
  

  
    [image: Cover: The Detective Is Already Dead, Vol. 12 by Nigozyu and Umibouzu]
  


  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    

    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    Copyright


    The Detective Is Already Dead, Vol. 12


    nigozyu


    Translation by Taylor Engel


    Cover art by Umibouzu


    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


    TANTEI HA MO SHINDEIRU, Vol.12


    ©nigozyu 2024


    First published in Japan in 2024 by KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo.


    English translation rights arranged with KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo, through TUTTLE-MORI AGENCY, INC., Tokyo.


    English translation © 2026 by Yen Press, LLC


    Yen Press, LLC supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


    The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


    Yen On


    150 West 30th Street, 6th Floor


    New York, NY 10001


    Visit us at yenpress.com


    facebook.com/yenpress


    twitter.com/yenpress


    yenpress.tumblr.com


    instagram.com/yenpress


    First Yen On Edition: August 2026


    Edited by Yen On Editorial: Anna Powers


    Designed by Yen Press Design: Andy Swist


    Yen On is an imprint of Yen Press, LLC.


    The Yen On name and logo are trademarks of Yen Press, LLC.


    The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


    Library of Congress Control Number: 2021942345


    ISBNs: 979-8-8554-2257-3 (paperback)


    979-8-8554-2258-0 (ebook)

  

  
    

    Contents


    
      	Cover


      	Insert


      	Title Page


      	Copyright


      	Eight years ago, Nagisa


      	Eight years ago, Kimihiko 1


      	Chapter 1


      	A dream, waking, and a splendid breakfast


      	Silence of the doppelgangers


      	Kimihiko Kimizuka, hero of justice


      	The truth of that day, the queen’s attack


      	The good fortune slumbering in memory


      	Assassin vs. Inventor


      	Conditions of justice


      	Afternoon in a peaceful world


      	Side Alicia


      	Eight years ago, Kimihiko 2


      	Chapter 2


      	The client is a child of the sun


      	A faceless ghost


      	Argue until the butter melts


      	False stars and real wills


      	Retrieving foreshadowing, eight years later


      	Do androids dream of the Ship of Theseus?


      	The Oracle’s heart is elsewhere


      	Daydream and black phantom


      	The answer hasn’t changed since that day


      	Wish of “the real thing”


      	Side Nagisa


      	Chapter 3


      	The detective’s assistant’s assistant’s name is…


      	A school trip just for two


      	Subway to disaster


      	Creation of the ghost soul


      	The day of our revenge


      	Night and the moon in the detective agency whose mistress is absent


      	Room: Heart


      	Side Noches


      	Chapter 4


      	The choices of Hexagon House


      	Room: Diamond 1


      	Room: Club 1


      	Room: Diamond 2


      	Room: Club 2


      	Room: Diamond 3


      	Room: Club 3


      	Room: Diamond 4


      	Room: Heart & Room: Spade


      	The tale of Gekka Shirogane and the ally of justice


      	Epilogue


      	Area Eden


      	Afterword


      	Yen Newsletter

    

  

  
    
      [image: ]
    

    

    Eight years ago, Nagisa


    That night, I’d slipped out of the facility for fun and was walking along the shore when I spotted a girl’s back.


    “Ali.”


    “Waugh!”


    With a textbook example of a startled yelp, the girl tumbled over. She had long pink hair and a light, fluffy dress: It was my friend Alicia.


    “What are you doing? It’s really late.”


    “Huh? Umm, well…” Alicia was still sitting on her butt, and her gaze wandered restlessly. …She was up to something. “G-gazing at the shifting ocean and getting lost in thought, maybe?”


    “You know you’d never do anything that classy, Ali.”


    “You’re a meanie, Nana!”


    Well, she was obviously lying. Alicia had her arms spread, as if she was hiding something behind her. I quickly circled around her.


    “Wait—Nana!”


    “Huh? That’s…” There was a half-built wooden raft back there. “It can’t be… Is that for escaping the island?”


    The two of us lived in a sort of orphanage that was on the far edge of this island. The place doubled as a large-scale clinical trial facility, and all of us kids suffered through regular medical testing. We had no relatives, so that was the only way we could live.


    “Hmm. I’m not really that serious about it, but…” Alicia ran her fingers over the unfinished raft. “I don’t want to get out of here right this minute or anything. I guess you could say I’m preparing for ‘someday.’”


    “Preparing…? So you really are going to leave eventually?”


    I didn’t exactly love this facility, either. Those clinical trials were painful and difficult. Still, where could we go? Beyond this birdcage, where was there to fly to? Plus, getting separated from Alicia and my other friend would be…


    “You sure are a worrywart, Nana.”


    “Bwuff!”


    Alicia had caught my face, trapping my cheeks between her hands. “This raft seats three. We’re not gonna get separated!” She grinned broadly, as if she’d seen right through my worry. “This one’s just a three-seater, but the next one will be bigger. I’ll build a boat big enough to carry all the kids out of this facility!”


    There were no lights out here, but her eyes seemed to shine like jewels. I didn’t even have to think about why that was; the answer was obvious. Alicia was always dreaming about tomorrow.


    “I see.” I smiled, gazing at her. She gazed back; she’d released my face.


    This girl would probably create everything we didn’t have from scratch someday. Remembering the long-ago entrepreneur who’d created the incandescent bulb and illuminated the darkness, I told her…


    


    “You really are like an inventor, Ali.”


    


    If that businessman was called the king of inventions, then this girl was their queen.


    “Ooh! I like it! An inventor!”


    Alicia’s face lit up, and she twirled on the spot, her skirt fluttering. And then…


    “Okay, if I’m an inventor, you two are ace detectives!” She looked at me, then at something behind me. When I turned, our other good friend was standing there. Siesta.


    “Well, well. Having fun without me, hm?”


    Siesta looked mature for her age, but of the three of us, she was the one who got lonely the easiest. She was sulking, but as she came closer, her lips softened into a smile. “What were you talking about?”


    “How Ali’s the inventor and the two of us are detectives.”


    Two detectives might be too many, though. Siesta was one thing, but I didn’t have what it took to be a detective.


    Being her proxy was probably about all I could manage.


    “I like it. Two detectives.”


    To my surprise, Siesta accepted the idea.


    Ali laughed. “I know, right?!


    


    “If we’ve got two detectives, I bet we can save two Earths!”


    


    I had the feeling I wouldn’t forget what Alicia had said as long as I lived.
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    Eight years ago, Kimihiko 1


    “Do you know what an ally of justice is, Kimihiko?” Danny Bryant asked.


    It was dusk, and we were up on the roof of a tall building. I was twelve.


    We’d just solved a certain case. We’d been running all over the place; Danny had actually grappled with the culprit, so his suit was shredded, and his leather shoes were all muddy.


    “An ally of justice, huh? I mean, definitions probably vary, right?” I was tired, so I gave an answer that wasn’t likely to rock any boats. “Different people give words different meanings. Words I’ve always used take on new meanings all the time.”


    That was why nitpicky arguments over semantics never really clicked for me.


    “You’ve always been pretty argumentative for a kid. You’re never gonna get any girls.”


    …Mind your own business. I kicked at the concrete with the toe of my shoe.


    “Dumb it down a bit,” he said. “What is an ‘ally of justice’ to you?”


    “It’s okay to be simplistic? Okay, ‘justice’ is what’s good for the group, and its allies are people who believe in it and carry it out.”


    For example, in action movies, the goal of defeating the bad guys and protecting the world was called “justice,” and the hero who did those things was “an ally of justice.”


    In a way, you could say it was what drew the line between justice itself and the people who fought for it.


    “I see. Okay then, what am I?”


    The guy Danny had caught today had been behind a series of recent bombings. Danny had gotten results faster than the cops and with no collateral damage. His actions had absolutely been just.


    “Meaning you’re an ally of justice, since you pulled that off?”


    “Hey, I like it. Keep those compliments coming.”


    “Your mental age is actually somewhere in preschool, huh?”


    Grinning, Danny took a drag on one of his usual cigarettes. “How about this, then? Say I stole money from some criminal syndicate and handed it out to unfortunate kids all over the world. Would I be an ally of justice, then?”


    …Opinions on that were bound to be mixed. However…


    “If you told me to help you with that, I wouldn’t say no.”


    Not couldn’t. Wouldn’t.


    After all, I thought Danny’s ideas and actions were just, too.


    “Then what if I robbed a bank and passed that money out to disadvantaged kids?”


    For a second, words failed me. The outcome was the same, but the premise was way too different.


    “You wouldn’t do that, though.”


    “Hey, you don’t know. If I belonged to a group that believed it was the right thing to do, and I acted on that belief, I’d end up being an ally of justice…as you defined it anyway.” Danny exhaled a stream of cigarette smoke.


    “So you’re saying my definition’s wrong?”


    “Nah. As you said, different people define words differently.”


    Sheesh. Then why’d he make fun of me for saying so earlier?


    “My point is this: Becoming an ally of justice is harder than it sounds.”


    Ally of justice. The phrase seemed alien to an average guy like me, like the sort of thing you only find in stories. However…


    


    “If you start trying to be an ally of justice someday, look for a justice that doesn’t waver. That’s the shortcut.”


    


    Danny seemed positive I’d be traveling this same path someday.

  

  
    
      [image: ]
    

    

    Chapter 1


    
      [image: ] A dream, waking, and a splendid breakfast


      I woke up a few seconds before my alarm went off at half past seven.


      Rubbing my eyes, I stopped the digital clock. Had I managed to wake up without the alarm because of the old dream I’d been having?


      …No, that wasn’t it. I could hear noises coming from the kitchen.


      A frying pan sizzled, then went quiet, as though a lid had trapped the sound of leaping water droplets. Was the intruder making fried eggs?


      When I dragged myself out of bed, my lower back cracked audibly. I kept thinking it was time to graduate from this wafer-thin futon, but my frugal tendencies always kept me from buying a new one.


      I’d been like that for years. I was reluctant to part with anything, maybe because I’d never owned much. At the very least, I didn’t want to casually throw away what I had now.


      Maybe this apartment’s former owner had been that way, too. As I scanned the collection he’d left here, all the local products he’d brought back from countries I couldn’t identify, I couldn’t keep from smiling.


      “What are you doing, Siesta?” I said to her back, once I was in the kitchen.


      “What do you mean, ‘what’? I’m making breakfast.”


      The Ace Detective was in an apron. The girl who was trespassing as if she owned the place tilted her head in a gesture of innocence.


      “Do that at your own house, all right? Go home.”


      Siesta had established her agency, the Shirogane Detective Agency, about a year ago. Right now, it was doubling as her residence.


      “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


      “Not fair.”


      “Cooking for one is inefficient.”


      …So if she was going to cook anyway, she might as well cook for two? I had a feeling she was going to bill me for the cost of the ingredients later.


      “Come on, Kimi. Carry some of my double breakfast for me.”


      “It’s all for you?!”


      Sighing, I took over her spot in the kitchen. I’d make my own breakfast. You’re supposed to make a few shallow cuts in wieners before cooking them, right?


      “…I cut my finger.”


      “As always, Kimi, your cooking abilities are DOA.”


      Siesta and I went into the dining area and started on our meal at the low table.


      ““Thanks for the food.””


      White rice, fried eggs, wieners, miso soup, and pickles—a healthy breakfast. Warm April sunlight streamed in through the window, and birds were twittering.


      We’d made it through the Great Cataclysm and an all-out clash with the Federation Government. Now here we were, on the far side of that gargantuan crisis, and the world we saw seemed to be at peace.


      “Siesta, your, um…”


      Unusually, the detective was wearing regular street clothes, and a necklace gleamed at her throat. I’d given that to her a few days ago, right after our flower-viewing party—on her birthday.


      “Oh, this. Thanks. It’s perfect for when my neck feels kinda bare,” Siesta said easily. Her chopsticks didn’t even pause. If she was wearing it, my present must not have been a miss, at least.


      “Hm? Oh. I see,” I said.


      “What? Why are you acting like a detective all of a sudden?”


      “It’s elementary, my dear Watson.”


      “Ugh, that’s heinous. Don’t ever do that again. That line never appears in the original Holmes stories, all right?” Siesta gave me a dirty look.


      “You needed to wear something that left your throat bare so you could show off that necklace. Your usual work outfit wouldn’t have done that. Therefore, Siesta, you had to meet me someplace other than work, so you went to the trouble of coming to my place in street clothes this morning. Isn’t that right?”


      I pointed at her detective-style. I’d nailed it.


      About ten silent seconds ticked by. Then Siesta wordlessly took off the necklace and began stowing it in her bag.


      “Wait, wait, I’m sorry! I wasn’t trying to mess with you. Sorry.”


      Apparently as far as the world is concerned, the truth alone isn’t the right answer.


