence him.”


    “W-well,” Suiran stammered, “I suppose that’s true, but…”


    Yingling’s casual comment terrified me. I was very glad to have her in my debt. All that sucking up had really paid off.


    “Everything that happened today needs to stay between us,” Yingling insisted. “Okay, Suiran?”


    “Of course, madam.”


    “That goes for you, too, Kenta. Nobody except Suiran knows I’m a magical girl, so I’d like you to keep it a secret, too. Will you promise me?”


    “Of course,” I replied. “I’m well aware of the gravity of your situation.”


    “Really? Thank you so much!”


    “But I have to ask. Is it always this difficult to retrieve the Fairy Drops? Because, if you’ll allow me to voice my opinion, it seems like quite a burden for someone so young.”


    “It depends on the situation,” she said with a mature, rueful smile.


    The fact she didn’t deny my assertion outright made it clear the work was challenging.


    Unfortunately, I was about to ask for her help with an even greater task. I felt a little guilty, but I couldn’t simply keep her and Suiran in the dark.


    “Actually, there’s something else I need to talk to you about,” I said.


    “There is?”


    “Yes. Something even more troublesome than the Fairy Drops.”


    “Whoa, really? That’s a little intimidating.” Yingling couldn’t fully hide her confusion.


    I proceeded to explain that there was a biological weapon hidden somewhere in the city. Obviously, I didn’t say a word about the mechanical life-form, the numerous issues surrounding Type Twelve, or the counteroffensive our allies had launched against the terrorist organization behind the weapon.


    As for the source of my information, I lied and said I’d learned everything from another prisoner I’d met while locked up. Fearing for my safety, this old friend of mine had contacted me and told me to get out of the city as quickly as I could.


    “Are you lying to Madam Yingling?” Suiran snapped.


    “I promise I’m not. Please trust me.”


    “But that’s simply absurd. How do you expect us to believe you?”


    Her question was reasonable. I could barely believe it myself—but mechanical life-forms told no lies. The very fact that Type Twelve was helping proved it was all true.


    While I was talking to Suiran, Yingling’s phone began to buzz in her pocket. It only vibrated for a moment, though, so I figured it was a text. When she took it out and glanced at the screen, her eyes went wide.


    “Suiran, Kenta’s not lying,” she said.


    “Madam?”


    “I just got the same information.”


    “Ugh…!” Now it was Suiran’s turn to be shocked.


    It’s one surprise after another lately.


    “A friend of mine is telling me to get out of New York as fast as I can,” Yingling continued. “They didn’t explain why, but considering the timing, I have to assume that Kenta’s telling the truth.”


    “How could this be happening…?” Suiran trailed off, at a loss for words.


    It seemed they were convinced. I was curious who’d fed Yingling the news, though.


    “Did the message come from your family?” I asked.


    “No, it came from a secret friend.”


    “I see.”


    It seemed Yingling had even more dangerous connections than I was aware of. No wonder she wasn’t afraid to approach a guy with a face tattoo. Who knew what she’d seen in her short life? I decided not to pry. I didn’t want to wind up involved in any unnecessary conflicts.


    “I like this city a lot,” she said. “And I like living here. I have relatives who do business here, too. This would be a disaster for them. What I’m saying is, I’d like to help you, Kenta.”


    “Are you sure?” I asked.


    Magical girls had excellent mobility. It would be a boon to have her help searching for the weapon.


    “Of course. But just so you know, my friend didn’t tell me where it’s hidden.”


    “I figured as much.”


    “I can help you look for it, though!”


    “Thank you. I’d really appreciate that.”


    I was over the moon to have help from someone familiar with the area. When I’d glanced at the group chat earlier and seen the sheer number of locations, all written out in English, I’d been quite overwhelmed. I was certain Yingling would be able to conduct a much more efficient search than I would.


    Plus, the fact that she’d offered to help probably meant that she wasn’t beholden to the terrorist group in question. Otherwise, she’d have suggested we all retreat. That was only underscored by the fact that she wasn’t given any details on the weapon’s location.


    “I’ll help, too, magical middle-aged man,” said Magical Pink.


    “Are you sure?”


    “You and Yingling are in trouble. So I’ll help you.”


    “You’re always so nice, Sayoko!” Yingling cried.


    I was grateful for the extra help, but I wasn’t sure how much she could do.


    “I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but do you know your way around the city?”


    “I come here a lot. I’ll be okay.”


    “You do? O-oh, I see.”


    So she comes here a lot, does she? This girl really gets around.


    “They throw away a lot of good food here. That’s why I come.”


    I’d never met a more globally-minded scavenger. She seemed far more accustomed to being overseas than someone like me. Maybe she’d even toured other wealthy cities, like London, Paris, or Shanghai.


    I was a little shocked. I’m sorry for looking down on you. Maybe I’m the one with nothing to contribute.


    “……”


    I glanced at the big hole in the wall. A single pigeon was perched on the ledge, watching us. He had stopped just short of entering the building. His big, round eyes met mine. A bird’s eyes weren’t like a human’s; it was hard to tell where they were looking, but I got the sense he was focused on me.


    As a test, I gave him a subtle nod. He responded with a nod of his own. It seemed I had Peeps’s approval.


    “We’re pressed for time, so let’s split up,” I suggested. “I have a list of potential locations here. I’ll send it to both of you via text message. That way, we can each handle a section of it.”


    “Okay!” replied Yingling.


    “I’ll call you if I find it,” said Magical Pink.


    “Thank you both,” I said, before forwarding Type Twelve’s list.


    Suiran immediately chimed in. “Madam, you’ll have my help as well.”


    “I was hoping you’d say that, Suiran!”


    And so, with the magical girls’ help, I began my search for the weapon. According to Ms. Futarishizuka, we had until nine AM the following day before time ran out.
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      (The Neighbor’s POV)


      Twelve hours have passed since we learned about the biological weapon’s activation. It’s a little past nine PM, local time, and we still haven’t found it.


      The members of our fake family have returned to Manhattan from Florida. With Robot Girl’s chauffeur service, we can afford to keep searching until right before the weapon is released, so we’ve come back to help. We took a vote and decided it was too dangerous to act alone, so we’re all sticking together.


      After spending half a day running and flying all over the city, we’ve returned to our hotel for a short rest. Right now, we’re hanging out in the living area.


      “Seems like we’ve looked everywhere,” mutters Makeup. “Where the heck is this thing?”


      “We’ve covered around eighty percent of the youngest daughter’s list already,” says Futarishizuka.


      The two of them are sitting on the couch. At first, Makeup was really nervous around all the extravagant furnishings in our suite, but even she’s gotten used to it over the past few days. I’m sitting on the couch across from them now, watching them over the low table.


      “About half of those were checked by my neighbor and his group,” I remind the others.


      “I’d like everyone to evacuate with time to spare,” says Abaddon, bobbing up and down beside me, as always.


      “Are you afraid of catching the virus, Abaddon?”


      “No way. Demons don’t catch colds!”


      “Then stop worrying and help us out.”


      With Abaddon’s assistance, I was able to fly through the air without being seen. That allowed me to search everywhere, from the tops of skyscrapers to rat-infested alleys. I even checked the top of the Statue of Liberty. But I still hadn’t found what we were looking for.


      “I had a thought,” says Hot Prince. “Do we know if our target is stationary? What if someone is carrying it around or using a car to keep it moving?”


      “I think you’re right on the money with that one, Your Royalness,” says Futarishizuka. “But the police have been conducting inspections all over the city. If they’d found anything, the youngest daughter would have intercepted their communications.”


      “Grandmother, your viewpoint is correct. The police have yet to find any leads.”


      “Ah, I see,” says Hot Prince. “I apologize for the distraction.”


      “Think nothing of it,” replies Futarishizuka. “In fact, keep the suggestions coming. No need to hold back.”


      Come to think of it, I saw an awful lot of police officers and patrol cars while I was moving around outside. I doubt the rank-and-file officers have been told about the biological weapon; they were probably mobilized under some other pretext.


      “Those small pods are doing a lot of work, too, right?” says Makeup.


      “Mother, your viewpoint is correct. I have sent one thousand two hundred eight small pods into the area to investigate. However, they have not yet found any weapons that match the target. I plan to deploy more as the search continues.”


      “Wow. You’re really trying hard, aren’t you? That’s a lot more than I’d thought!”


      “Mother has given me a compliment. This warms the youngest daughter’s heart. Incidentally, as a side effect of my search, I have acquired several pieces of useful information with which to provoke humanity, such as improprieties committed by government officials and criminal acts involving celebrities. If you would like, I can share this information in our family’s group chat.”


      “I’ve never seen a child with a worse emotional upbringing,” mutters Futarishizuka.


      “If possible, I’d like you to keep that info to yourself,” says Makeup. “I think I’d prefer not to know.”


      “Acknowledged,” replies Robot Girl.


      “Oh, oh! If you’d like, you could slip the info to me privately,” says Futarishizuka. “You know, later on.”


      “The youngest daughter will abide by Mother’s decision.”


      Apart from her small pods, Robot Girl has probably hijacked various surveillance cameras and other devices. I bet she has eyes on most of the city. And yet, even she is struggling to find the weapon. That strikes me as a little strange.


      “Futarishizuka, I have a question, too,” says Blondie.


      “And what’s that, dear?”


      “If we don’t find the weapon in time, what will happen to the people of this city?”


      “Ah. Well, nothing, at first. But after a few days or so, there will be a pandemic. Hospitals will fill to capacity in no time at all, and those who can’t find treatment will begin to die off.”


      “Oh. My, that sounds terrible…”


      “And from what we’ve heard, the weapon is contagious.”


      Even in a situation like this, wealthy people will probably be safe. Perhaps people like that have already gotten in touch with hospital management and started reserving their beds. I wouldn’t be surprised if those facilities reserved space especially for the privileged classes.


      “If I am permitted to conduct a more destructive investigation, it may be possible to pinpoint the target immediately. However, before I start, I would ask that we collect Father and the family pet and evacuate all family members into a terminal.”


      “Right. And what would happen to the remaining civilians?” asks Futarishizuka.


      “Any human within the scope of the investigation would be obliterated.”


      “Please, don’t do that!” cries Makeup.


      I imagine she’s proposing something like an X-ray photo, only worse. The weapon itself might be less destructive.


      In the meantime, Soldier arrives at our suite along with the blue magical girl.


      “Excuse me for barging in,” he says. “I was hoping we could update each other on our respective progress over the last few hours.”


      “Oh my. I do apologize for making you come all the way here,” says Futarishizuka, “but I’m afraid we haven’t found anything.”


      “I see.”


      “What about you?”


      “It’s not looking good on our end, either.”


      Soldier tells us that a whole lot of people, including him and his superior officer, have been dispatched to nearby bases. I assume a bunch of soldiers have shed their camo-patterned uniforms and are now running around New York City in plain clothes. Either way, it seems they haven’t seen any results.


      “Are we sure it’s really in the city?” asks Futarishizuka.


      “We haven’t heard anything to indicate otherwise. However, we’re working with the police in other major cities as well. We’ve asked them to hunt for suspicious items, but none of them have found anything.”


      “Hmm. I see.”


      “Wait, aren’t you the one calling the shots?” asks Makeup. “Should you really be here right now? What if we got the timing wrong, and the weapon goes off early? That would be awful. We can still make it out, but you…”


      “If we flee the scene, Miss Hoshizaki, then who will save this city?” asks Soldier.


      “Very brave,” says Futarishizuka, “but I bet you’re all vaccinated.”


      “It doesn’t matter. Our determination is genuine.”


      Yeah, they’re definitely vaccinated.


      I suppose that’s the only reason they agreed to deploy troops. The offers in charge have to take responsibility for what happens to those under their command, after all. But I wonder about the rank-and-file police officers. They’re not soldiers. Giving them all emergency vaccinations would probably raise too many questions.


      “How cunning you are, protecting only yourselves,” Futarishizuka murmurs.


      “In your case, I’m sure the mechanical life-form can easily manufacture an antidote,” Soldier points out. “I didn’t think I needed to, but if you’d like, we can provide you with what we have. Immediately, if need be.”


      “Mason, your viewpoint is correct. Mechanical life-forms are able to resolve most illnesses arising from bacteria, viruses, and genetic anomalies—even the kinds humans have difficulty handling. I have already begun to manufacture remedies and vaccines for established diseases at my moon base.”


      “Did you say ‘moon base’?” asks Soldier. “Miss Type Twelve, would you mind telling me a little more about that?”


      Futarishizuka narrows her eyes at Robot Girl. “You really have a way of slipping key information into casual conversations…”


      “The mechanical life-form’s moon base has an advanced stealth function. Humans are barely capable of sending unmanned craft to its location. The chance of it being discovered is infinitesimally small. Therefore, there is no point whatsoever in my sharing the situation on the moon’s surface with humanity.”


      “Harsh as always, I see.”


      The youngest daughter’s curt response earns a wry grin from Soldier.


      I wonder what kind of face he’d make if he learned that it isn’t just the moon—that she’s already done the same on other planets in the solar system, like Jupiter. In truth, the mechanical life-form already had a monopoly on our solar system’s resources.


      Suddenly, Hot Prince speaks up. “You seem quite sleepy, Elsa. Are you not feeling well?”


      “Huh? Oh, er, no, sir! I’m perfectly fine, Your Highness!”


      “I suppose we have been walking all day. If you are tired, why not rest in a separate room? I will represent us both here. I can share what information we glean with you afterward.”


      “No, sir, I could never! Please, allow me to be present as well!”


      Futarishizuka turns to look at them. “This is a break, you know.”


      Hot Prince is right—we’ve been walking since morning. I’m feeling wiped, too.


      “Should we call it quits for today, then?” suggests Makeup. “We can wake up bright and early and continue the search.”


      “I think that’s fine, personally,” agrees Futarishizuka.


      Nobody objects.


      “The mechanical life-form’s small pods will remain active even while you sleep. They are also constantly monitoring the composition of the atmosphere and its particulates. Should there be any change in the situation, they will contact us immediately. Therefore, please rest up.”


      “In that case,” says Soldier, “if we need to contact you, we will do so through Miss Type Twelve for the time being.”


      Just how am I supposed to go to sleep in this situation? I wonder as I head for my bedroom.


      I lie down, and within minutes, I’m sleeping like a rock.
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      About two hours remained until the weapon was supposed to go off, and we still hadn’t found it. We’d searched all through the night, grabbing short naps whenever we could.


      But the next thing we knew, the sky began to brighten, and the air filled with the chirping of sparrows. We’d already checked almost all the facilities on Type Twelve’s list and were at a total loss for what to do.


      “We searched all night, but we didn’t find anything at all,” commented Yingling.


      “I’m sorry for keeping you up,” I replied.


      “Don’t worry about it, Kenta. I’m helping because I want to!”


      At the moment, we were in a restaurant in the city, planning our next move over breakfast. Yingling and Suiran sat across from me and Magical Pink, who was still in her magical girl outfit. She’d told us that she had a bunch of enemies and wanted to stay transformed, just in case. I assumed that was the price she had to pay for hunting all those psychics. But since her outfit would have drawn too much attention, she’d borrowed Yingling’s coat to wear over it. It was the same one Yingling had bought at the department store the day before: 100 percent cashmere, and soft and downy to the touch.


      “We have to figure out a solution,” said Yingling. “Or else I’ll never get to eat another one of this restaurant’s hamburgers. That would be really sad.”


      “Do you come here often?” I asked.


      “Occasionally, when Suiran isn’t watching. Recently, it’s become one of my chief joys in life. They really go nuts with the ketchup and mustard. I can’t get enough of it!”


      “Ah. I had no idea, madam,” said Suiran.


      We’d ordered hamburgers for breakfast. The cheap food, full of oil and salt, soaked comfortably into our weary bodies. I’d been eating so many expensive meals lately that the cruder flavors of fast food felt positively refreshing.


      I’d secretly slipped some food to Peeps, making sure to keep him hidden. He’d already used his teleportation magic to go back to our hotel and was probably enjoying his food at that very moment. He’d told me he would come back once he was done.


      “Hamburgers are really good when they’re not sour,” remarked Magical Pink.


      “Sour? Do you not like pickles, Sayoko?” asked Yingling.


      “No, I mean the whole thing.”


      “…I think maybe those burgers were rotten.”


      Yingling cringed at Magical Pink’s casual comment. I wasn’t sure what to say to her, either. But she looked really happy, smiling as she munched on her big hamburger. Then and there, I made up my mind to place her under Ms. Futarishizuka’s guardianship as soon as possible.


      “We should carefully consider our plan, Nakano,” said Suiran. “There are less than three hours until the weapon goes off. I doubt poring over the remaining candidates with a fine-tooth comb will yield any results. Furthermore, if we wish to pull out, we need to decide now.”


      “I agree with you on every count,” I replied.


      Personally, I felt like we’d done all we could. I was starting to think that talking Type Twelve into secretly distributing an antidote or vaccine might be more realistic. But at the moment, we were dealing with Captain Mason; I couldn’t necessarily expect a favorable answer. After all, the mechanical life-form could be very stubborn once she set her mind on something.


      After a bit of discussion, my phone began to vibrate in my pocket. I was getting a call. When I looked at the screen, I saw Ms. Futarishizuka’s name.


      “Hello? This is Nakano.”


      “Yes, yes. How are you all faring?”