      I waited a little while for an opportunity, then asked another question. “And? How are you feeling?”


      “Absolutely no problems. Not even sitting in the sun like this.” The Ace Detective…no, the Vampire Siesta smiled softly, spring sunlight illuminating her pale silver hair.


      She’d become the Vampire close to a year ago while she was still asleep. After recovering the organ that housed her will from Abel, I’d tried to use it to wake her up. However, the Ace Detective position had already been filled by Nagisa Natsunagi.


      According to Ice Doll, the government dignitary, it wasn’t possible for two Ace Detectives to exist in this world at the same time. I knew that was true from past experience. I’d had to choose whether to let Nagisa or Siesta live as the Ace Detective, and long story short, I’d picked Nagisa.


      That didn’t mean I’d given up on waking Siesta, though. I’d hit on the idea of giving her the position of Vampire, the only currently empty Tuner seat. Her will for justice was stronger than anyone else’s, and I was positive the System would think it was appropriate for her to live as a Tuner, even if she wasn’t the Ace Detective.


      I’d read the situation right. Because Scarlet had once given her blood transfusions, Siesta also had the physical makeup for becoming the Vampire. That day, she awakened for the first time in a year and three months.


      “And I’ve been fine for a year now. There’s no need to worry about the effects of the change after all this time.”


      “I mean, you can say that, but that memory was gone for the whole past year.”


      The loss of the Akashic records had caused the world to reboot, and for a little while, we’d forgotten the records and every memory that was connected to them.


      We’d recovered them only recently. We’d collected the Sacred Relics, regained the memories of our fight with the Phantom Thief, defeated Ice Doll, and returned the Akashic records—which had been sealed into Yggdrasil—to the world.


      “Meaning you weren’t aware that you were a vampire for that year. I thought becoming conscious of it might have triggered the penalty. Or that maybe you’d be forced to live as a vampire forever.”


      “Now we’re talking epistemology or ontology. Physical forms and phenomena don’t exist independently; they start existing only when you become aware of them. It’s all right, though,” Siesta told me. “I haven’t been sentenced to a short lifespan, and I can walk out in the sun even at one in the afternoon. I’m still me today as I am every day. Just as a certain demon jokingly wished, long ago.”


      The king of vampires had once said he’d feel bad for his former candidate bride if she couldn’t take naps in the sunlight.


      …That guy couldn’t genuinely have had feelings for Siesta, could he? I seriously doubted it. He’d actually been in love with another girl and everything.


      “It’s just…” Siesta’s hands stopped moving. She gazed steadily at my fingers. “Perhaps predictably, when I see blood, it’s a little…you know.”


      She picked up my hand and popped my wounded index finger into her mouth.


      “…………”


      “…………”


      “………I’m kidding.”


      “………Right.”


      Even Siesta seemed to feel she’d taken it too far. Releasing my finger, she coughed awkwardly.


      Siesta’s attitude and how close she was willing to get to me shouldn’t have fazed me. She’d sat on my lap as if it was nothing for ages now, and we’d slept in the same bed before. A little excessive physical contact shouldn’t have been enough to rattle me.


      But I was thinking of a certain remark she’d made recently.


      “Listen, Siesta. Do you really think of me as—?” For no particular reason, I looked away. I couldn’t get the rest of the sentence out. The other day, Siesta had told me the real reason she’d made me her assistant up in the sky, at ten thousand meters. It was…


      “Oh, that?” Siesta seemed to have caught my meaning; she responded with surprising levity. Gaining confidence, I turned to face her squarely again…but Siesta was standing there in her best dress. She’d already changed clothes. “Too bad, I’m in work mode already.” I was still feeling uneasy, but she was perfectly composed. “Never mind that, Assistant, hurry up. Finish eating and get ready.”


      “…Get ready for what? Do we have a job?”


      It was Sunday, and the university wasn’t open. I’d been planning to go to the detective agency either way, but…


      “It’s a Federal Council. I got a very sudden call to assemble last night.”


      “So it’s something a lot bigger than a job, then.”


      Whenever a situation threatened to shake the world’s foundation, the council convened to discuss countermeasures. I’d attended a few councils myself with Siesta or Nagisa, before or after various global crises.


      What was this one going to be about? …No, I had a pretty good idea already.


      “I cooked, so you’re in charge of the cleanup.” Siesta stretched; she’d cleaned her bowl completely.


      Sharing chores like this almost makes it feel like… A certain metaphor came to mind, but if I said it aloud, she’d make fun of me again, so all I said was “Yeah.”


      “Sharing chores almost makes it feel like we’re married. It’s icky.”


      “If it’s so icky to you, don’t use that comparison!”

    

    
      [image: ] Silence of the doppelgangers


      After that, Siesta and I left my place, climbed into a car driven by a Man in Black, and rode to the designated venue: an old hall for distinguished guests. In a parlor that had once received the world’s VIPs, two people were already waiting: Nagisa Natsunagi the Ace Detective and Fuubi Kase the Assassin.


      “Hey, you’re finally here.” Natsunagi gave me a little wave, and I sat down next to her. “Actually, why are you with Siesta?”


      “We just happened to run into each other outside.” That was my story, and I was sticking to it.


      Leaning her usual musket against the table (had she really needed to bring that?), Siesta took a seat next to Ms. Fuubi. “That’s surprising. I didn’t think you’d be here, Fuubi.”


      “I may not look it, but I’m a public servant. I follow the rules.” Even as she spoke, the redheaded police officer was savoring one of her cigarettes. I wished she’d find a way to follow the hall’s “no smoking” rule, too…


      “Still, we’re the only ones here, huh?”


      It was almost time for the council to start, but the only one present aside from the four of us was the Man in Black who’d chauffeured us here; he was standing near the door as a representative of his group. Attendance was pretty sparse.


      “Ookami says he isn’t in Japan right now,” Natsunagi whispered in my ear.


      There was a large monitor in the room. Did that mean a lot of people would be attending remotely?


      “You and Ookami are still in touch, huh?”


      “Why do you always get grumpy when Ookami comes up?”


      “I dunno. I’ve just got a feeling that I’m not compatible with that guy on a genetic level.”


      Nagisa and I kept making small talk, Siesta and Ms. Fuubi did the same, and before long, the monitor at the front of the room came on.


      “Th-th-thanks for wait—Ngh…!” With a fully butchered greeting, a girl dressed as a shrine maiden appeared on the screen. The window promptly went black.


      “Huh?! The picture disappeared. Oliviaaa! The computer’s broken!” a cute, flustered, pathetic voice said in the distance.


      “What is that girl doing?”


      A second window opened, and another familiar girl appeared in it.


      It was the orange-haired Magical Girl, Reloaded. She was resting her chin in her hand, sighing at the Oracle’s blunder.


      “You’re her friend, aren’t you, Rill? Back her up.”


      “We’re not friends. Rill’s only doing her a favor and playing with her because her reactions are entertaining.”


      That was pretty harsh, but frankly, I knew how she felt. If we’d still had free research projects to do during summer vacation, observing the Oracle’s growth and ecology would be more fun than observing sunflowers.


      It wasn’t long before we heard the voice say “Oh, it’s fixed!” and the Oracle, Mia Whitlock, reappeared.


      “Good morning, Mia.”


      “…Boss.” Mia gave Siesta a little wave in return. Her bashful expression was extremely cute, but in the other window, the Magical Girl was sulking. “Why do you act so different when you’re with Rill?” she complained. This love triangle didn’t make much sense.


      Then one more person appeared on the monitor: Ookami. As always, his hair was combed back, and he wore a suit jacket over a well-starched shirt.


      “Good morning, Ookami.”


      “Yes, Ace Detective. I apologize for not attending in person.” Ookami and Nagisa exchanged nods. Then he made eye contact with me and snorted.


      Why, exactly?


      “It looks as if everyone’s here.” The door opened, and a gray-haired girl in a kimono came in. It was Noel de Lupwise, the granddaughter of the deceased Information Broker, Bruno Belmondo.


      “The last time we saw each other was the flower-viewing party the other day, huh? Don’t tell me—have you been in Japan the whole time?”


      “Yes. There were a lot of jobs here that needed to be taken care of, and besides, I’ve taken a liking to this country. It’s hard not to linger.” The corners of Noel’s lips rose very slightly. Her ornamental cherry blossom hairpin was a good match for traditional Japanese dress.


      “But if you’re here, Noel, does that mean the moderator of this council is?”


      “Yes. Although I’m unworthy of the role, I will be moderating.” Noel made her way to the head of the table. “Now then, let us begin the Federal Council.” Her expression was even more serious than it usually was. “First, let me express my deep appreciation for all your hard work. Thanks to you, the Great Cataclysm has truly subsided now, and the world has been saved. As a former Federation Government dignitary, please accept my gratitude.” Noel bowed her head.


      Then, with her head still lowered, she changed the subject.


      “Let me apologize as well. Project Noah, which was conducted under the leadership of the former Federation Government, caused a great deal of trouble for you. I apologize on their behalf.”


      If the table hadn’t been right in front of her, she probably would have planted her forehead on the floor. I wanted to tell her not to worry about it, but before I could, Nagisa got up and put her hands on Noel’s shoulders. “You have nothing to apologize for.” She was smiling.


      Nagisa was saying that, at the very least, Noel hadn’t contributed to Project Noah. She was innocent. “Besides, we need you to hold your head high and move forward. You really will be standing at the center of the world this time.”


      When Project Noah had been frozen, the former Federation Government was dismantled. A provisional administration had been formed, and Noel was one of its key members. This time, she wasn’t just a figurehead in an inherited position.


      “…Thank you very much.” Noel nodded bashfully.


      Seeming reassured, Nagisa returned to her seat.


      “However,” Noel went on, “as a new international organization, we’re still unstable. I believe there will be many roles that the Tuners will need to perform for us.”


      “So this peace is still far from permanent, huh?”


      When we’d recovered the Akashic records, the System, which managed this world as if it were a computer program, had been restored as well. As a result, the world was once again dealing with “bugs” in the form of global crises. The only ones who could fight them were the Tuners, and so—


      “That’s right. There’s really not a moment when it’s okay to let our guards down,” Siesta said, leaping onto the table and leveling her musket at a certain individual.


      “What’s the big idea?!” Her startled target—the Assassin, Fuubi Kase—immediately drew and aimed her own gun. But then…


      “Oh. Wait. Is that what this is?” She gave a sudden wry smile, lowering her gun again. “That’s fine. Do it,” she told Siesta.


      “—Sorry.”


      There was a gunshot. Siesta’s bullet punched through Ms. Fuubi’s head, and the Assassin vanished without a trace. All that was left were a few seconds of silence.


      “No way. She was a Doppel?” Letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, I wiped my sweaty forehead.


      “…Yes. She really did look and act exactly like her original,” Nagisa murmured, stunned.


      “Right as we were discussing them, even,” Noel murmured.


      “Yes. That’s the global crisis that I—the Vampire—am fielding.” Siesta blew across the muzzle of her gun, then resumed her seat.


      Doppels were one of the new problems the world was facing.


      People were encountering doubles who looked exactly like them. That urban legend had been passed around in whispers for ages, but now it was actually being observed all over the world.


      The copies were known as “Doppels.” From what I’d heard, the resemblance was much more than skin-deep; their personalities and even their thoughts were exactly like their originals’.


      The ugliest part of this was that the people who ended up with Doppels were always vicious criminals or key figures in the world. If attacked, the copies disappeared as easily as Ms. Fuubi’s had, but the criminal ones were extremely dangerous. They needed to be dealt with as quickly as possible.


      “I never thought we’d see a Doppel of a Tuner. When did you pick up on it, Siesta?”


      “Something seemed off the whole time. I thought it was out of character for Ms. Fuubi to come to something like this now. That meant the one who was here might be a Doppel who’d copied her in the recent past. Besides…” Siesta tapped her nose lightly with an index finger. “Vampires are apparently sensitive to the scent of nonhuman blood.”


      That was an unexpected perk of her new status.


      “However, at this point, there are only a few Tuners available to deal with all these different crises. As the dignitary says, we’ll probably need to remedy that somehow,” Ookami commented. Although there were twelve Tuner positions, only seven were active right now: Nagisa Natsunagi the Ace Detective, Siesta the Vampire, Mia Whitlock the Oracle, Reloaded the Magical Girl, Ookami the Enforcer, Fuubi Kase the Assassin, and the Men in Black.


      Meanwhile, Abel Arsene Schoenberg the Phantom Thief and Bruno Belmondo the Information Broker were no longer among the living, while Stephen Bluefield the Inventor, Youkaki the Revolutionary, and Full-Face the Hero were…


      “The Tuner Hunt, hm?”


      On the monitor, a shadow had fallen over Rill’s face.


      That was our current biggest problem: Someone had attacked three Tuners one after another, and they were still unconscious and in critical condition.