      “Unfortunately, we’ve come up with nothing.”


      “Then it seems we are in quite the predicament.”


      “We’re certainly running out of time.”


      Ms. Futarishizuka sounded just as detached and above-it-all as usual. And very quickly, our conversation was cut short as several other voices cut in, one after another.


      “What’d Sasaki say?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.
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  “No dice.”


  “Oh. I thought he might randomly find it right away.”


  “I think you may be expecting a bit too much of him, dear.”


  “I think he’s probably working a lot harder than we are.” That was my neighbor. “I hope he doesn’t overdo it and collapse. There’s not much time until the weapon goes off. Shouldn’t we consider withdrawing?”


  “Yeah, I definitely agree with you there, partner.”


  Apparently, the other members of our fake family were all gathered in one place. I didn’t hear any street noise in the background. Given the time of day, I figured they were back at the hotel or something. Perhaps they’d been considering their next moves over breakfast, just as we were.


  “It seems even this land has difficulty locating feces thrown into a well.”


  “Y-Your Highness! Such vulgar words aren’t worthy of your honorable voice!”


  “What are you saying, Elsa? Did you not use the very same phrasing yesterday?


  “Well, that was just, umm…”


  I could hear Prince Lewis and Lady Elsa chatting. I was glad they seemed well, even here in a foreign land. I wished they’d just get married.


  But listening to them gave me an idea. It was a bit late to be considering this, of course. In fact, I couldn’t believe it had taken me so long to think of it. I had to try, though.


  “Actually, I’d like to ask you something,” I said.


  “What’s that?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “It’s about the location of the biological weapon.”


  “We don’t know any more than you do.”


  “Is it really in Manhattan?”


  “Well, that’s certainly what we heard. Isn’t that right?”


  “What’s that, Ms. Futarishizuka?”


  Captain Mason cut in, his voice noticeably deeper than the others’; apparently, he was with them. A moment later, the sound became clearer. They’d probably put the phone on speaker mode for me.


  “Your team questioned the leader and determined the weapon was in Manhattan, right?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Yes,” replied the captain. “That was what he told us, anyway. To be more precise, he referred to it as ‘judgment from God,’ and said the people of our country would be ‘illuminated by the flames of freedom as they dragged their crippled bodies aimlessly across the land until they died.’”


  “There you go, Dad. You heard the man.”


  “We later secured testimony that they were targeting New York City.”


  New York City was right at the feet of the Statue of Liberty—the goddess of freedom. In that context, the whole thing about illuminating the people with the flames of freedom sounded strangely poetic.


  Even in the guy’s confession, you can really feel his sense of pride.


  But that raised other questions.


  “About that. I can believe the rest of us might fall short, but if even Type Twelve hasn’t managed to find the weapon, I can’t help but wonder if our assumption is mistaken. Maybe it isn’t in Manhattan at all.”


  “We’re talking about a biological weapon,” said Captain Mason. “It can only do so much out in the suburbs. There would be damage, of course. But in terms of retaliation, I don’t buy it. Wouldn’t they want to do the most harm possible?”


  “You said you were searching other cities, too, right?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “She’s correct, Mr. Sasaki.”


  Because of the weapon’s properties, it was natural to assume they were targeting an urban center. Whether the weapon itself was located there was another story, however.


  I recalled my breakfast the previous day. I’d been wondering what could have caused my stomachache and suspected it was something in the drinking water or the ice. Curious, I’d done a little research on the internet and had come up with some fascinating information.


  “I read that New York’s tap water comes from reservoirs outside the city,” I explained.


  “Ah… Yes. The water supply networks. I see.” The captain sounded surprised, as if he’d just realized something.


  “I believe we should consider the possibility, sir.”


  “We most certainly should, Mr. Sasaki. Because it is possible.”


  “Really?”


  “For historical reasons, parts of New York City’s waterworks don’t pass through filtration plants. In other words, the water goes straight from the suburbs to a person’s tap, disinfected only with chlorine and UV radiation.”


  Still, was it possible? I wasn’t sure. So much water came into the city. It seemed like a few pathogens would quickly be diluted.


  “If something like anthrax bacteria, which isn’t affected by chlorine at the concentrations in use, were to taint the water, the system would be defenseless against it. Symptoms of the infection would take a while to appear, and we’d have a full-blown outbreak by the time we identified the threat.”


  “I know I’m the one who brought it up, but is something like that really possible?”


  “It would take considerable time to set up, but yes, it is possible.”


  “I see.”


  “We were so focused on the time limit that we completely overlooked that angle.”


  “Nice one, Sasaki!” said Miss Hoshizaki.


  My search for Hei Mao had been a bust, so I wanted to make it seem like I was doing some good work. Otherwise, this whole trip would be nothing more than a big vacation.


  “The youngest daughter will add the city’s waterworks systems to the investigation.”


  “But will there be enough time, I wonder?” mused Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Do not judge a mechanical life-form’s data processing abilities by human standards. I have already compiled a list of potential reservoirs, and small pods are heading to them as we speak. I can cover every water source within two hours.”


  “Sorry for making you do all the work,” said Miss Hoshizaki. “I wish I could help somehow.”


  “Ahh, Mother has shown me kindness. That alone fills the youngest daughter with determination.”


  “Could you contact me again once you have a better picture of the situation?” I asked.


  “Sure thing. You can count on this old lady to keep you in the loop.”


  “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”


  With that, I ended the call and put my phone back in my pocket.


  Just then, Yingling spoke up. “Type Twelve is a pretty strange name, don’t you think?”


  She sure is sharp. I’d tried my best not to say anyone’s name aloud while on the phone. Yet Yingling had immediately noticed the one I’d let slip and gone straight after it. What a handful. I bet she’d get a crazy score on an IQ test.


  “They said they’ll contact me again as soon as there’s something to report,” I explained. “Since we have nothing else to do, let’s just enjoy our food for now. You were kind enough to bring us to one of your favorite spots, after all.”


  “Gotcha. Then I’ll go buy you my favorite flavor of milkshake!”


  “I can handle that, madam,” offered Suiran.


  “You’re so overprotective. Don’t worry. I’ll get one for everyone. I’ll only be a second.”


  Figuring I’d hear back by the time we wrapped up our meal, I took a bite of my hamburger.
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  In the end, they located the biological weapon in the New York City suburbs. There were several of them, in fact. Each was around two hours away from the city by car.


  Type Twelve’s small pods had located the suspicious objects at the bottom of various reservoirs. Captain Mason forwarded me the images her pods had captured and told me an expert had confirmed they were the weapons in question.


  We now had less than an hour before they were supposed to go off. Neither the army nor the police would be able to get there in time, so Captain Mason had requested Type Twelve’s help. With her numerous and varied array of terminals, it should be possible for her to ferry a large number of people to the sites in only a few minutes.


  However, she refused to allow them on board. Apparently, only family members were permitted. Jealous of Captain Mason’s private jet, Type Twelve had quickly volunteered to ferry us around. The moment someone treated her as a handy ride, however, she started to sulk. Her emotions were still hopelessly immature.


  Instead, she offered to use her terminals to remove the weapons and dispose of them herself. I recalled the way she’d pulled our swan boat off the surface of Lake Kizaki, way back when. I suspected that was how she planned to do the job. The captain and his people agreed to her proposal.


  But the rest of the family felt bad making her do all the work, so they split up and headed to each location to see for themselves. We had several members who could fly, after all.


  As for me, I ended up sticking with Yingling and Suiran. The magical girls could use Magical Field to get anywhere instantly. Yingling opened up a pitch-black hole in space in our hotel room and urged me inside. Once the hole closed, it became so dark that I couldn’t tell up from down. The sensation was terrifying, but it only lasted a moment.


  Soon, a light appeared in front of us—the exit. When I extended a foot over the boundary, the scenery around me changed.


  We were outdoors now. A hilly stretch of nature extended toward the horizon in all directions. There were a few houses scattered amid large swaths of farmland and connected by long two-lane roads paved with asphalt. I spotted a lake to one side of the road. That must be the reservoir we’re after.


  “I didn’t know normal people like us could enter a magical girl’s Magical Field,” I commented.


  “You can, as long as one of us is with you,” Yingling explained.


  “I see.”


  In that case, couldn’t Yingling have simply used her Magical Field to go back home? Perhaps all that talk of planes and ships was simply so they could take me along. Evidently, they hadn’t been lying or joking when they said they wanted to scout me.


  “It’s so nice out!” said Yingling. “Perfect picnic weather.”


  “You’re right,” I agreed.


  “Madam, I brought sunscreen, just in case,” said Suiran.


  “It’s winter. And this won’t take much time anyway.”