      We’d suspected the Federation Government dignitaries at first, but apparently they weren’t responsible. The culprit was still a complete mystery.


      “What does the Ace Detective think?” Rill asked, and silence fell for a little while.


      “…………? …Huh? Me?”


      “What’s the matter?” I said. “It’s nothing to be shocked about.”


      “As our assistant says, you’re the Ace Detective now, Nagisa.” Siesta, the former Ace Detective, smiled and voluntarily passed the baton to the other girl.


      “That’s…right. Uh-huh.” Nagisa nodded a few times, as though she was letting the idea really sink in. When she spoke again, her expression was earnest. “Frankly, I still understand almost nothing about this; I haven’t done a full investigation yet. However, even if I solve nothing else, I promise you that I, the Ace Detective, will solve the Tuner Hunt.”


      The detective had taken on the most troublesome of the ongoing global crises. Considering Nagisa’s personality, no one could have stopped her anyway.


      “I’d like to make a suggestion,” Mia said.


      She wasn’t the type to speak up at a time like this, so she had everyone’s attention without even trying.


      “Wh-what? Is that not okay or something?”


      “No, if you’re having trouble, let us know. We’ll all help as much as we can.” I gazed at Mia kindly.


      So did everybody else.


      “D-don’t treat me like a kid! I can’t stand Federal Councils that feel like Parents’ Day!”


      Getting back on topic…Mia collected herself, then began, “We’ve already got the Tuner Hunt to deal with, and there’s no guarantee that even bigger problems won’t come up later. In that case, why don’t we increase the number of active Tuners? Even having one or two more would help.”


      There should have been twelve Tuners, but we had ten. Plus, three of those were in no shape to work. The Oracle saw incoming global crises before anyone else did, so the proposal to fill out the Tuners’ ranks was completely natural coming from her.


      “But it’s not like just anyone would do, right?”


      It was something I’d heard from Ice Doll, the government bureaucrat. It was actually the System that administered the world, not the Federation Government, that decided whether or not someone was qualified to be a Tuner.


      “Yes, that’s right.” Noel, the council’s moderator, picked up the thread. “Not just anyone will do. They must have strong wills and the ability to use them in the service of justice. Conversely, an individual who has already proven themself in that regard could be chosen to become a Tuner. Someone who has been deeply involved with the world before, whether they wanted to be or not.” Noel raised her head, and then she and everyone else focused on one person.


      Me.


      “Master Kimihiko. How would you feel about becoming a Tuner?”

    

    
      [image: ] Kimihiko Kimizuka, hero of justice


      “Geez. That Noel pitches some nasty curveballs, doesn’t she?”


      On the way home, in the back seat of a car driven by a Man in Black, I sighed.


      “I mean, come on. Just telling me to be a Tuner out of nowhere? I need time to prepare, you know. …Emotionally.”


      At the Federal Council we’d just left, Noel had invited me to become a Tuner—demanded, really—and no one had objected.


      In other words, the decision was mine to make. Did I want to be a Tuner or not?


      But I’d watched the Ace Detective up close for years, and I knew just how much responsibility that job carried. It was dangerous, of course, and world peace always took priority over personal benefit. If you asked people if they’d like to shoulder a cross like that for the rest of their lives, how many of them would have a ready answer? People didn’t usually become Tuners because they wanted to.


      “Still, if they’re begging that hard…”


      Sighing again, I took out the handbook they’d given me at the end of that council.


      It was a form of ID that proved I was a Tuner. Having this would let me walk right into any public institution; it would even get me some financial accommodations.—She hadn’t had to twist my arm. I’d accepted the duties of a Tuner, albeit reluctantly.


      “For all your supposed reluctance, you look pretty proud of yourself,” Siesta said from the seat on my right.


      “Doesn’t he? He keeps pulling out that notebook like he’s showing it off.” Nagisa looked over from the seat on my left.


      “…What are you two implying?”


      “Well, of course, that you look—”


      “—glad you get to be a Tuner.”


      Siesta and Nagisa both smiled as if they’d discovered a new form entertainment.


      “…There’s no way that’s true. No way.” I denied it instinctively, but the two of them leaned in sharply, closing in on me.


      “I know how you feel, Kimi. Tuners really are cool, huh? They’re like heroes of justice.”


      “They haven’t decided on the name of your position yet, have they? Want us to help you think of a cool one?”


      “—Don’t treat me like I’m in preschool!” I roared, and they both cackled.


      …Dammit. I’d been treating Mia like a kid just a little while ago, and now it was happening to me.


      “I guess it was a little unexpected, though,” Nagisa said. She still seemed amused. “I didn’t think you were the type to be picky about things like that, Kimihiko.”


      Siesta joined in. “True. What made you aspire to be a Tuner that intensely, Kimi?”


      Aspire? That probably wasn’t the right word. The essence of this was simpler. “I just thought it would make us equal,” I said. They both looked mystified. “You’re both detectives…and not just ordinary detectives—you’re Ace Detectives. Meanwhile, I’m just an assistant; I don’t even have a title. I’ve never thought we were equal.”


      Was I even qualified to stand beside these Tuners, these symbols of justice?


      “Are you stupid, Kimi?” Sounding a little exasperated, Siesta kicked that idea to the curb.


      “Seriously. The Singularity shouldn’t be talking like that.” Nagisa laughed it off, too. They were assuming the Singularity was on the side of justice, which wasn’t necessarily a given, but—at the very least, I personally needed to hang on to my intention to be there.


      “What should I do about the position…?”


      They’d teased me, but I did actually need to think about it. Right now, the only obviously vacant positions were Information Broker and Phantom Thief, and frankly, I didn’t think I could handle either of them.


      “It doesn’t have to exist already, does it? Rill had them make her the Magical Girl; that was a new position.”


      “Nagisa’s right. Your appointment was already exceptional, based on your nature as the Singularity. The System might give you any title you want.”


      …Maybe so. Still, I’d need to decide eventually, even if I had some time. Now that the System was managing the world again, positions and titles carried a lot of weight. So did introducing yourself as the Ace Detective or the Magical Girl or the Vampire.


      “Which comes first, awareness or existence? Is this like that, too?”


      What sort of title should I wear in the future, and how should I work? How should I live, as someone aligned with justice?


      “If you’re really going to be a Tuner, though, you’ll have to get rid of that softness of yours. You’re too nice,” Siesta told me.


      I knew right away that she wasn’t complimenting me.


      “Do you mean like you just demonstrated back there?”


      I was remembering the Doppel incident. Siesta had apologized to Ms. Fuubi’s Doppel, but she hadn’t hesitated to pull the trigger.


      “The Doppel crisis is a bug from the world’s System. Even Fuubi’s Doppel could have caused a disaster later on.”


      The Doppel must have understood that, too. That was why she’d accepted her own destruction the moment she’d realized she was part of a global crisis. Her behavior had been a reflection of the original Ms. Fuubi’s strong will.


      “Still, I think I might have hesitated a bit,” Nagisa said. She didn’t sound very confident. “If there was someone who was identical to the real thing, and that person thought the same way as their original and had the same memories…how would that be any different from having two originals? As soon as that thought occurred to me, I bet I’d hesitate.”


      Of course, the correct decision as a Tuner was to destroy the Doppel without hesitating. Nagisa understood that. At least in this case, Siesta had done the right thing. Ms. Fuubi’s Doppel had wanted to be destroyed.


      But what if a Doppel who looked and thought just like its original showed up and told us, I don’t want to disappear? Would we be able to pull the trigger so quickly?


      “Assistant, Nagisa. I’m sorry,” Siesta said abruptly.


      “What’s up?”


      “Let me change our destination.”


      The black car had been headed to our agency, but Siesta gave the Man in Black behind the wheel another address.


      “Noches just contacted me. She says she may have identified the one behind the Tuner Hunt—Stephen’s attacker.”
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      “Please, all of you have a seat.”


      Noches had invited us into her room. It was a simple place, mostly black and white, but there was a lot of artwork on the walls. Some were landscapes or portraits of people; others were abstract.


      “Do you like art?”


      “‘Like’ isn’t quite correct. I find them intriguing,” Noches told me. She was gazing at a nearby painting of the ocean. “Why did people first draw anything? Were images used instead of writing in prehistory, or did they always have a religious or more general cultural significance? Following the Renaissance, realism and impressionism developed, and now new artistic techniques are being created every day in the name of modern art. I am not human, yet I can’t help but be drawn to that perpetual pursuit of possibility. To put it simply,” she summed up, “I’m collecting as-yet-unknown data.”


      “You don’t have to go out of your way to act like an android, you know. It’s fine to seem human.”


      “That wasn’t my intent, but…in any case, I’d like to refrain from purchasing new pictures for a little while. I borrowed advance wages from Mistress Yui recently and poured all that money into them.”


      “That story took a sharp turn into ‘sad-sack human’ territory…”


      We were in Saikawa’s mansion. Noches had been working as Saikawa’s personal maid for about a year.


      “So Yui’s busy getting ready for her tour right now?”


      “That’s right,” Noches told Nagisa. “The performance to make up for the one that was postponed during the Yggdrasil incident is coming up fast. I was scheduled to attend to her, but…” She began to set up a projector.


      “But Stephen had given you a job to do?”


      “Exactly, Mistress Siesta. I asked you to come here today because I have information about it to share with you.”


      Then Noches got down to business. We’d been told she might know the identity of the culprit behind the Tuner Hunt, but…


      “As I believe you’re aware, Stephen has literally remodeled portions of his body. One of his eyes is false, like Yui’s, and that mechanical eye is equipped with a camera function.” While Noches explained, she stayed on her feet at the desk, typing something on a computer keyboard. “That camera automatically records data and uploads it to a server at regular intervals, and I have been given clearance to access it.”


      Noches was one of Stephen’s inventions, which made her something like his daughter. None of this was out of the ordinary for him.


      “Then wait—are you saying you have video of the attack on Stephen?”


      “Yes. However, the serious physical damage he suffered meant the data was damaged as well. It was only sent a few days ago, and further repairs were still necessary.”


      Damage, repair…but if she’d summoned us here now, that meant…


      “Look.”


      Noches hit the Enter key, then directed our attention to a screen that had descended from the ceiling. Since we were already sitting in chairs, it made us feel like the audience in a movie theater.


      “I advise you to brace yourselves.”


      The room lights dimmed, and video began to play on the screen.


      “I can’t see much.” The picture was dim, and something like a sandstorm broke it up every so often. Was that because the data had been damaged? This appeared to be the interior of a room somewhere, but…


      “You know where this is, Assistant. It’s where we last met Stephen.”


      “……! Oh, I see. Good job recognizing it.”


      Now that she mentioned, it did look familiar. A little while ago, when we’d traveled to the observation point to investigate the state of the world, Siesta took me to visit one of Stephen’s clinics.


      Right. We’d had a brief conversation with Stephen here and promised to meet again the next day…but it never happened. We found him early that morning, unconscious and covered in blood.


      “So this is that missing time? Footage from the clinic?”


      “Look, someone’s there!” Nagisa pointed.


      On the screen, I thought I saw a shadow move.


      The video would be from Stephen’s own perspective. Was he talking with someone?


      “I can’t hear any voices. I can’t really see who he’s talking to, either.”


      Was the audio broken, too?


      Just then, the screen flashed white. I was pretty sure it had been pouring outside that night; the flash must have been lightning.


      “Huh?” Siesta said.


      “What’s the matter?” I’d squeezed my eyes shut against the bright light and apparently missed something. What had startled Siesta? …I had a bad feeling about this.


      In the video, a figure was coming closer. The silhouette grew clearer and clearer, until finally Stephen’s artificial eye captured it.


      “Alicia?” Nagisa murmured, stunned.


      Blood sprayed across the screen.


      The video ended there, and the room brightened around us.


      The worst movie ever had only lasted a few minutes.


      “Ali’s…alive?” Nagisa’s gaze was unsteady, and her voice trembled.


      That striking pink hair. The woman was taller, but she still bore a vague resemblance to her younger version. If that Alicia reappeared after nearly a decade, she would probably look like that…


      “—No way, she can’t be.” I shook my head.


      I knew as well as they did what had happened to Alicia. The Alicia who’d once lived at the SPES laboratory with Siesta and Nagisa had protected the two of them from Seed, and he’d—


      “She seems to have come from Another Eden,” Noches said before the heavy atmosphere could fill up with silence. “The audio in the footage you just saw is still damaged, but I managed to pick up and restore the phonemes of the final remark Stephen made. At the very end, he said: ‘Inventor of Another Eden—Alicia.’”


      “—! Alicia’s the Inventor?”


      What was going on? Had Alicia actually survived and crossed to Another Eden? Had she grown up there and become the Inventor?


      “Ali.” Nagisa pressed a hand to the left side of her chest.


      No. Alicia was definitely dead.


      After all, her soul—her heart—was sleeping inside Nagisa’s chest.


      “Another Eden is a world that’s parallel to ours. I bet the world over there is just like this one; maybe people with the same names and faces live in both,” Siesta said. She was organizing what we knew or maybe drawing conclusions from it. “However, the fates they meet are decisively different. Alicia died in our world, but she survived over there. And while I’m not sure how it happened, she became their Inventor and attacked this world.”


      “E-even if that’s true, why would Alicia do that to Stephen?” I asked.


      Their worlds were different, but they occupied the same position. What had happened between the Inventors?


      Or maybe it wasn’t only between the Inventors.


      Had Alicia attacked the other Tuners as well?


      “I don’t know. Maybe Stephen and Alicia had some sort of connection, even though their worlds were different? We should start there…” Siesta’s brow was furrowed; she was wading into the ocean of thought, all alone. But we didn’t have enough information to deduce much of anything.


      “Had you heard anything from Stephen, Noches?”


      “It’s quite possible that he had been investigating Another Eden for a while already. However, this is all the information I’m currently able to access. I’m sorry I can’t be more useful,” Noches apologized. She’d told us everything she intended to tell us today.


      This time, a long silence fell.


      A feeling of lethargy swept over me; my feet seemed to be stuck to the floor.


      Five minutes passed, then ten. None of us could move. Finally, Siesta said, “Shall we go?” and stood up from her chair.
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      I had a morning lecture at my university the next day.


      But getting into bed didn’t help me sleep, and I didn’t drift off until dawn. It was close to noon before I woke up. I scarfed down a meal that would have to do double duty as my breakfast and lunch, then headed for my third-period lecture.


      I didn’t register much of what that lecture was about.


      I told myself just working hard on my reports and getting the credits would be enough.


      As I was about to head home after fifth period, I got a notification on my phone. Nagisa had sent a text: “Come to the lab.”


      I bought some cans of coffee and headed over.


      When I opened the door to the psychology lab, Nagisa was sitting at a table with a book open in front of her, reading enthusiastically. “Good work today,” I said, handing her the coffee I’d just bought.


      “Thanks. Your voice sounds kind of hoarse, though.”


      “Yeah, that was the first time I’ve spoken today, so it didn’t go too well.”


      “You won’t be a college kid forever, you know. Why not make some friends you can talk to?” Nagisa gave me a pitying look as she opened her can of coffee. “It’s not like you’re completely lacking in communication skills, Kimihiko.”


      Well, yeah. I wasn’t fundamentally bad at talking. It was entirely due to my knack for getting dragged into things that I’d lived this long without friends.


      And the reason I wasn’t actively trying to pick up any more friends and acquaintances now was…probably because I was satisfied with the status quo.


      “You’re the only one I need at college, Nagisa.”


      There was no way I could make a friend more important than her, after everything.


      “…Are you actually doing that without trying?” For some reason, Nagisa turned away and took a gulp of her coffee.


      “So what have you been doing in here?”


      This was the psych department’s lab. Psychology was her major.


      “Until just a bit ago, I was looking for a lost item.”


      “What’d you lose? Did you drop your phone or something?”


      “No, something Professor Moriya lost.”


      Professor Moriya had been another of Phantom Thief Abel A. Schoenberg’s faces. He’d programmed himself the background of “university professor” and put Nagisa and me under surveillance.


      “…Of his? Would that even exist? All records of the fact that he was a professor here vanished without a trace, right?”


      “Right. But remember when Yggdrasil returned the Akashic records to the world? Abel…Professor Moriya revived, too, then went off somewhere. It made me think some trace of him might have formed here again, too. Of course it’s just a hunch, but…”


      Ah. So he might be planning to make this place his stronghold again, for example?


      “He did say he’d always be watching us, didn’t he?” He’d said he’d always reign as evil and keep observing this world. That the will of evil would never die. “Well, if that happens, we’ll fight him and debate him as often as it takes.” Our mission had been to keep thinking about the world’s future that way.


      “Huh. You sound so reliable. I think your chest’s gotten slightly more muscular, too. Can I touch it for a sec?”


      “You’ve been touching it since you said, ‘Huh.’”


      “Oh, your body fat is down by one percent. And I think you may be managing to bench-press more than seventy kilograms now.”


      “Don’t calculate everything just by touching my pecs!”


      Nagisa chuckled, then issued an order: “You search that bookshelf, Kimihiko.”


      Did this item of Professor Moriya’s really exist?


      “Have you been doing this all day?”


      “My classes were done after third period, so ever since then. I’m not sure how to put it…” Nagisa lowered her voice. “I can’t relax unless I’m doing something. I keep remembering yesterday…”


      She didn’t have to specify what part of yesterday. She meant Alicia.


      “At the very least, that wasn’t the Ali I knew. Listen…is there any chance that Alicia’s a Doppel?”


      “If she is, her age doesn’t match the old Alicia’s. As far as we know, Doppels don’t age or grow.”


      The Alicia we’d seen in the video yesterday clearly wasn’t a child.


      “Besides, if she was a Doppel, Stephen should have been strong enough to fight her. That means she’s more likely to have come from Another Eden, as Noches said.”


      But if that was true, why was the Alicia from that world attacking Stephen and other Tuners from our world?


      “That girl looked incredibly angry,” Nagisa murmured. Her hand, which had been skimming over the bookshelf, fell still. “At the very least, I’d never seen that expression on Ali’s—on Alicia’s face.”


      I remembered the cold expression Alicia had worn in the video when she attacked Stephen. Just becoming an adult was nowhere near enough to explain what I’d seen.


      I’d never met the real Alicia in person. The one I’d met in London during my travels with Siesta had been Nagisa Natsunagi on the inside. The real Alicia had died long ago at the SPES laboratory.


      But Nagisa and Siesta had lived with Alicia, and they’d told me many times about her pure heart, her brave smile, and the proof that she’d lived with pride.


      “I don’t want to believe that was the Alicia I know. Even if she’s from another world, I want to think she’s a total stranger. But…,” Nagisa went on in a small voice.


      


      “The Alicia I knew at the facility also made inventions. She’d make toys we’d never seen before, and we’d laugh and say she was like an inventor.”


      


      We went back to looking for whatever it was that Professor Moriya had forgotten.


      After a little while, Nagisa said, “Oh. Here,” and pulled a book off the shelf. The title was Night on the Galactic Railroad. Wasn’t that…?


      “Abel was reading that, way back when.”


      Right before that final battle, I remembered he’d been reading it on the night train.


      I didn’t know whether the book actually belonged to Professor Moriya or not. I didn’t know if it was genuinely something he’d left behind, as Nagisa had said. —But.


      “‘True good fortune,’ huh?”


      A phrase that came up several times in the story crossed my mind. I had the feeling the man was still thinking about that topic in a gap in the world somewhere.


      “Long ago, I read lots of stories like this with Ali.” Nagisa stroked the cover of Night on the Galactic Railroad, as if she was remembering the distant past. “Children’s stories and picture books showed me a world I didn’t know. Even when the treatments hurt, or when I was in a tunnel that blocked out everything else, I was invincible with Alicia and Siesta! Back then, we were always…!” Her voice was trembling.


      “It’s all right.” I set my hands on her shoulders. “At the very least, those memories of yours aren’t a lie. The fact that Alicia was your good friend hasn’t changed.”


      Nagisa tried to say something, but she swallowed instead and gave a little nod.


      If it was a bad dream, I wanted it to end. But this reality wasn’t a lie. This was a high wall we were about to face.
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        “So you finally answered.”


        This was the fourth time today the phone had rung, and when I picked up, the man on the other end of the line gave an annoyed sigh.


        “You didn’t even attend the Federal Council. What are you doing and where?”


        “I was patrolling. In an area that doesn’t get a good signal.”


        I was in a windswept ruin in a remote region of a foreign country. Leaning back against a wall whose iron girders were exposed, I recited the coordinates of my current position. The building’s ceiling had rotted through, and I could see the sinking sun through the gaps.


        “Well, well. Working three days and nights without so much as a break. That’s Fuubi Kase the Assassin, all right.”


        The man—Ookami—apparently couldn’t deal with the fact that I hadn’t answered the phone once in the past few days. His reproach was blisteringly sarcastic.


        “Is it okay for me to call myself the Assassin? I thought I’d been stripped of that title ages back.”


        “The Tuners are shorthanded as it is. When the Federation Government got rid of you earlier, they were acting arbitrarily; the System probably still acknowledges you.”


        “I see,” I said absently.


        Frankly, I didn’t care what my title was. I didn’t need one. I understood that it came with solid power—but if that power made it harder to act, it would be pretty pointless.


        “By the way, what are you doing in a ruin like that?” Ookami asked dubiously. He’d figured out where I was.


        “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that the influence of Yggdrasil left many buildings around the world covered by plants. This is one of them.”


        “The other day, the Ace Detective’s group made all plants originated from Yggdrasil wither en masse…but you’re saying that wasn’t enough to put everything back to normal.”


        “Yeah, not when things got this trashed. And crimes happen all the time at places like these. They can become hotbeds of evil.”


        On a small scale, this could be a front for a criminal organization, while another place like this could be the site where some country was developing a new weapon, at least according to one story I’d heard recently. Quashing each and every one of those things had to be the “fighting from inside the map” I’d sworn to do way back when.


        “I see. So this is what it means for the world’s shape to change.”


        Right. The return of the Akashic records was said to have set the world to rights, but forget that. We’d probably be hit by disasters even worse than the ones before.


        For example…


        “Ookami, you went to the trouble of calling because this is about the Tuner Hunt, right?” That was the only worrying crisis on anyone’s radar right now. “I’m pretty sure I’ve heard most stuff from the Men in Black already, though.”


        As far as new information went, they’d learned there was a good possibility that Stephen Bluefield had been attacked by the Inventor from Another Eden.


        “Yes. I just wanted to talk with you for a bit, since we’re both on the force.” Ookami’s tone fell slightly. “How does the situation look to you right now?”


        “I heard the Ace Detective was in charge of this incident.”


        “But you’re planning to butt in on it anyway, aren’t you?”


        …The things this guy said and did really rubbed people the wrong way, just like a certain detective’s assistant. It was extremely annoying.


        “It’s odd that the enemy hasn’t killed any Tuners.” Still, I gave him my interpretation of the situation, something that wasn’t quite a deduction. “The Inventor, the Revolutionary, and the Hero are all unconscious and in critical condition, but none of them have actually died.”


        “Isn’t that simply because the enemy wasn’t strong enough to kill them? The Inventor and the Revolutionary don’t specialize in combat, and I doubt Full-Face the Hero would be easy to kill.”


        He had a point there. If there had only been one victim, I probably would have thought the same way. Someone had schemed to attack the Tuners, but the Tuners had hit back hard and survived the attempt. However… “There were three of them. Would all three just happen to end up in critical condition? Adjusting things like that would have been a whole lot harder than killing all three of them.”


        That suggested that the enemy was far stronger than those three Tuners and had intentionally avoided killing any of them. They were definitely out of commission, though.


        “Then why isn’t the enemy killing the Tuners?”


        “It could be some sort of threat. Or ‘negotiation,’ if you’d prefer.”


        Granted, from what I’d heard, there hadn’t been any attempts at either.


        “I also sense the desire to weaken us. What do you think?”


        “Maybe they want to reduce our ability to fight, but leave room to negotiate—”


        I’d just remembered seeing a similar case recently.


        “The Phantom Thief and the Singularity.”


        They’d been like that, too. Abel Arsene Schoenberg, the Phantom Thief, had known that Kimihiko Kimizuka the Singularity could be an obstacle to his plan, but he’d tried to neutralize the people around Kimizuka before eliminating him. He’d been wary of the Singularity’s power.


        If he’d killed those people, there was no telling how the Singularity’s power would react. As a result, Abel had carefully avoided killing anyone who was connected to him. He’d tried to keep the Singularity’s hyper-convenient ability from activating by rendering them powerless instead, even though that method was far less direct.


        Was the same thing happening now? It might just be a coincidental similarity, of course. It was entirely possible that our current enemy’s goal and intentions were different. However—


        “Alicia, huh?”


        Was there any way that name would come up by coincidence now?


        “Do you know her well?”


        “Nah, we’ve never met.”


        But I did know what a woman named Alicia had once been to this world’s Singularity and the two Ace Detectives.


        Was this a coincidence or an inevitability?


        “I guess I’m not likely to turn up the answer just by giving it more thought.”


        Brooding about things I didn’t understand had never been my thing. I wasn’t like some hyper-rational type who’d fancied himself a pure white hero and strayed from the path.


        I’d always been one for action. I’d scaled walls and carved open paths armed with a single weapon. And so…


        “Keep an eye on that crew,” I told Ookami, visualizing a couple of detectives and their assistant.