  It was a bright and sunny day with no wind. The surface of the lake was perfectly calm. The quiet lapping of water against the shore echoed pleasantly in my ears, and the sun felt nice and warm on my skin as we stood among the plants growing at the water’s edge. I hadn’t gotten much sleep, and I really wanted to lie down right there and get some shut-eye. I was certain it would be extremely comfortable.


  “Is the weapon at the bottom of the lake, magical middle-aged man?” asked Magical Pink.


  “That’s what it sounds like.”


  I’d given Peeps the location as well; he’d messaged me back, saying he’d teleport there later. I was sure the great Starsage would have an easy time finding us.


  “Can you take us to it, Kenta?” asked Yingling.


  “Of course.”


  Our group walked around the edge of the lake. I couldn’t see anyone else nearby, and the area was very quiet. As we strolled along, I compared the images on my phone to our current location.


  Eventually, after walking for a few minutes, I spotted the scenery from Type Twelve’s picture. It was a location surrounded by trees relatively close to the shore. The mountains in the background lined up as well.


  “I believe this is the place,” I said.


  The trees came right up to the shoreline in this section—it was the perfect spot to do something undetected.


  Yingling went ahead and peered at the water’s surface. “It’s down there?”


  “It should be, yes. This area matches the photo I received perfectly.”


  “Now I’m really curious who this friend of yours is. How did they find all this out?”


  “I’m very sorry, but I’ll have to introduce you to them some other time. In any case…”


  Based on the image taken by Type Twelve’s pods, the biological weapon was buried in the mud at the bottom of the lake. The picture showed a part of it sticking out of the dirt. It was fairly large, all told; the mechanical life-form estimated it was about the size of a small car.


  I’d already explained all that to Yingling and the others. But that still left us with a problem: How would we pull it out?


  Miss Hoshizaki probably could have parted the seas like Moses. But as far as the others knew, my only psychic powers were creating water and icicles. I was keeping my otherworld magic a secret from Yingling and Suiran, so I didn’t want to use it here unless I absolutely had to.


  “I’ll scope it out, Kenta,” said Yingling.


  “You’re going into the lake?”


  “I can breathe underwater as long as my Magical Barrier is up, and Magical Flight will let me move around freely. And if I find the weapon, I can remove it with Magical Field!”


  “Won’t dirt and water get inside the barrier?”


  “It might, but that’s not a problem. Apparently, the fairies assumed some Fairy Drops might be in the ocean. I did the same thing back when we fought that monster. That’s why I know exactly what to do.”


  “A monster?” I asked.


  “Oh, oops. That’s supposed to be a secret.”


  She probably meant the Kraken. At the time, we were pretty far away from the magical girls; I couldn’t make out any of their faces, and the same was probably true for them. Even if Yingling had seen me, I doubted she’d recognize me with my huge face tattoo.


  “I’ll help, too, Yingling.”


  “Thanks, Sayoko!”


  Yingling and Magical Pink nodded to one another, then floated gently into the air. From there, they sank slowly into the water, sending bubbles up after them.


  As long as they were in their Magical Barriers, they wouldn’t get wet. But I knew those barriers only contained so much oxygen. Of course, as long as they were just grabbing the weapon, that shouldn’t be an issue.


  Suiran and I waited together on the shore. The girls finished in the blink of an eye and quickly resurfaced.


  As they disengaged their Magical Flight and alighted on the lake’s edge, a Magical Field appeared next to them. Water gushed from the pitch-black space, bringing with it a heavy object that thudded onto the ground.


  The weapon was large and capsule-shaped. Its surface was smooth and featureless, perhaps as a means of waterproofing.


  “You were right, Kenta. It was really down there!”


  “I’ll rinse it off right away,” I said.


  Its surface was quite dirty from being half-buried at the bottom of the reservoir. I blasted it with my water spell to wash it off. I was glad to be able to do something, at least. I’d been worried I’d be standing by and watching for the whole operation.


  “Have similar objects been found in other reservoirs?” Suiran asked.


  “Yes, they have.”


  “They’d need a lot of them if they wanted to contaminate the city’s water supply,” Yingling pointed out.


  According to Type Twelve’s calculations, multiple trucks’ worth of the stuff had been secretly transported to each site over a period of several years. It was obvious they needed a lot of material if they wanted their plan to work.


  That was probably why they’d chosen to do things this way in the first place. New York City’s water supply covered several thousand square kilometers—it was gigantic. And even the authorities of a major world power couldn’t realistically keep a close eye on the whole thing.


  “Look at the timer,” said Yingling. “We had more leeway than we thought.”


  “We did indeed,” I agreed.


  There was a digital timer on the outside of the weapon. With each second, the number went down, but there was still an hour left. I checked the time on my phone; it was eight thirty AM. That meant the time Ms. Futarishizuka had given me was a little early.


  Just as the thought crossed my mind, however, the timer suddenly sped up. For every second, it counted ten. Maybe some internal sensor had detected it being jostled around.


  “It got faster all of a sudden!” exclaimed Yingling.


  “We have to destroy it fast, Yingling!” said Magical Pink.


  “Got it!”


  Magical Beam was the only way to deal with a threat like this. That attack could reduce the weapon to ash in a single strike.


  But just as we were ready to execute the plan…


  “Nobody move.”


  “Ngh!”


  …Suiran pointed a gun at the side of my head.


  What now?!


  I felt the chilly sensation of the muzzle as she pressed it hard to my temple.


  “Is this a joke, Suiran?” asked Yingling.


  “No, madam,” Suiran replied.


  “I know you’ve always been suspicious of Kenta,” Yingling continued. “But I didn’t think you’d hold a gun to his head. I’m your employer. If he’s committed some offense, I’d appreciate an explanation.”


  Even now, Yingling stayed perfectly calm. She was so cool at times like this. Generally, she came off as a bit of a brat, so the difference was stark.


  “I will have you die here, madam.”


  “Then you’re after me?”


  “That’s right.”


  “In that case, let Kenta go.”


  “Only once I’ve finished my task, madam.”


  The weapon was only minutes away from going off. Considering its intended purpose, I suspected it was set up to spray the pathogen all over the place. Our whole group was standing right next to it; we’d be infected for sure.


  When inhaled, anthrax, which came from the Bacillus anthracis bacteria, had a 70 percent mortality rate even when treated; I’d seen an internet article about it once. If we breathed in a bunch of spores over a relatively short time, we’d be dead for sure. And it could easily be some other bacteria. Maybe even one that was genetically modified to be resistant to antibiotics or something. I didn’t even want to think about that.


  I wonder if Peeps’s healing magic could cure something like that.


  “I can put up my Magical Barrier to keep the virus out, you know,” Yingling pointed out.


  “I wouldn’t suggest that. Not if you value Nakano’s life.”


  “But then you’ll be exposed to it, too.”


  “I have a cure.”


  “Aw, man. Just you? That’s no fair.”


  Yingling spoke as though none of this really bothered her. But I thought I sensed a slight quiver in her voice. Next to her, Magical Pink looked tense, too.


  “If you want to kill me, why don’t you just shoot me with that gun?” Yingling continued.


  “I considered that. But if the biological weapon is still operable, then I won’t have to dirty my hands. It won’t be too late to make the call once I see the weapon go off with my own eyes. So I ask that you wait here with me for little while, madam.”


  “But if the weapon kills Kenta, I’ll be free to attack you.”


  “Then I promise I will share the cure with Nakano.”


  “……”


  Suiran seemed determined to kill Yingling at all costs. But why?


  “Don’t tell me you’re the one who set up this weapon, Suiran.”


  “If I had enough time to do something like that, I wouldn’t have set up the attacks on the street and at your penthouse, nor would I have poisoned your food. Unfortunately, Nakano thwarted all of my attempts.”


  When I heard the phrase “poisoned your food,” my brain started spinning. Was Suiran the reason for my stomachache the previous day? I immediately suspected the salad she’d prepared for Yingling. It would have been the perfect chance. I’d cured it in one go with my healing spell, however. So that was poison, huh?


  It seemed Suiran was also connected to the gangsters who had attacked the two of them in the park and the ones who had barged into Yingling’s home. The way it had all happened in quick succession made a lot more sense if her aide was a traitor.


  And yet she claimed she didn’t want to dirty her hands. Maybe she’d meant to frame me when she poisoned the food. I’d been lucky to get away with only a stomachache.


  “Who’s making you do all this?” asked Yingling.


  “Did it ever occur to you that your servant might hate you?” asked Suiran.


  “I’ve always treated you with love and respect.”


  “……”


  Even now, Yingling’s words were full of energy. Perhaps that was why Suiran gave up so easily.


  “It was your father, madam,” she said.


  “Ah…!”


  Finally, Yingling’s expression changed, and her eyes went wide. She’d said that she and her father were on bad terms, but I’d never imagined he might try to murder her. If it had been his wife, irritated by the product of her husband’s affair, I would have found it easier to believe.