        “…What brought this on?” he asked, mystified.


        I hung up without answering. “Sorry. You can’t get a signal out here.”


        I didn’t think I’d blinked, but the next thing I knew, there was a white door several meters ahead, as if it had always been there. The sun had set, and the white rectangle stood out clearly in the dark ruin, asserting itself with an odd intensity.


        “A ‘gate,’ huh?”


        Way back when, an old gentleman who knew everything about the world had invited me into his library and told me about these things.


        “Who’d have thought I’d be seeing the real thing here?”


        That gate slowly opened, and a black substance flowed out of the crack. I couldn’t tell if it was a liquid or a gas, but it gushed out in a torrent that rapidly engulfed both me and the ruin.


        “……!”


        I didn’t feel any pain or cold, though. Before long, I sensed that the situation was settling down, and I opened my eyes.


        A lone woman was standing in the darkness.


        She was dressed like the nobility, and there was a gold-colored spear in her right hand.


        —A queen. It occurred to me that was what someone like her should be called.


        “Fuubi Kase, the Assassin?”


        “And you’re Alicia the Inventor, huh?” It was odd, but that alone was enough to tell me what we were both thinking and what was about to happen. I took out a cigarette and lit it. “What brings you to this world?”


        “I’m here to take everything back.”


        The pale stream of smoke from my mouth climbed into the sky. It was one last, very brief cigarette.


        “Let me ask you this, queen of Another Eden. How many sins are you carrying?”


        “None to speak of. I am always correct.”


        I see. In that case, good.


        “Punishing innocent evildoers is the Assassin’s mission.”


        Tossing my cigarette away, I lunged.
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      The day after I’d met Nagisa in the university laboratory, the Men in Black notified me that Ms. Fuubi had a run-in with the culprit of the Tuner Hunt.


      It was a weekday afternoon. I couldn’t get in touch with Siesta and Nagisa right away, so for the moment, I headed by myself to the hospital where they’d taken Ms. Fuubi. It was the place Stephen ran, the one that had taken care of Siesta while she slept.


      “…Ms. Fuubi.”
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    After getting permission, I peeked into the glass-walled intensive care unit from the hall. The Assassin was in there, asleep; her red hair was wrapped in bandages, and she was on a respirator.


    “…I’ve never seen you that weak.”


    There were IV tubes in her hand. I could remember getting thumped by that rocklike fist as if it were yesterday.


    Still, we might just be lucky she’d survived at all…although of course she wasn’t entirely out of the woods yet. If the world’s best doctor had been here, that worry wouldn’t have been as intense, but unfortunately…


    “At times like these, there’s little we can do, is there?” Brisk footsteps echoed in the hall, and Noel de Lupwise appeared. We exchanged bows, and she came closer.


    “You’re still in Japan, hm?”


    “Yes. I was scheduled to return home yesterday, but then this happened. I will be going home tonight, though.” Noel peeked into the ICU, and her expression clouded. “So soon after that council…it hardly seems possible.”


    I knew what she hadn’t said. The Assassin had gotten hit right as we were trying to increase the number of Tuners. We’d been keeping an eye out, but everything had ultimately gone our enemy’s way. We hadn’t been able to shut down the Tuner Hunt.


    “I’ve never met the Assassin in person. However, Grandfather spoke of her often. He told me she was the type who might have been born to be a Tuner.”


    Bruno, huh? I’d heard he’d doted on Ms. Fuubi quite a bit. Ms. Fuubi hardly ever leaned on other people, but she’d seemed to trust the Information Broker, too.


    “What sort of people do you think should become Tuners, Noel?”


    Naturally, they’d need to have the kind of strong will that the world’s System would acknowledge. There had to be a clearer definition out there, though.


    “I’m just a bureaucrat, part of the backstage staff. I can’t really say anything too authoritative,” said Noel. “However, even when they were facing a situation where the ending was already certain, the Assassin and every other Tuner in history stayed in the fight to the very end. They never turned their backs on it. That’s the one thing they all had in common.”


    “…Yeah, you’re right.”


    Even just the ones I knew—Siesta, Reloaded, and maybe even Scarlet—were like that. When confronted with death or despair that might as well have been fatal, none of them had ever gone against that scenario. They’d just fought their way through. They hadn’t run. They’d hung on to their most precious wishes, if nothing else, without getting discouraged. That was probably “strength of will” in the truest sense of the word.


    …In that case. Say there was somebody who always took those stories with their predetermined endings and ripped out the last page. Would he be qualified to be a Tuner?


    “Hiyah.”


    Just then, I took an extremely unpainful karate chop to the head. The culprit was Noel, who’d gotten up on her tiptoes to reach all the way up. We locked eyes.


    “You just broke character.”


    “Yes, I thought I should do so once in a while.” Her expression hadn’t changed, but what she’d done was full of mischief. The disconnect just made the situation funnier. “I thought that was what the girls around you probably would have done at a time like this. Am I wrong?”


    Did that mean she’d been trying to encourage me?


    “There is a role only you can play, Master Kimihiko. I couldn’t say whether it’s as a Tuner, or as the Singularity, or as a human named Kimihiko Kimizuka. However…”


    “Yeah, it’s okay. I know. Thanks,” I told her, and a smile crept onto Noel’s lips.


    “All right. I’ll take my leave, then.”


    Having said all she’d needed to tell me, Noel left.


    “…So. How long are you going to hang out back there, Noches?” I called to the individual who was standing behind a pillar in the opposite direction from the one Noel had disappeared in.


    “You were having a pleasant chat with a younger girl, and I hated to interrupt.”


    “Don’t make it sound like I like little girls!” I retorted more sharply than usual, but Noches just tilted her head, looking puzzled.


    Why wasn’t that making sense to her?


    “And?” I said. “Are you here to see Ms. Fuubi, too, Noches?”


    “Yes, I just spoke with her physician. It sounds as if she’s gradually stabilizing.”


    “Don’t tell me—is her doctor Drachma?”


    He was the man who’d run the SPES laboratory, the place where Nagisa and Siesta had grown up, in Seed’s place. While the story couldn’t be summed up with a simple “he’d had a recent change of heart,” he’d begun working for Stephen more often.


    “No. He was supposed to be, but for some reason, they couldn’t get in touch with him. Another doctor who’s familiar with our situation is attending her.”


    “One of Stephen’s connections, huh? Either way, I guess all we can do now is pray.”


    I started to bring up the situation again; I wanted to get into the details with her. First off, where had this particular Tuner Hunt occurred? Where had Alicia attacked Ms. Fuubi?


    Noches hushed me, though. “Not here. Let’s go elsewhere. This isn’t the place for this conversation.”


    She had a point. We shouldn’t make unnecessary noise near Ms. Fuubi right now. Noches had already started walking away, and I jogged after her.


    “Ms. Fuubi seems to have been attacked in a distant foreign country, not here,” Noches told me, finally answering my question as we walked down the hall. “The Enforcer was on the phone with her until just before the incident is believed to have occurred, and he says she was in the southwest of the Eurasian continent then.”


    “Huh? Then why is she in a hospital in Japan?”


    The Men in Black had gone out of their way to transport her several thousand kilometers when she was seriously wounded? What on earth for? No, wait—“Did Alicia bring Ms. Fuubi here herself?”


    “Why would the enemy do that?”


    “Because she couldn’t afford to let Ms. Fuubi die, for some reason.”


    For example, maybe there hadn’t been a hospital near the scene of the incident. Maybe she’d wanted to ensure Ms. Fuubi’s life was saved as soon as possible, so she’d brought her to this hospital in Japan, which was under the influence of Stephen, the world’s greatest doctor. Or something.


    I didn’t know specifically how she’d done it. However, if the enemy had come from Another Eden, maybe she could shift between physical coordinates the way Abel had.


    Of course, I had no idea why she would want to keep from actually killing Ms. Fuubi. But Ms. Fuubi was the fourth person she’d done this to. It didn’t seem like a coincidence.


    “Either way, we’ll need to discuss this with Siesta and Nagisa.”


    There was nothing else to do here, so for today, I proposed that we go our separate ways.


    “Kimihiko, do you have…? No, of course you don’t have any plans after this, do you?”


    “The way you just assumed that is irritating, but yeah, that’s correct.”


    “That’s what I thought,” Noches said. She turned back to look at me. The corners of her mouth rose by about two millimeters. “Come do a little shopping with me.”
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    Noches took me to a high-end department store that was a twenty-minute drive from the hospital. The first place we went was a shop that sold Western tableware. Noches was shopping for teacups, and she picked each one up carefully to evaluate it.


    “Weren’t you going to cut out wasteful spending?”


    “Oh, be quiet. No one likes men who criticize women’s shopping habits. Men who always dress the same and don’t really bother to style their hair, displaying an aggressive lack of individuality—they also get low marks. In addition, men with indecisive characters who promptly pretend they can’t hear the important things, who look dense but actually use insincere tactics to hang on to women who feel affection for them—I think men like that should all die out.”


    “I only hit you once; don’t hit me back a thousand times!”


    Ignoring me, Noches compared two teacups. “This one’s nice, too.”


    Technically, Noches wasn’t built the way humans were, and she didn’t need to drink tea. She didn’t need to eat or drink at all, either for energy or for fun. Even so.


    “It really is intriguing.”


    Anything that was distant from Noches as she was created fascinated her.


    She was a strange being. You couldn’t neatly define her as an AI or an android, but she’d definitely been created by Stephen, through the power of science. Noches herself had said once she didn’t have a will the way humans did, but…


    “Women are far more sensitive to being watched than men think.” Maybe she’d sensed me looking at her; Noches was gazing back at me, her neutral expression a bit more contemptuous than usual.


    “No way. Are you saying Saikawa can tell I’m always looking at her calves, too?”


    “Thank you for that information I had no desire to hear. Never go near my employer again, please,” Noches said, then followed with a terrifying “I will rip out your irises.”


    “I bet Stephen didn’t think you’d be this dangerous a character when he designed you.”


    “I’ll take that as a compliment.”


    It definitely wasn’t intended as one…but whatever.


    “All right, I’ll go pay for this.” Having swiftly decided on her purchase, Noches started for the register, teacup in hand.


    I followed her to several other shops. Come to think of it, I’d never spent this sort of time with her before.


    “I hadn’t intended to keep you with me quite so late.”


    Outside, the rain had stopped and dusk was falling. We walked to the parking lot together, side by side.


    “Well, that’s fine once in a while. Besides, I just heard from Nagisa; we ended up missing each other, but she and Siesta also went to see Ms. Fuubi.”


    “Is that right? Then starting tomorrow, things will be busy again.”


    As the council had decided earlier, dealing with the Tuner Hunt was going to be the Ace Detective’s mission. Naturally, as her assistant, I was planning to assist.


    “The world just doesn’t go the way you’d like it to, does it?”


    “You said it.”


    We’d just resolved a huge disaster, and now we had to face another one that was very close to home. On top of that, since someone was hunting Tuners, the next victim could be the Ace Detective or the Oracle or the Magical Girl.


    “I hardly need to tell you that peace isn’t guaranteed to last forever. Getting something back doesn’t ensure it will never be stolen again. Not only Mistress Siesta but even daily life itself.”


    …She was right. Everything had been lost before this story began. We’d made wish after wish come true, and we were steadily getting closer to the epilogue we wanted.


    The detective was already dead.


    I’d sworn I wouldn’t let it end there, and I’d made it this far.


    But even if I’d regained the things I’d lost and managed to find my way to a happy life, it wouldn’t necessarily last forever. It might not have occurred to me just how hard it would actually be to get my wish and keep it.


    “Still, it isn’t all bad.” Noches gazed up at the sky. Above us was a rainbow. “How many colors do you see in that rainbow, Kimihiko?”


    “I want to say seven, but it’s more like five right now.”


    The rainbow hung in a twilight sky that was a blend of oranges and purples, and while it looked like something out of a fantasy, I couldn’t see the rainbow itself clearly.


    “That said, it’s not as if rainbows always have seven colors.”


    People mostly believed there were seven colors in the rainbow in Japan and…I forget where else. Not many, in any case. Most of Europe and America said it was six colors, and Southeast Asia thought it was four. And from another perspective, it was possible to differentiate one color from another only because they were named. How people observed phenomena depended on the language they spoke. What was the technical term for that again?


    “You’re surprisingly knowledgeable.”


    “It’s all stuff I learned from Siesta,” I confessed honestly.


    “That’s what I thought.” Noches smiled. And then… “Kimihiko. This is for you.” She held out the paper bag she was carrying. It was the teacup she’d bought at the first shop.


    “A present? Why me?”


    “The world doesn’t go the way we’d like it to, so it’s fine for this sort of thing to happen once in a while, isn’t it?”


    …I see. If it meant experiencing surprises like this, I’d tolerate a little unfairness.


    “This is actually a set of two.”


    Noches looked up at me, as if she were testing me.


    


    “I won’t name names, but please use them to drink tea with the person you like.”


    


    …Would this eventually put a crack into my peaceful daily routine? Resisting the urge to say it out loud, I looked up at the rainbow, just like Noches.
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    Side Alicia


    In a great hall in a certain Western-style mansion, the queen sat in a chair whose shape was modeled on the spades suit in a deck of cards.


    “That makes four.”


    Several virtual images resembling wanted posters floated in midair, the product of holographic technology. One of them showed a redheaded woman, and the queen drew an X over it with her fingertip.


    She’d drawn this same mark on others: a helmeted man, a veiled woman, a doctor in a white lab coat.


    “It’s all going according to plan. There isn’t the slightest cause for concern.”


    Bracing her elbow on the armrest, the queen set her chin in her hand.


    The plan, which had been established when she came to this world—no, even before that—was progressing smoothly. The queen gave a sigh that could have expressed satisfaction or boredom.


    “Who’s next, Your Majesty?” asked the individual who knelt before her chair.


    He was the queen’s right-hand man, and his efforts were a big part of the reason the plan was unfolding without a hitch.


    “The Oracle? Or maybe the Magical Girl?”


    New holographic photos appeared. One girl in a shrine maiden costume, another in a wheelchair. Pictures of several other candidates appeared, too. Who would get the next red X?


    “Let’s see.” The queen paused for a little while, then turned the tip of her golden spear on one of them. “I’ll make it this one.”


    Seeing her choice, her right-hand man murmured, “I see.” If this worked, they’d definitely get different results this time.


    “You’re as torn up as ever, aren’t you?” The queen gave the man’s appearance a mocking glance.


    His suit was ripped, and his leather shoes were filthy, thanks to all the incidents and nuisances he kept sticking his nose into.


    “Well, that’s my mission.” The man smiled thinly.


    “You haven’t changed at all,” the queen said. “Not a single thing in eight years.”


    A hush fell over the room.


    “By the way, Your Majesty.” The man raised his head to offer a suggestion. “I think it’s about time. What about making contact with those two?”


    Several little dolls had been set below the queen’s chair. The man was looking at two of them, both girls. One had black hair, the other white.


    The queen gazed down at the two dolls, apparently thinking. Remembering. Her gaze was steady and cold, and there was something obsessive about it.


    “Yes, let’s move to the next phase,” the queen murmured, averting her eyes.


    No one but the two of them knew where this plan would go.
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    Eight years ago, Kimihiko 2


    That day, I was playing dice with Danny in the living room of the apartment.


    “Ha-ha! Fives and sixes, a full house. Lady Luck’s on my side!” Danny laughed, admiring his roll.


    The game we were playing was like poker, except we were using dice instead of cards. Although Danny had kicked my butt so badly over the past several rounds that I’d stopped wanting to believe in words like luck and probability.


    “You have to be cheating!”


    I pitched the dice all over the room, then lay on the floor and sulked.


    That was fine. I was a kid. This was Danny’s fault for being immature.


    “Kimihiko, kid, you gotta follow the rules.” Danny peeked in at my face, smirking.


    We’d been betting on this game, at Danny’s suggestion. He’d said games with no risk were boring.


    That said, being in grade school, I didn’t have money. Neither did Danny, by the way. He didn’t even have the money to buy cigarettes today; he’d been trying to pick up used cigarette butts off the sidewalk. (I’d stopped him, of course.)


    That meant we were betting secrets instead of money.


    The rule was that whoever won the game could ask the loser any question at all and pry his secrets out of him. Danny had already gotten countless secrets out of me, and now here he went again—


    “All right, cough it up. What’s the name of your crush?”


    “Why are you making this feel like the night of a school trip?!”


    I’d seen this in a manga. At night, there was a random custom of playing cards and chatting after lights out, and ultimately, you’d each reveal the name of the person you liked. I’d never been on an actual school trip, so I had no idea whether that was a real thing or not.


    “They say parents look forward to learning about their kids’ growth through their romantic stories, you know?”


    “Don’t suss out your kid’s growth from that gross angle!” Besides, more than anything else… “You know you’re not my dad.”


    Danny looked surprised for a second, and then he laughed. “Cold little punk. Well, I’ll let you off this time. I was cheating anyway.”


    “Oh, you were, huh?!”


    How the heck do you cheat at dice? Was he saying he could come up with any number he wanted by throwing a particular way? What kind of skill was that…?


    “Is it okay for an odd-job man of justice to be cheating?”


    “Ha-ha! The more you trick others and get tricked in life, the better the world is, right?” Danny said, sounding nothing like an ally of justice. “I told you so before, didn’t I? I’m one thing, but if you’re going to get by with that extremely problematic nature of yours, you’ll need to be either a con man or a phantom thief.”


    “First, you tell me to be an ally of justice; then you tell me to be evil. What do you want from me, huh?”


    “I didn’t say that at all. What are you, and what do you want to become? If you know those two things, I’ll have nothing more to say.” Danny ruffled my hair carelessly.


    I didn’t exactly enjoy having a guy like him touch my head. I smacked his hand away and got up. “I’m going to bed.”


    “Kimihiko,” Danny called after me. “If you’d won a game, what were you going to ask me?”


    I gave his question just a little thought, then said, “Next time you beat me without cheating, I’ll tell you.”


    He laughed heartily, while I headed for the bedroom.
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    Chapter 2
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      I woke up a few seconds before my alarm went off at half past seven, as usual.


      Rubbing my eyes, I stopped the digital clock.


      No breakfast smells drifted in from the kitchen this morning. Apparently, the detective had stopped trespassing. All alone, I sat up on my wafer-thin futon.


      “…Did I sweat that much?”


      The futon was soaked. There was no way I was still wetting the bed as an adult; it was all from a night sweat. My body wasn’t flushed. If anything, I was chilly. It felt like having a cold, when you know you’ve got a fever but you’re shivering so hard you can’t tell.


      I’d been dreaming a lot lately. There was a nostalgia about them, the sort that made you want to carefully put them away somewhere. I could never remember what they were about once I woke up, though. I felt as if I’d been talking with someone, and the dreams probably contained important memories.


      Then why couldn’t I recall them? Why did I wake up sweating, as if I’d remembered something ugly? For now, I took a shower and rinsed those questions away.


      After breakfast, I headed straight for the Shirogane Detective Agency. It was a weekday, but I didn’t have class today. I was pretty sure Nagisa didn’t, either.


      “Oh, you’re here, too, Kimihiko. I thought you would be.”


      As I’d expected, Nagisa met me at the agency. She’d done the same thing. And…


      “We were just saying we should go play a wake-up prank on you if you didn’t show in another ten minutes.” In her special seat by the window at the back of the room, Siesta smiled at me.


      It was a normal, everyday sight, and I gave a little sigh of relief. “A wake-up prank? Were you planning to play a bazooka right by my ear or something?”


      “We thought we’d scatter empty beer cans around and have Nagisa lie down next to you naked.”


      “Don’t pull weirdly realistic pranks like that! And you, Nagisa, don’t go along with her!”


      …Good grief. I sat down on the sofa for visitors.


      “What were the two of you doing?” I asked.


      Siesta and Nagisa exchanged a glance, then looked away. “Oh, nothing.” They were clearly hiding something…


      “Wait, was it a surprise for me?”


      “No.”


      “The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind.”


      Siesta and Nagisa both shook their heads, perfectly serious. …Not that it mattered or anything.


      “Never mind that, Kimihiko. You seem kind of tired.”


      “Hm? Oh, yeah. I’ve been having weird dreams lately, so it never feels like I really slept.”


      “Weird dreams? You think it’s stress?” Nagisa started rubbing my shoulders. How long had it been since I’d gotten a massage from anybody?


      “You’re even using your elbows… This is the real deal.”


      “Really? I guess practicing paid off. Okay, lie on your stomach next,” Nagisa ordered cheerfully.


      “Practice? Where do you do that?”


      “Huh? D-don’t make me say it…”


      “Why are you hiding it all suggestively?” She hadn’t started working at the sort of establishment she couldn’t mention here, had she?


      “No! I just learned from watching massage videos!”


      “Oh, that reminds me,” said Siesta. “Nagisa, it’s fine if you use the agency’s Wi-Fi, but, um, don’t spend too much time on weird sites. The logs don’t go anywhere.”


      “Th-that’s not true, either! Siesta, believe me! I was searching for the wholesome kind, and I just stumbled across it and watched accidentally—that’s all!”


      “For four whole hours?”


      “………”


      “Siesta, that’s enough. Stop picking on her.”


      Nagisa’s dignity was in tatters.


      “Um…right. I’m kidding. Of course I don’t check the history that carefully.”


      “Oh, phew! That’s great!”


      Nagisa had already confessed, but if she wasn’t aware, it probably didn’t matter that much.


      Then Siesta made us some black tea, and the three of us regrouped and settled in to talk.


      “Well. Shall we get down to business?” Siesta took a sip of tea, then set her cup on its saucer.


      We all knew what we were going to talk about.


      “Alicia from Another Eden is clearly hostile toward our world.”


      Ms. Fuubi had been targeted in the Tuner Hunt the day before yesterday. Both Nagisa and Siesta had been briefed on the situation, and we’d been discussing the fact that the three of us needed to get together as soon as possible.


      “Now that she’s attacked this many Tuners, there’s no doubt about that,” said Siesta. “However, I think there’s a clear reason she hasn’t actually killed anyone.”


      That was something I’d been thinking as well.


      Something about Alicia’s situation apparently wouldn’t allow her to kill Tuners.


      For example, Abel had once been very careful about messing with the people in my circle because he was wary of the Singularity’s power. It couldn’t be…


      “Alicia knows about the Singularity as well,” said Nagisa. “She’s concerned about what might happen if she does something irreparable to someone close to you, Kimihiko. She’s scared.”


      “Yes, it’s just as she says. The enemy won’t kill anyone who’s been deeply involved with our assistant. That means Fuubi should be all right as well.”


      …I see. Besides, even if the Singularity had nothing to do with it, there was no way that woman would bite the big one so easily. There was still a world out there that Fuubi Kase needed to see.


      “In that case, the problem is what Alicia’s after, huh? Why did she come to our world, and why is she attacking Tuners?”


      “For example, just a little while ago, we—or actually, the Federation Government—meant to board the Ark and leave this dying world for Another Eden. Couldn’t that work the other way around?”


      “Wait, are you saying Another Eden is going through its own Great Cataclysm? And that Alicia came here ahead of an invading force from her world?”


      If that was true, we’d be in a war with both our worlds at stake.


      “If it came to that, you might be the key again, Kimi. At the very least, it’s almost certain that our opponent is wary of the Singularity.”


      Siesta’s remark reminded me of the role Ice Doll had given me earlier. The Singularity had been a bargaining chip in the event that we went to war with Another Eden. The recovery of the Akashic records had taken Project Noah off the table, but there was a good possibility that I’d end up in that role again.


      “Huh? Maybe I should’ve asked earlier, but are you somebody important, Kimihiko? What’s up with your usual ‘I’m just a lowly detective’s assistant’ attitude?”


      Look, I basically see myself as Villager B. As I’d said before, I still didn’t feel worthy of standing beside the Ace Detective as an equal.


      “Back when you were traveling with Siesta, you didn’t know that you were the Singularity, did you?”


      “No. Because this detective refused to tell me anything remotely important.”


      Siesta just primly sipped her tea.


      Just then, the agency’s doorbell rang. Did we have a client for once? “I’ll get it,” Nagisa said, and as she went to do that, Siesta and I continued the conversation on our own.


      “I’d like you to understand what I went through, Assistant. You were famous for that back then, too, so all sorts of organizations attacked us in biweekly attempts to kidnap you.”


      …Was that true? I suspected she might be taking advantage of the fact that I couldn’t verify any of this.


      “So what are you saying? That you saved my life a hundred times a year or something?”


      “That is what I’m saying. You should show me a little more respect, Kimi. Here.” Siesta held out a black-stockinged foot to me. Was she saying to rub her exalted feet? Geez, what a rude employer.


      “Then you’re ready for this, huh?” I said.


      “What do you mean, ‘ready’?”


      I grabbed Siesta’s ankle and tickled the heck out of her foot with my free hand.


      “Wha—? Hey, don’t…ngh…! … …! … …ghk!” With a wordless yelp, Siesta started writhing and flailing around on the sofa. I kept getting glimpses of what she wore under her skirt, but that had nothing to do with anything right now. What I needed to do was drum a thorough “understanding” into this high-and-mighty detective, who always assumed she had the upper hand.


      “What’s the matter, Siesta? You look like you’re having a lot of fun over there.”