  Yingling seemed similarly confused. “I know my existence is inconvenient for him. But is that enough to kill me?”


  “Your status as a magical girl changes things.”


  “…You told my father?”


  “He is my employer. He instructed me to report everything I saw or heard. And he has decided that your existence is a threat he needs to manage. That includes taking control of your inheritance from the Old Master.”


  “Surely my grandfather’s inheritance isn’t enough to sway a man as powerful as my father.”


  “The Old Master loved you dearly—more than any of your father’s legitimate children. You may not realize this, but what he left to you is much more valuable than what he left your father.”


  “It can’t be worth that much. Grandfather was a strict man.”


  “He was strict because he could see how talented you are. That’s why he left you something truly valuable. And when you gained the powers of a magical girl, you became a threat that even your father couldn’t ignore.”


  “If you’re so well informed, then tell me more about it.”


  “No. You will die here—before you understand its true value.”


  “Aiyah. Betrayed by my trusted attendant? Looks like I still have a long way to go.”


  If memory served, Yingling’s father was an executive in some major corporation. I began to wonder what kind of inheritance would make a man like that feel so threatened that he would try to take out his own daughter. Perhaps he was simply afraid of magical girls. It was hard to say.


  “I’m sorry for getting you mixed up in this, Kenta,” said Yingling.


  “I’ve been mixed up in this for quite some time now,” I replied.


  “I like your attitude… You truly are a reliable attendant.”


  That said, there wasn’t much I could do in this situation. My barrier spell wouldn’t help with the gun’s muzzle right up against my skin. If Suiran shot me in the head, I doubted that even Peeps could bring me back. He’d told me once that even the otherworld’s magic wasn’t capable of reviving the dead.


  “Sayoko has nothing to do with any of this,” Yingling said to Suiran. “May she leave?”


  “She may. But if she appears again, Nakano will die. Magical girls have brutal, heinous powers. If provoked, I won’t hesitate.”


  “Are you sure, Yingling?” asked Magical Pink. She looked tense, and I felt bad for involving her, too.


  “I don’t have much of a choice,” Yingling told her.


  Meanwhile, the timer affixed to the weapon kept ticking away. We’d had over an hour when we started. But with the countdown moving significantly faster now, we were nearly out of time.


  Then, mere seconds before the weapon went off, something happened.


  I heard a voice in my head say, “Father, leave this to the youngest daughter and pet.”


  A moment later, the weapon next to Yingling floated slowly into the air. I glanced up and saw what looked like a big hole in the sky. It was just like what I’d witnessed at Lake Kizaki.


  The mechanical life-form’s terminal, hidden via optical camouflage, was sucking up its target via a hole at the bottom.


  Just then, I heard Suiran’s startled voice from right next to me. “I’m… My body is…”


  She was still holding the gun, but her eyes were wide. I thought for a moment that she was just shocked by the hole in the sky, but I was wrong. Her body was frozen from the neck down as her head swiveled in jerky, comical motions. It looked like she was doing the robot. Her finger stayed glued to the trigger the entire time.


  Could that be…?


  Just as I was wondering, I heard a familiar voice in my ear.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  A small bird darted between the trees. It wasn’t a pigeon, but the distinguished Java sparrow I knew so well.


  “Blurgh!”


  And as I watched, he slammed straight into Suiran’s side.


  She careened two or three meters through the air and collided with a nearby tree. The smack sounded painful; she’d hit the trunk backfirst. It must have been quite the impact, because it caused a little shower of twigs and leaves.


  She fell forward onto the ground, collapsed, and stopped moving. She’d probably lost consciousness.


  “Who’s there?!”


  With the threat of Suiran gone, Yingling made a move. She took aim at the hole in the sky and fired her Magical Beam.


  “Madam, wait—!”


  I didn’t have time to stop her. The Beam slammed right into Type Twelve’s terminal, passing through something on the other end with a thud and continuing straight up into the air.


  Not a moment later, a mysterious craft appeared in the sky. The design was familiar even to me—a classic, saucer-shaped UFO. My attention quickly flew to its owner.


  “Confirmed attack from individual believed to be a magical girl during attempted retrieval of biological weapon. Direct hit to protective wall partially opened for loading. Remarkable damage to internal structure. Flight capabilities down ninety percent. Stealth disengaged. Massive damage to the youngest daughter’s heart.”


  Yep, that’s Type Twelve.


  After taking a direct hit from the Magical Beam, the flying object began a slow, wobbly descent. It seemed that, under the right circumstances, even a terminal packed with the mechanical life-form’s super-science could be destroyed. The Magical Beam must have struck the thing’s weak point head-on.


  The weapon it had been sucking up began to plummet below the craft. The terminal seemed poised to fall straight on top of it, crushing the weapon.


  “No… I’ll stop it!”


  Thinking fast, Magical Pink fired a Magical Beam. It lanced up from the ground, angled toward the falling weapon. I’d once seen a Beam obliterate a JSDF military aircraft; this one instantly engulfed the weapon.


  Once the Beam was safely past, Type Twelve’s terminal staggered to the ground. We’d avoided the worst-case scenario by a hair.


  “You saved us, Sayoko!” Yingling exclaimed.


  “I’m just glad you’re all right,” replied Magical Pink.


  Yingling smiled and took the other girl’s hands in hers.


  I kept one eye on them as I greeted the Java sparrow now perched on my shoulder.


  “Thanks, Peeps. You really saved me there.”


  “I apologize for taking so long. The food you gave me was quite delectable. I was looking up recipes for it on the internet, which slightly delayed my departure. Was that aurora sauce? Every now and then, it’s nice to enjoy such a rich flavor.”


  “I know the feeling.”


  Apparently, the Starsage had a taste for junk food, too. Maybe I’d suggest teriyaki with mayo next time. I bet it’d go great with some coarsely ground pepper.


  “I see you’re a Java sparrow now,” I remarked.


  “This body just feels right to me.”


  “Oh. Does it?”


  “Yes. Although, should you wish it, I could be a pigeon or whatever else you prefer.”


  “No, I think I like you best in that form, too.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  There was nobody else around, so I figured it was fine to have a little chat with Peeps. I was a little concerned about Yingling, of course. But if she was friends with Magical Pink, I doubted I’d be able to keep the distinguished sparrow’s existence a secret for long.


  In fact, Magical Pink had already called me a magical middle-aged man—an emissary of the fairy world. And now the mechanical life-form’s terminal had just crash-landed nearby. At this point, there was no way I could keep lying about all of it. If I tried, I’d just lose Yingling’s trust.


  “Kenta, are the little bird and that UFO your friends?” asked Yingling.


  “Well, yes, I suppose they are. I’m certainly acquainted with them.”


  I simply confirmed her suspicions—I didn’t have much of a choice.


  Magical Pink jumped in with more explanation. “The little bird and the UFO are both part of the magical middle-aged man’s family.”


  “Magical middle-aged man?” repeated Yingling. “What does that mean?”


  “Just what it sounds like. He’s like us.”


  I really wished I’d thought a little more before opting for magical middle-aged man. I couldn’t think of a better way to explain my existence, however. I’d have to stick it out for now.


  “Did some lowly beast coax you into becoming a magical girl, too, Kenta?”


  “Something like that.”


  It was true—just barely. At least, that’s what I told myself.


  A distinguished sage—a being as adorable as any fairy—had come from another world and made me into a user of magic. I wasn’t in the same category as a magical girl, but situation-wise, I was quite like them. I wasn’t sure how far I could take this deception, though. My “lone-wolf magical middle-aged man” backstory was starting to get out of hand.


  “But I’ve never seen a magical skill that creates water,” Yingling pointed out.


  “My magical skills seem to be somewhat different from yours,” I explained.


  “If I checked with a messenger from the fairy world, I wonder if they could tell us more about you.”


  “Perhaps.”


  If she did check, I’d be outed instantly. In fact, Captain Mason had probably already done as much with Magical Blue’s partner. But then why did they keep treating me as a magical middle-aged man? If Magical Pink’s partner was still alive, I might have been able to ask them all sorts of things. Then again, it was possible that not all fairy world messengers were on the same page.


  In the meantime, my phone began to vibrate in my pocket. Ms. Futarishizuka was calling me.


  “Hello, this is Nakano.”


  “How fare thee, good sir?”


  “We’ve safely destroyed the weapon.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.”


  “What about you?”


  “According to the youngest daughter, all the weapons she detected have been neutralized. I suppose there may be one or two left, but they’ll just get diluted in all that water, so there shouldn’t be much damage.”


  “Thank you for telling me.”


  “Also, Type Twelve’s point of contact got depressed all of a sudden. Before, she was proudly boasting of her accomplishments, but now I can barely get two words out of her. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”


  “I do. I’ll explain later.”