      “It’s—not…fun…!”


      No? Well, I was just getting warmed up.


      Holding Siesta’s ankle tightly, I set my fingertips against the back of her small foot and—


      “What are you people doing?”


      I realized Nagisa was standing in the door to the agency, looking completely repulsed.


      “Haaah. Mind if I show in a client?”


      Oh, right, the doorbell. Siesta and I both cleared our throats and got to our feet, preparing to welcome the client.


      “Um, good afternoon.”


      A woman promptly appeared from behind Nagisa. She had reddish hair, and she seemed to be around eighteen or nineteen. She looked at my face, then at Siesta’s. Her gaze swam uncertainly; she seemed vaguely uneasy.


      The woman had beautiful European features, and I had the feeling I’d seen her before, although I couldn’t remember where.
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    “Uh, have we met somewhere else, quite a while back?”


    But the moment I spoke…


    “Oh! It’s been ages, Mr. Kimizuka!” Our alleged client ran up and took my hand.


    


    “You helped me at Sun House seven years ago. I’m Grete!”
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    “Who would have thought you were an acquaintance of Kimihiko’s? Here you go.”


    Nagisa had brought our client—Grete—some tea, and the girl smiled at her. “What a wonderful fragrance. Thank you very much. Um…”


    “Natsunagi is fine, or Nagisa, or Miss Gorgeous Ace Detective. Whatever you want!”


    “Thank you very much, Miss Natsunagi!”


    Grete had picked the safest choice, and Nagisa backed down dejectedly.


    “Once again, it’s been a long time, Grete. Just about seven years, right?”


    “Yes, Mr. Kimizuka. I’d wanted to thank you someday.”


    Long ago, we’d met at a children’s home called Sun House. It was a facility Danny Bryant had created in order to protect gifted kids—children born with high intelligence, artistic ability, or creativity. Grete had been one of them.


    At the time, I’d been searching for information on Danny with a woman named Gekka Shirogane. Our search had taken us to Sun House, where we’d met Grete, who had a prodigious talent for drawing.


    However, Grete had idolized Danny; when she wasn’t able to accept his death, I’d done my best to talk her around. That was seven years ago.


    “Huh? But if you met Grete then, Kimihiko…” Just for a moment, Nagisa’s gaze began to travel as if she’d picked up on something, but she changed her mind and shut her mouth.


    “I’m surprised you remembered me,” I said instead.


    “I did! …To be honest, I’m still not good at distinguishing people’s faces or expressions. I remembered your kind voice, though!”


    Grete had a cognitive disorder known as face blindness. She was able to perceive people’s eyes, noses, and other features separately, but not as a single integrated face. That meant it was hard for her to distinguish even her close friends from strangers just by looking.


    Still, visual information isn’t the only way people recognize each other. Voice, scent, how they feel when you touch them, or the indelible memories of time you spend together—we recognize people who matter to us through all these things, which stay with us forever.


    “You sure are beautiful.”


    I’d considered saying she’d grown up to be beautiful, but Grete’s smile was like sunlight, and I’d murmured the words before I knew I was going to.


    “Oh, don’t tease me!” Grete pouted, turning away, but she was trying to sound more upset than she was.


    Then I realized I was being targeted with a glare from a different quarter.


    “You said that line so easily.” Siesta was crunching on a cookie, extremely unamused.


    Sheesh. What was she mad about?


    “Nagisa, do you understand what’s going on here?”


    “When these things happen, you’re usually in the wrong, Kimihiko.”


    Not fair. I sipped my tea, which had cooled down slightly. “So, Grete. What brings you here today?” It was about time to get down to business. There was no way she’d come here just to see me for the first time in years. “Actually, how did you find out I was at this detective agency?”


    “Jekyll told me. I’ve moved out of the home…but he told me to visit this place if I ever ran into trouble.” Grete held out a handwritten note with the agency’s address. I was pretty sure Jekyll was the director of Sun House, but how had he known about the agency?


    “Whatever the circumstances, coming here was a good decision.” Siesta clapped her hands, moving the conversation along. “Tell us what’s troubling you, please. I promise you we’ll protect our client’s interests.”


    Grete gave a small nod, her face sober. And then…


    “You see, I met a man who introduced himself as Danny the other day.”


    That confession had come out of left field, and my shoulders jumped.


    “I have my own studio now, and I draw for a living. One day, a visitor stopped by. He set his hand on the brim of his hat and told me, ‘It’s been a long time, Grete. I’m glad I got to see you again.’” As Grete went on, the bewilderment she’d felt seemed to be rising in her again.


    “However, because of my face blindness, I couldn’t tell who he was. When I asked his name, he told me—it was Danny Bryant.”


    That wasn’t possible. He’d vanished eight whole years ago.


    Danny Bryant was already dead.


    “I immediately thought it couldn’t be true. But I recognized his voice. It was rough from alcohol and smoking, but so gentle with my name.”


    That was something I’d told Grete long ago. I’d said that even if she didn’t know Danny’s face, she’d be able to remember his voice and his scent.


    “Every detail was Danny’s. The fragrance of his pomade and the smell of his cigarettes. The roughness of his hand on my head when he told me he’d visit again.”


    “But that’s…that can’t be…”


    Grete didn’t seem to be lying, though. It was probably true that a man who seemed to be Danny Bryant had visited her.


    “Say, Grete? Why did the man who claimed to be Danny visit you?” Nagisa interjected. From what Grete had told us, it sounded like he’d just stopped in to say hello.


    “Well, I don’t really know. It seemed if he just wanted to reminisce about old times. I was still a bit suspicious, of course, and I was careful not to say too much about anything.”


    For better or for worse, Grete’s face blindness had kept her from being certain whether this Danny was the real one, so she’d vaguely acted her way through the encounter. Then she said that Danny had told her, “I’ll come again,” and left.


    “It’s still fuzzy, but I’ve got a picture of the situation now.”


    I never would have guessed that something like this was even possible. Who’d have believed I’d be hearing that name so much after seven years?


    “—Danny Bryant’s ghost,” I said without meaning to.


    Just then, I made eye contact with Siesta, then with Nagisa, too. In a vague way, I had the feeling we were all thinking the same thing. We had a hunch about what this mystery Danny actually was.


    We couldn’t say it now, though. We couldn’t tell Grete—not here. Not yet.


    “Please help me.” Our client bowed to the three of us. “Who is the man who’s claiming to be Danny Bryant? I-if he’s real somehow and Danny’s actually alive…please contact me.”

  

  
    [image: ] Argue until the butter melts


    The next day, I was at Japan’s tallest transmission tower in response to a summons from Nagisa.


    That may seem abrupt, but the detectives always work like that.


    The place was a popular tourist spot, and it had been built as part of a commercial development, so visitors could shop and enjoy fine dining there, too. Nagisa and I ate at a conveyor-belt sushi place (it was apparently famous in Hokkaido), then took a break at a café.


    “It hurts; I can’t eat another bite; I can’t move; I’m just gonna live here…” Nagisa, who’d just stuffed herself on seafood, took a single sip of her fruit tea and groaned.


    “I’m amazed you can say that after ordering pancakes.”


    “Well, the sign said they’d take thirty minutes to cook.”


    “So?”


    “Don’t assume I’ll be the same person thirty minutes from now.”


    “Why bother looking cool for a line like that?” I took a sip of coffee, then sighed. “You know, I thought Siesta would be here, too.”


    Especially after yesterday. There were all sorts of things we should have been discussing about Grete’s request.


    “Huh? Didn’t she tell you? She said she was going to be out of the country for a while.”


    “Why am I always the only one who never hears about these things?” In the beginning, I’d assumed I was being kept out of the loop for a reason, but I was starting to suspect they just enjoyed my reactions. That couldn’t be it…right?


    “You were having a secret discussion with Siesta before I showed up at the agency yesterday, too, weren’t you?” I said.


    “Oh, that was, um…Siesta’s asked me to handle a little job. I can’t talk about it now, though,” Nagisa said, then refused to elaborate. As long as they weren’t just harassing me, I wasn’t planning to force her to talk, but…


    “Then what’s this gathering about today?”


    “—What, I can’t even go on a date if I don’t need something?!”


    “Is this a date?”


    “………”


    Now openly upset, Nagisa stuck a long spoon into her pot of fruit tea and began eating the pineapple out of it. Apparently, she was the type who ate the fruit, too.


    “Now that you mention it, you’ve got your hair in a ponytail today, huh.”


    Nagisa’s hair had grown out just a little more, and she had it tied back. “You’re supposed to make that comment first, but…okay, fine. How does it look?”


    “You know, I’ve always liked ponytails, actually.”


    “I know that. I mean, I put it up today because you’d said that earlier.” Nagisa muttered something in a small voice; her fingertips toyed with her ponytail. “What other kinds of hairstyles do you like? Or general aesthetics or genres.”


    “That could take a while.”


    “Sorry, the short version, please.”


    “Right. On you, anything boyish would be good, and surprisingly, trendy fashionista styles would probably suit you.”


    “…Oh, we’re talking about me. Well, okay…I’ll keep it in mind. It just so happens that I have friends like that anyway.” Nagisa cleared her throat as if she was covering for some sort of mistake. “Okay, should we cut the banter and get down to business?”


    Apparently, there really was a point to this meeting. As she switched gears, Nagisa’s expression turned serious. “Kimihiko, you think Grete’s Danny Bryant was a Doppel, don’t you?”


    That was the working conclusion I’d drawn yesterday after hearing her story. I thought a Doppel who’d copied Danny back when he was alive might have gone to visit Grete.


    After Grete had left yesterday, I’d told Nagisa and Siesta as much, but they’d already hit on the same possibility independently.


    “If you’re bringing it up now, though, does something about it seem off to you?”


    “…Yes. If that explanation is correct, do you think Danny’s Doppel hasn’t realized he’s a Doppel?”


    “Well, Ms. Fuubi’s hadn’t realized it, either, at first. Maybe it’s rare for them to pick up on the fact that they’re Doppels at all.”


    They’d have to know about the concept of Doppels in the first place; then they’d need to be unusually skeptical and have the courage to admit they were a fake. Fuubi Kase had all those things, and that was why her Doppel could choose to disappear.


    “Danny’s Doppel might have a sense that something’s off, too, though. That could be why he visited Grete, who would have known his old self.”


    He’d wanted to clear up his doubts: I actually am Danny Bryant. I’m no fake.


    But someday, Siesta would deal with Danny’s ghost. Handling the Doppel crisis was the Vampire’s mission. And that was exactly why we hadn’t been able to tell Grete any of the details yesterday.


    Explaining the concept of Doppels would have been tough to begin with, and on top of that, we’d eventually have to erase Danny’s Doppel. In that case, we’d need to come up with some other “truth,” such as “that was someone completely different.”


    “Right. That’s the part that concerned me.”


    I’d gotten lost in thought, and for a second, I didn’t know what part Nagisa was talking about.


    “The theory about Danny’s Doppel visiting Grete because he was having doubts about his existence. Do you really think that’s right?”


    “…What do you mean?”


    “If the Danny Bryant who visited Grete was a Doppel trying to learn what he really was, don’t you think he would have gone to see you first thing? You must be the one who knew him best.”


    She’d pitched the question from an unexpected angle, so I couldn’t answer it right away.


    “That’s why I think it’s too soon to assume that Danny is a Doppel.”


    …Then what was he actually?


    Danny Bryant’s ghost, which hadn’t yet disappeared. He couldn’t have come from Another Eden, too, could he?—No, he really couldn’t.


    If there was a Danny Bryant in that world, he wouldn’t be the same person as the Danny in our world. He wouldn’t have told Grete, “It’s been a long time.” And so…


    “The ghost actually is a Doppel.”


    As things stood, that was the only genuine possibility.


    The idea that he might not really be dead was even less possible.


    “I’m not so sure…”


    At last, a plate of piping hot pancakes arrived. Nagisa had gone quiet and pensive, though, and all the butter had melted before she picked up her knife and fork.

  

  
    [image: ] False stars and real wills


    After Nagisa finished her pancakes, we parted ways for the day…or that was what I figured would happen, but she caught my hand and led me into the facility’s planetarium instead.


    In addition to the regular, movie theater–type seats, it had sofa-type seats where we could lie down side by side.


    “This place is pretty dead.”


    “Oh, that’s because I reserved it. This way.” Nagisa pulled me over to a sofa, then flopped down on it. The scenario seemed too perfect, but it was probably fine.


    “Still, why a planetarium?” The lights in the hall faded to black, and the program began.


    “Don’t you remember? Back in high school, you took me up to the roof and we watched the stars.”


    “Oh, that. Yeah.”


    In the summer of our senior year, when Nagisa had remembered her memories as Hel and gotten depressed, I’d encouraged her to go on the roof of the school. Was she returning the favor?