  Once I’d been apprised of the situation, I quickly hung up and shifted my attention to Suiran. She was currently lying on the ground a short distance away.


  “Madam, about Suiran—”


  “Sorry, Kenta. I suddenly remembered something I need to take care of!” exclaimed Yingling with all her usual vivacity.


  “You did?”


  She hurried over to Suiran, then took her attendant’s arm and pulled her up.


  It was amazing how easily she lifted a woman of my height—and with only one hand. Her magical girl powers enhanced her physical abilities far beyond those of an average little girl. I’d learned as much firsthand when one of them completely overwhelmed me.


  The next thing I knew, Yingling was using Magical Flight to hover a little above the ground.


  “Are you going somewhere?” I asked.


  “I’m just gonna visit my father real quick.”


  “You’re going home?”


  “Yeah. I’m sorry to leave you here all alone.”


  “I don’t mind that. It’s just…”


  “C’mon, Kenta! Say you’ll be a little lonely, at least!”


  Soon, a Magical Field appeared behind her. As always, I couldn’t see a thing past the wall of darkness.


  “Not to overstep my bounds, madam,” I began, “but I believe there are many who care about you. You have school friends happy to invite you to parties and many attendants concerned for your safety.”


  “You just never stop helping me, do you, Kenta?”


  “I believe that’s the role of an attendant.”


  “I knew I made the right choice with you,” she replied. She was using her usual, slightly bratty tone, but her eyes were oddly serious. “I haven’t given up on you, you know.”


  “Is that so?”


  “I don’t know who you really are, but I’ll be waiting. The position of number two is yours whenever you want it!”


  “Huh?”


  With that, she disappeared into the pitch-black Field, leaving me, Peeps, and Magical Pink alone with Type Twelve’s crashed terminal. As smoke billowed from the saucer-shaped craft, a familiar voice reached my ears.


  “Father, the youngest daughter feels a deep sadness. That individual has treated me very poorly.”


  “I’m sorry. She really didn’t mean any harm…”


  “The youngest daughter wished to save the magical girl. And yet she shot at me.”


  “……”


  The mechanical life-form was really depressed. As usual, her heart was extremely fragile. Her tone of voice never changed, but the fact she’d brought the matter up without being asked spoke to the depths of her resentment. According to Ms. Futarishizuka, Type Twelve’s point of contact had undergone a visible change. It was probably best to keep her away from Magical Red for the time being.


  “Where did you meet up with Peeps?” I asked her.


  “I located the Java sparrow as he was flying here. When I spoke to him in your human tongue, he responded, which led me to decide he was Peep, our pet. Because our goals were aligned, I brought him to the weapon’s location.”


  “She carried me here. That is why I was able to find you so quickly.”


  “Oh. I see.”


  “And when I went to help you, Father, the magical girl shot at me.”


  “……”


  The incident had ruined Type Twelve’s mood. She wouldn’t stop talking about how she’d been shot. It seemed our only recourse was to have Miss Hoshizaki cheer her up.
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  After taking care of the biological weapons and watching as a second terminal came to retrieve the wreckage of the first, we used Peeps’s teleportation magic to return to the hotel Captain Mason had reserved for us. Magical Pink came along as well.


  Because the biological weapon my group had recovered was utterly obliterated by a Magical Beam, we didn’t have to worry about the aftermath. Still, the commotion had knocked over several trees. I felt we’d gone a bit wild.


  After fleeing the scene, we joined the other members of our family in the living room of our suite. And the moment we stepped inside…


  “Ahh!” Miss Hoshizaki cried out. “Sasaki, wh-what happened to your face?!”


  “Oh…”


  Her overblown reaction jogged my memory.


  Oh, that’s right. I’d forgotten about my tattoo.


  “Um, I don’t want to be rude,” said my neighbor, “but did something happen in prison?”


  “That’s one crazy look!” exclaimed Abaddon.


  “With the dark jacket and black shirt, you look like a regular gangster,” added Ms. Futarishizuka.


  Once my senior coworker broached the topic, everyone else began to comment.


  The others were spread out around the room relaxing. Someone was watching the news on a TV in one corner. Once I verified that the whole family was present and accounted for, I breathed a sigh of relief. I spotted Miss Inukai in one corner, too. She was standing very straight and still, as usual.


  “I believe it suits you, Sasaki,” said Prince Lewis.


  “I, er, I think so, too!” agreed Lady Elsa.


  Their thoughtfulness warmed my heart. People from the otherworld were always so considerate.


  “I hope you can excuse it for now,” I told them. “A lot happened during my pursuit of Hei Mao…”


  “Uh, are you sure you’re okay?” asked Miss Hoshizaki. “That tattoo is, like, a lifelong thing, isn’t it?”


  “Actually, it’s a fake I applied as part of my undercover persona. I plan to remove it later, so please don’t worry. The suit jacket and shirt were part of the charade, too.”


  I decided to lie. Nobody here knew the truth—that the tattoo was real.


  “Well, I’m glad,” said my senior colleague. “I wouldn’t want my work buddy joining an organized crime syndicate, and that’s no joke.”


  “I agree.”


  “But why is Magical Pink in New York City?” asked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “When I contacted her, she decided to make the journey here in person.”


  “Did she, now?”


  Everyone’s attention turned to Magical Pink, who was standing at my side. I hadn’t wanted to leave her by the lake after she saved me, so I’d invited her back to the hotel. When I asked if she’d like to join the rest of us for a meal, she’d easily agreed. I was hoping to use this chance to hand her off to Ms. Futarishizuka.
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  “Does she have a passport?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


  “…No,” replied Magical Pink.


  “Please. You only got yours the other day,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Well, sure. I guess.”


  “And she’s an important friend of mine. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t treat her so coldly.”


  “I wasn’t trying to be rude. I was just curious.”


  I suspected the suddenness of the girl’s trip had piqued Miss Hoshizaki’s interest. I’d had questions of my own when she appeared out of nowhere.


  “She told me she’s come here before using Magical Field,” I explained, before turning to the girl in question. “Speaking of, do you ever spend time with this country’s magical girl? Ivy, was it?”


  “I don’t get to see her much. She’s really busy,” replied Magical Pink.


  “Oh. I see.”


  What was going on in the magical girl community? I was a little curious.


  “But she gives me presents whenever we meet up.”


  “Then you must be good friends.”


  “…Yeah.”


  There were seven magical girls in the world, and I’d met four of them: Pink, Blue, Red, and Yellow. I wondered what colors the other three were.


  “Anyway, I suppose things will calm down now, right?” said Miss Hoshizaki. “Can we go back to our normal lives?”


  “I believe we’ve proven what happens to those who challenge us and our supporters,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka. “I highly doubt many will be foolish enough to try such a thing again.”


  “Mother, earlier, one of the youngest daughter’s terminals was heavily damaged by a magical girl’s Beam.”


  “Huh? Wait, what are you talking about?”


  “I can explain later, Miss Hoshizaki,” I cut in. “Don’t worry too much about it.”


  How big of a grudge was Type Twelve going to hold? It seemed that when her feelings got hurt, they really got hurt.


  When the conversation reached a lull, Peeps spoke up.


  “Then our tasks in this land are at an end?”


  “They should be, Peeps,” I replied.


  “Then why don’t we all return to your land?”


  Ever since we arrived here, we’d been under the near-constant supervision of people and security cameras. I knew it had been quite uncomfortable for the distinguished Java sparrow. Personally, I didn’t want to put him through any more suffering. I decided to call Captain Mason and discuss the situation that very day. His people owed us for taking care of the biological weapon. I was sure they wouldn’t try to stop us.


  “I agree with the sparrow, mister.”


  “Yeah. I think we’ve left Kareki’s streaming channel vacant for a little too long!”


  Whatever the case, the terrorist group had been destroyed. I felt as though a burden had been lifted from my shoulders. I was hoping we’d finally get some rest and relaxation.


  But just as I sighed in relief, an animated voice coming from the TV caught my attention.


  “We’re here live in New York City. People are flocking to Times Square, all because of a video on social media that’s gone viral worldwide.”


  The TV show was being broadcast from a globally famous intersection very close to our hotel.


  “The video was uploaded just an hour ago, but it already has over ten million views.”


  A fair amount of people were gathered there, excitedly chattering. Some hoisted placards, while others held horizontal banners. I assumed some kind of slogan was written on them. With my limited English, I couldn’t really understand, but I got the impression they were saying something like, “Get out of here.”


  “We’ll now play the video in question.”


  At that point, the TV screen switched over to another image.


  I was shocked. After all, the scene was very familiar.


  “Hey, Sasaki, isn’t that you?” exclaimed Miss Hoshizaki.


  “You’ve been caught on candid camera,” added Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “That looks like the youngest daughter’s terminal next to you,” said my neighbor.


  “It’s tilted all weird,” Abaddon pointed out.


  It was a recording of me and Magical Pink taking care of the biological weapon at the reservoir not long ago. It was taken from fairly far away, and the image quality was quite rough. That said, the angle was perfect.


  Time-wise, it was right after Yingling left with Suiran. The only ones in the video were myself, Type Twelve’s terminal, and Magical Pink. It lasted only a few minutes.


  I got the impression it would be almost impossible to identify our faces from the video. However, I could just make out the tattoo on my face. Peeps had been on my shoulder but, thankfully, he was entirely hidden behind my head.


  My eyes naturally moved to the image of Type Twelve’s terminal. It was on the ground next to us, having suffered a direct hit from Yingling’s Magical Beam. As Abaddon said, it was tilted over, showing part of the damage.


  “This video was recorded in upstate New York. You can see a saucer-shaped object sitting on the bank of the reservoir. Right next to it, there is an adult man in a suit, as well as a child wearing a fanciful outfit.”


  The commentator’s voice continued to stream out of the TV. Though it was a foreign broadcast, I understood the whole thing thanks to Type Twelve’s translation device.


  “According to information released with the video, the adult male in the picture is a Japanese American named Kenta Nakano, who was being kept in a New Mexico penitentiary until just the other day. We don’t have any confirmation regarding the child’s identity.”


  A still image was overlaid on the video. To my shock, it was a picture of my face. They’d probably grabbed it from a security camera recording or something. It was a full upper-body photograph of me purchasing something at a restaurant, taken while I was wandering around downtown in search of Hei Mao.


  It then showed a comparison between the close-up and my image from the video, confirming that the tattoos were the same. The design was pretty peculiar; it was obvious at a glance that the two images were of the same person. How upsetting.


  “According to the video’s uploader, the saucer-shaped object is an aircraft from outer space, related to the recent UFO sightings. They also stated that the man nearby has been giving assistance to the craft.”


  This information had been kept hidden from the public, but those in certain circles would have access to it. Hadn’t the mechanical life-form’s actions and very existence been kept secret by unanimous agreement?


  “They also claimed that the meteorite which fell in Eastern Europe, turning a town into a crater overnight, is linked to this flying saucer and the man standing next to it. The video itself seems to be an accusation.”


  Someone had just made it all public. Worse—they’d released it alongside a photograph of me.


  Nevertheless, there was a silver lining: My pre-tattoo face hadn’t been revealed. The terrorist group must have been tripped up by my fake identity. Otherwise, they would have released my real private information as well. I silently thanked the captain and his people.


  “Most of those on social media believe the video to be a fake. However, because of its connection to a tragic event, some are pushing for an official inquiry and demanding that someone take responsibility.”


  “Even a cornered rat, right?” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka. “And we’d definitely cornered those terrorists.”


  “You mean this is revenge?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


  “What else could it be?”


  Judging from the location and time of the video, it seemed to be a distinct possibility. The fact they’d taken the time to identify me spoke to the terrorists’ malice. It was all very blatant, and I had a good idea of what they were after. The mechanical life-form’s super-science was quite appealing.


  Now that they couldn’t have it, perhaps they wanted to render it unusable for everyone else. If they could steer the public into believing that Type Twelve and her collaborators were enemies to humanity, no country or organization could afford to publicly welcome her.


  The TV screen switched to show the social media account that had submitted the video followed by a string of comments. They were all in English, so I couldn’t read a word.


  The commentator explained each one in turn, however, so I was able to follow along easily.


  “They lost the fight, so now they’re starting a propaganda war?” asked Miss Hoshizaki.


  “I’m not sure it counts as propaganda if it’s all true,” remarked Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Grandmother, why are you looking at the youngest daughter?”


  “Oh, it’s just—your thoughtless actions are to blame for this mess. Now your father’s public reputation is as vulnerable as a candle in the wind.”


  She wasn’t wrong. I was feeling a bit sweaty under the arms. This all had me seriously flustered.


  Still, they’d only figured out my false name, not my real one. And they’d only snapped a picture of me with that gaudy tattoo. Once I got rid of it, I doubted anyone would realize who I was.


  That said, the public was going to get a lot more sensitive around the subject of UFOs, and that was bad news for us bureau employees. I suspected there would be another explosion of people re-uploading Miss Hoshizaki’s mug shot.


  I glanced at her to see how she was taking it. But for some reason, she seemed pretty pleased.


  “Why do you look so happy?” I asked.


  “Huh? I’m not happy.”


  “I bet it’s because someone else got exposed, right?” Ms. Futarishizuka teased.


  “N-no! That’s not true!”


  Bullseye.


  An out-of-control Type Twelve had once spread Miss Hoshizaki’s photograph all over the airwaves. Things had calmed down by now, thanks to a little help from the culprit and a lot of hard work by bureau staff. These days, it was basically gone from the internet.


  However, in light of recent events, I could imagine the incident bubbling back up into the headlines. This time, the leak was a much bigger deal. The video in question showed a flying saucer, after all. It was bound to draw a lot of attention.


  Yingling and Suiran had been fighting just before the start of the video. I suspected that portion had been cut to avoid people thinking the recording was a fake. If it showed a magical girl using her powers, people would just assume it was staged.


  “Father, I will now begin eliminating the information circulating on your networks,” said Type Twelve.


  “I don’t think even you can cover this one up completely,” mused Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Grandmother, what do you mean?”


  “They probably worked you into their plans to begin with. That’s why they whipped up this big demonstration in a populated area. With this much enthusiasm, things won’t quiet down just because you’ve erased the data from our networks.”


  “Then I will attempt to eliminate the enthusiastic humans.”


  “Excuse me,” I cut in, “but I’d rather you not add fuel to the fire…”


  “Father, the youngest daughter is suggesting this for your sake.”


  “But if you rile up the public, we’ll be left with nowhere to go,” insisted Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “Why must humans be so illogical?”


  As things stood, we couldn’t afford to be careless with our response. We all sat around the TV at a loss.


  Then, right on cue, my phone began buzzing in my inside pocket. I was getting a call. I didn’t even have to check the screen; I already knew who it was.


  “Hello, this is Sasaki.”


  “The tattooed man in the video is you, correct?”


  It was just like Mr. Akutsu to skip right to the point. He was a real go-getter. And if I gave him a sloppy excuse, his trust in me would tank. I needed to fold here to ensure our future negotiations went smoothly.


  “Yes, sir. I’m sorry about that.”


  “I’d like to talk about it in person, if possible.”


  “I understand, sir. I’ll head there right away.”


  “Thank you. I appreciate it.”


  The call was over in seconds. Amazing, I thought, looking at the call duration. He didn’t even need a full minute.


  “The captain contacted me as well,” said Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “What did he say?” I asked.


  “What we’ve already guessed—that this was retaliation from remnants of the terrorist group.”


  I’d missed when she took out her smartphone, but she had it at her ear now. Apparently, we’d been right about the source of the video.


  Peeps hadn’t even needed to make his appeal. In the end, we returned to Japan right away.
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  Time was of the essence, so we made use of Type Twelve’s terminal. It took only a few short minutes from New York to Karuizawa. During the trip, Peeps used his healing magic to completely remove my tattoo. I was incredibly relieved to have it gone.


  After a quick stop at Ms. Futarishizuka’s villa, she, Miss Hoshizaki, and I continued on to the Paranormal Phenomena Countermeasure Bureau in Tokyo. I’d asked the other members of the group to wait at the villa for us.


  The second we arrived, the section chief called for us. We moved into the meeting space and took up our usual positions around the table.


  “I’ll get straight to the point. Sasaki, is this video real?”


  Our boss played a video on his laptop, which showed on the conference room’s wall display. It was the same one from the news program we’d seen at the hotel.


  “It is, sir,” I replied.


  “I’d like an explanation.”


  “I would give one, sir, but Captain Mason has forbidden us from talking about our actions overseas.”


  “If you mean the weapons, we already know about them.”


  “Understood, sir. Then I’ll give you a brief rundown.”


  I loosely explained the events that had led up to the scene shown in the video. Captain Mason had given me a mission, and I’d gone undercover as an inmate named Kenta Nakano. Then I’d met Yingling and Suiran, learned about the biological weapons, and headed off to deal with them.


  As I explained it all, I realized that a lot more had happened than I’d thought. I wound up doing a fair amount of talking.


  “All right, I think I understand,” said the chief.


  “I’m glad, sir.”


  “It seems you’ve had a great many invaluable experiences in a very short time, Sasaki.”


  “I know it must sound absurd, but please believe me when I say I’m telling the truth.”


  “Oh, I believe you. That’s exactly what’s causing our current headache.” Mr. Akutsu sighed.


  I imagined this wasn’t very easy for him. The scene in the video had taken place outside the bureau’s jurisdiction. And our superior officer at the time had been Captain Mason. Considering their relative positions, it would be difficult for someone like the chief to voice his opinion on the matter. If he was careless, he might anger the captain.


  “I will say this,” he continued. “I don’t think you made any errors in judgment.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “But results are everything in this line of work. You may not have made any mistakes, but your failure to obtain the expected results is going to have consequences.”


  “Sir, I believe we were on vacation from the bureau at the time.”


  “……”


  Sweet, I thought. One point for me.


  The look in his eyes was terrifying. After a moment of silence, he continued. “We’ll try to cover it up domestically, but it will likely require considerable time.”


  “I’m sorry for all the extra work, sir.”


  “And it won’t be cheap, either.”


  “We could negotiate with Captain Mason, if you’d like.”


  “We can’t afford to let the public spend any more time thinking about the UFO,” Mr. Akutsu continued, ignoring my suggestion.


  He was probably up to his neck in troublesome orders from his superiors. The way he was driving the conversation forward with unusual force gave me that impression anyway.


  But the next thing he said surprised me.


  “I’d like to give you all some time off.”


  “Huh…?”


  We’d heard that before. This time, though, the words had a different tone to them. It almost sounded like he was firing us.


  “Could you and that UFO go somewhere else for a while?” he asked.


  “Chief, er, what do you mean by that?”


  “You must understand, Sasaki. Having people like you around in this situation will be bad for us. If you cause any more problems for the bureau, someone is going to have to take responsibility. And it won’t be just my head on the chopping block.”


  “Oh, well. Yes, sir. I think that’s reasonable.”


  “I had faith a talented employee like you would agree.”


  “That said, I must object to being chased away like this.”


  “Yeah! You tell ’im!” said Ms. Futarishizuka.


  “W-wait a minute!” cried Miss Hoshizaki. “Does that include me, too, sir?!”


  The two of them were beginning to get flustered. Our workaholic colleague seemed especially upset.


  “Now, don’t put words in my mouth,” the chief replied. “I’m not chasing you away. I’m giving you a holiday, Sasaki. Isn’t that exactly what you and Ms. Futarishizuka have been after? I want you to relax until the public settles down.”


  “But I don’t need a break, chief!” protested Miss Hoshizaki.


  “I’d like you to use this chance to study. I believe you’re quite behind.”


  “B-but…”


  What would happen if the public didn’t settle down? Even I didn’t want to be banished forever.


  “Also,” the chief continued, “the higher-ups want you to temporarily leave the country.”


  “Huh?”


  “Are you being serious?”


  “But we… That’s…”


  So it wasn’t just the bureau? They were chasing us out of the country?


  This is awful.


  Ms. Futarishizuka and Miss Hoshizaki were frozen in shock. I hadn’t expected this, either.


  Where were we supposed to go? The only option I could think of was to go crying back to Captain Mason.


  I never imagined we’d be calling in our favor so soon. I’d wanted to keep him in our debt for a while longer and use that leverage to secure a nice, relaxing life with Peeps.


  Just how far will these big shots go to avoid taking responsibility?


  Just then, there was a knock at the conference room door.


  “Can’t you see we’re in a meeting?” Mr. Akutsu called out.


  “Oh, I know,” said a voice beyond the door. “That’s why I’m here.”


  “Ah…” The section chief’s expression stiffened.


  We’d grown quite familiar with that voice over the last few days.


  “May I come in?”


  “…Yes, of course.”


  As soon as the chief gave his permission, the door opened, and we saw Captain Mason with Magical Blue at his side. They’d probably rushed here using Blue’s Magical Field. I never imagined they’d come straight into the bureau, though. The chief stood up, seeming similarly surprised.


  “Captain Mason,” he said. “What brings you all the way here?”


  “I have business with the Sasaki family.”


  “I see.”


  From our perspective, this was the perfect chance. We could go crying to the captain right this moment. As a bonus, it would serve as a warning to Mr. Akutsu.


  “Mr. Sasaki, Miss Hoshizaki, Ms. Futarishizuka. Thank you for all that you’ve done for us. Your efforts have saved many people. If not for your accomplishments, our nation would have suffered greatly.”


  “Thank you, Captain,” I replied. “I’m glad we could help.”


  I made a show of being good buddies with the captain in front of the section chief. Mr. Akutsu had said himself that being honest and upright didn’t necessarily guarantee someone a peaceful life. I was just putting that nugget of knowledge to use.


  “All of my subordinates send their thanks as well,” the captain went on. “Personally, I believe your accomplishments should be held up as an example and celebrated. I’m only sorry we can’t make them public. Instead, I’d like to take this chance to promise you a suitable reward.”


  “I’m honored by your thoughtfulness, sir.”


  Did he really come all the way here just to thank us? It made asking him for help extremely easy. I decided to get straight to it.


  “By the way, Captain. If it’s all right with you, I have something I wanted to ask about—”


  “However, it would be best if we didn’t see each other for a while,” he interrupted. “For both our sakes.”


  “What? Er, sir, what do you…?”


  “I’d like to use this opportunity to confirm something. First, the Sasaki family has never had a relationship with, or any connection to, my nation. Second, for the time being, you will not engage in any exchange or interaction with our people in a public setting.”


  “……”


  Oh no. This is awful. Even Captain Mason has abandoned us. Internet firestorms are terrifying.


  Where were we going to live starting tomorrow?


  
    

    Afterword


    It’s been a while. Buncololi here.


    I haven’t been able to say hello for two volumes, since there was no space for an afterword in Volume 9. But everyone reading this has stuck with the series anyway, so before anything else, I’d like to express my feelings.


    Thank you for helping bring Sasaki and Peeps to its tenth volume. You have my sincerest gratitude for your long-running patronage.


    Now then, how did you like this little mission-abroad story arc?


    To be perfectly honest, I’ve never been to America myself. The internet is truly a wonderful tool, however, and allowed me to get a handle on the local geography and scenery in quite a bit of detail. I can’t blame Peeps for being so engrossed with it.


    My editor, O, kindly told me I could go there in person to gather material if I wanted. But I have chronic lower back pain, and when I tried flying to Okinawa as practice, it left my back in awful shape for quite some time. Reluctantly, I was forced to turn down the offer.


    I hope I can get my back into better shape for next time.


    While this author’s text may lack a degree of actual experience, I believe the book still comes together thanks to Kantoku’s ultra-gorgeous illustrations. I simply can’t thank him enough.


    His work for this volume really draws you in. It’s simply brimming with that foreign atmosphere. My sincerest thanks for providing such incredible visuals yet again. I’m always bowled over by the intricate detail put into the cover artwork.


    This volume served as the introduction for our next main character following Type Twelve: Madam Yingling. Don’t you just love the super-energetic Chinese girl archetype? I’d wanted to ask Kantoku to design a mesugaki character ever since this series’ serialization began, and my dream finally came true.


    Moving on, I’d like to sincerely thank my chief editors O and S, and the entire MF Bunko J editorial department for continuing to plan all sorts of projects even after the anime finished airing—like the special talk event and the 2024 summer school festival performance. Thank you for spending time promoting this story despite your busy schedules handling numerous popular works. Your thoughtfulness and attention to detail are greatly appreciated.


    Ever since serialization began, I’ve received constant kindness and support from everyone related to this work, including salespeople, proofreaders, designers, voice actors, bookstores both in Japan and abroad, and everyone who helped in the anime’s production. Thank you all from the bottom of my heart.


    This has been Sasaki and Peeps, published by Kadokawa and MF Bunko J, originally posted on Kakuyomu. I look forward to your continued support of the series.


    (Buncololi)
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I'm getting the sense I've been
dragged into something weird.

12/04/20xx

MOEMOE @barkbarkbark
Now what? This sucks...

DAI-SUKE @daisuke0924
Replying to
Something wrong? Need an ear?

You have blocked

12/17/20xx

MOEMOE @barkbarkbark
The world is unbelievable.

12/18/20xx
MOEMOE @barkbarkbark
Oh, now it’s really bad...
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*This material wa: iginally included below
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the dust jacket in the Japanese version
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Hlustration by Kantoku
Assigned Overseas! Poached! Hired on the Sp:

~ That Time the Corporate Drone Who Couldn’t Speak English Was Sent to a Foreign Country and Taken In by the Mafia ~

‘ I have news for you, Peeps.
‘ This will be the last little chat we have here.
‘

No, the series isn’t ending or anything.
So relax, okay?

That leaves me quite curious as to the reason.

With this series going so well, the author’s become very busy and
needed to revise his work process.

Ah. Is this that “work-life balance” idea that’s so trendy right now?

Well, even after the revisions, the scales will still be
tipped pretty heavily toward work.

@O0 @O
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~That Time the Corporate Drone Who Couldn’t Speak English

Was Sent to a Foreign Country and Taken In by the Mafia ~
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