    “Meaning I look like I’m worried right now?”


    “Ah-ha-ha. I wouldn’t go that far, but…”


    Still, she was apparently concerned about me. That was why Nagisa had switched gears on various levels and brought me here.


    “That said, watching a planetarium show really does make it feel like we’re on a date, doesn’t it?” Nagisa cheerfully continued our earlier conversation from the café.


    I started to respond with Yeah, I guess, then suddenly remembered something. Nagisa had told me she’d liked me. The world’s reboot had erased that incident for quite a while, but we’d retaken our memories of it the other day.


    “…Say, Kimihiko. Aren’t we going to talk about that one time?” Apparently, Nagisa had thought of the same thing.


    “Didn’t you say not to mess with you about it?” I was pretty sure she’d said people’s feelings changed over the course of a year and that she didn’t want me bringing it up.


    “Y-yes, but it ticks me off that you’re acting like it never happened!”


    “Girls’ feelings are way too complicated.”


    I couldn’t say her feelings were a pain in the butt, though. I didn’t even believe that myself.


    Realizing I was smiling, Nagisa frowned in frustration, making a little noise halfway between a growl and a groan. “Haaah…never mind. More importantly, remember how we searched the lab for anything Professor Moriya might have left behind? It reminded me of something.” Turning back to look at the planetarium show, Nagisa changed the subject. “Do you remember the Ship of Theseus?”


    “Oh…the thing we had a lecture on that one time?”


    It was a psychology lecture Nagisa and I had attended at university, before Professor Moriya had revealed his true identity as Abel. The professor had asked the students if they were familiar with the concept of “the Ship of Theseus,” then related a certain Greek myth.


    Long ago, the hero Theseus had defeated the Minotaur, a monster that terrified the populace. He’d sailed on a magnificent ship, but as the years passed, that ship had begun to deteriorate. Out of appreciation for his achievement, bits of the ship were replaced as they broke. It began with the mast, and eventually, people realized that every part of the ship had been replaced with something new.


    That was when a question arose: Now that every part of the ship was new, was it genuinely the same ship? In other words, could it really be called the Ship of Theseus?


    Or say the old parts that had been removed during repairs were kept. If those were put back together again, wouldn’t the result be a second Ship of Theseus? In the lecture, Professor Moriya had talked about the “sameness” of things.


    “Don’t you think that’s similar to the things we’re dealing with now?” Nagisa asked, looking up at the artificial starry sky.


    The things we were dealing with now: Doppels, Danny’s ghost, Alicia of Another Eden. They did all spark associations with the Ship of Theseus paradox.


    They looked the same, and their names were the same, but the stuff they were made of was different. In that case, could we really say they were the same people? How could we distinguish between the originals and the fakes?


    “What do you think, Kimihiko? Say there were two ships of Theseus; which one would be real?”


    “That’s a tough one. Just switching parts out wouldn’t change the history its name carried. That said, if there was a ship that was built of the exact same materials, I get the feeling we could call that one ‘the original,’ too.”


    In his lecture, Professor Moriya hadn’t given us the answer to the paradox. All he’d done was encourage his young students to run thought experiments about the sameness of people and things. He’d said it was something we’d have to keep thinking about forever.


    “It really is tough, huh? Argh…I should have taken those lectures more seriously.”


    Come to think of it, Nagisa had had reservations about the Doppel issue earlier, too. If she encountered a person who looked and thought just like their original, she’d have a hard time deciding that that person was a fake.


    What about me? Could I call the Doppels, and Danny’s ghost, and Alicia of Another Eden “fakes”? What was it that separated the real things from their imitations?


    “Sorry, that wasn’t fair, was it? I don’t have the answer to that one myself.”


    “No. Just posing the question was a big help.”


    After all, no matter how hard the question or issue was, we’d never find an answer if no one started the conversation.


    “We may not even be our ‘real selves’ yet.”


    …Right. Not when we’d only saved the world once so far.


    “We can’t call ourselves the real thing. But that’s why…”


    We gazed up at the stars of the planetarium, which were striving to shine more radiantly than the real ones.


    
      [image: ] Retrieving foreshadowing, eight years later


      Having left Kimihiko and Nagisa behind, I boarded a private jet and took off for a certain Eastern European country. When I was traveling with my assistant, I’d enjoyed being wasteful… I mean, in order to accumulate as much experience and education as possible, I’d sometimes had us take the long way around. Now, though, there was no time to waste. At the airport, I got into a car driven by a Man in Black and made straight for my destination.


      That destination was a cozy house deep in the country. It resembled a small vacation home, until you got to its front entrance. There were two doors in an air lock configuration, one after the other, equipped with electronic locks. I’d arranged this visit in advance, so I got through the strict security without trouble.


      The house had an open floor plan. In the center of the spacious living room, an old woman was rocking in a rocking chair. She slowly opened her eyes, then looked at me and smiled. “I’ve been waiting for you, Ace Detective—no, Vampire.”


      “You’ve got a pretty comfortable life here, Ice Doll.” The white-haired old woman motioned for me to have a seat on a nearby sofa, but I shook my head. “This is less of a jail than an actual vacation home.”


      This was the former Federation Government dignitary, Ice Doll.


      When Project Noah fell through, the Federation Government had broken up. Now the provisional government considered Ice Doll a danger, so they’d put her here and isolated her from the center of the world.


      But I had help inside the provisional government in the form of Noel de Lupwise. Thanks to her, I’d arranged to meet directly with Ice Doll.


      “I thought you’d be somewhere harsher. I’d like this sort of place as my final abode, too.”


      I wondered how much it would cost to actually buy one. It was a bit soon for an entire house, but I might buy a condo next time instead of renting. Although planning my actual life should probably come first.


      “This is a prison. I’m not able to leave it.” Ice Doll closed her eyes; she was still rocking. “The Men in Black are watching this house and the forest, of course. So are all sorts of other organizations under the influence of the provisional government. I can’t go anywhere else.”


      “You look very peaceful, for all that.”


      “Yes. As I am now, that’s perfect.”


      “You should take up knitting or something, then,” I said.


      “In that case, I’ll need to find someone to knit a muffler for.” Now that she’d been relieved of the heavy burden of her government position, this old woman had quite a sense of humor.


      That was enough small talk, I decided, and I waded into the main topic. “I’d like to hear what you know about Another Eden. You and your colleagues in the former Federation Government were trying to build an ark and cross over. Was it actually safe there?”


      Right now, we were clearly under attack from the sanctuary.


      However, if we assumed that Alicia and the sanctuary’s other residents were considering invading Earth, it was entirely possible that Another Eden itself had big problems.


      “As part of Project Noah, we asked Stephen Bluefield the Inventor to investigate Another Eden. During his investigation, he expressed a certain concern: the existence of Queen A.”


      “—Alicia.”


      Ice Doll gave a small wordless nod. Then she explained, summarizing the information she’d received from Stephen.


      For example, the exchange of information between the two worlds was limited, and in order to link them, it was necessary to use devices referred to as “gates.” However, there was currently no one in our world who could use gates skillfully, while Another Eden had been accessing our world from time to time.


      “In other words, there was no absolute guarantee that Another Eden was a place of safety. Even so, during the Great Cataclysm, we had to pin our hopes on the Ark.”


      “You mean it was just last-ditch insurance in case the Great Cataclysm destroyed our world? That’s sloppy.”


      On top of that, they’d planned to rely on the Singularity if negotiations with Another Eden broke down. Sheesh, they didn’t understand a thing about the Singularity’s true nature. Since there were no better options, I’d be the one to decide how to make use of him now. Not because that was what I wanted, mind you.


      “When the Akashic records disappeared, our defeat was practically set in stone.”


      “We’re still having global crises even now that the records are back, though.”


      “I believe resolving those is your job, isn’t it?”


      “No, it’s ‘our job.’” Yours and mine. I wouldn’t let the woman get away with just knitting in the woods. She was going to do her part to bring peace to the world.


      “As I thought, the current era’s Tuners have a great deal of trouble.” Ice Doll closed her eyes, smiling wryly.


      …Well. I probably wouldn’t get any more information about Another Eden out of her. That said, I did have one other question for her.


      “I’m just going to ask you straight out: Was it the Federation Government that killed Danny Bryant eight years ago?”


      Seven years ago, Ice Doll had asked me to investigate Danny Bryant. But he had been dead for a year by then, and it seemed as if the government had known that all along.


      “It is true that we once viewed Danny Bryant, who was then the Ace Detective, as a danger. A specified threat.” Ice Doll opened her eyes very slightly. “It was possible that he had stumbled onto the secret of the Akashic records independently, and we needed to monitor what he did with that information. You understand what would have happened if that secret had gotten out, correct?”


      “Did you have me investigate him because you wanted to know whether he’d left the secret of the Akashic records anywhere before he died?”


      If so, the Federation Government really had possessed a motive to do away with Danny. It would have been done in the service of keeping the Akashic records secret and ensuring lasting world peace.


      “Yes, but it was not we who killed him. More accurately, we did not kill him ourselves, nor did we issue the orders to do so. The killer’s name was…I don’t even need to tell you, do I?”


      “…Krone. Plus the group she led, the so-called evil vigilantes.”


      Once, when I’d worked with Kimihiko Kimizuka as Gekka Shirogane, we’d uncovered that fact together.


      Eight years ago, Krone’s group had taken the children of Sun House hostage, and Danny Bryant had given up his life to protect them.


      However, there had to have been a mastermind behind the group. Someone who’d wanted to crush the secret of the world Danny had found. I’d suspected the Federation Government, but…


      “Frankly, though, I’ve begun to think that it wasn’t your doing after all.”


      If they’d really wanted to kill Danny to protect the secret of the Akashic records, there would have been better ways to do it. At the very least, the Federation Government would have used a more reliable method. Krone had skills, but she hadn’t known much about the world’s hidden side; they wouldn’t have used a criminal like her.


      “Ice Doll, who do you think the mastermind was?”


      “Who knows? I was hoping you would find that out for us seven years ago, actually. You were still inexperienced then,” Ice Doll said, blatantly trying to get a rise out of me.


      “And who lost to my inexperienced group and got herself locked up in here?”


      “I don’t think you’re inexperienced now.” As if her ice had melted, Ice Doll gave me a smile. “That means you should be able to identify them now, don’t you think? The one who really killed Danny Bryant, eight years ago.”

    
  

  
    [image: ] Do androids dream of the Ship of Theseus?


    Two days after going to the planetarium with Nagisa, I was in the front passenger seat of a car headed for the airport.


    I checked my watch. I still had time left before my flight boarded. Raising my phone to my ear again, I resumed the conversation I’d been having.


    “You be careful, too, Rill. There’s no telling when the enemy could show up at your place.”


    I was making one of my regular reports to the Magical Girl, who’d moved back to Scandinavia. I’d just filled her in on the danger of the Tuner Hunt, including the incident with Alicia.


    “Who would have thought she’d get the Assassin, of all people?” On the phone, Rill sighed. “Frankly, no matter how careful Rill is, she doesn’t see herself winning against that Alicia person. If the Assassin and the Hero lost to her, a wounded Magical Girl probably doesn’t stand a chance.”


    “That’s not…” But I couldn’t tell her she was wrong. Now that Reloaded’s legs didn’t work, unless she was in a special environment that gave her free access to the System’s power, she was pretty far removed from any battlefield.


    “Well, of course Rill will run, and she won’t just give up. After all—”


    “You’re the Magical Girl?”


    “Oh, for the love of—! Don’t take people’s best lines. Rill will turn you to cinders.” She snorted like an anime character from years ago. “And? You were saying there’s no telling where or when the enemy will appear?”


    “Right, she might move herself or her targets to different coordinates, the way Abel did.”


    In simple terms, it seemed similar to teleporting. It was hard to believe out of nowhere, but Abel had used his unique codes to manifest and evaporate like an actual ghost.


    “It seems a little like magic, doesn’t it?”


    “…Magic?”


    “Yes, this world has a power resembling magic in it. Even Rill uses it, or at least some of it. After all, the Magical Girl’s predecessor was the Magician.”


    Come to think of it, that was right. Magical girls had held a special meaning for Rill, so she’d had them change the position’s name, but before that, one of the Tuners had been the Magician as a rule.


    “Rill doesn’t understand how this magic power works, though.”


    “I thought it was all a product of Stephen’s inventions. Was I wrong?”


    “Well, no, that’s not entirely incorrect. What the ancients called ‘magic’ will probably be categorized as a type of science in the future. We’re still in a transitional period, that’s all.”


    In the end, maybe it all came down to how we interpreted the phenomena in front of us. I hated to admit it, but—in the world under the Akashic records…


    “The world’s a big place, huh?”


    “Yes, and we have to save it.”


    We both sighed, eight thousand kilometers apart.


    “Kimihiko, is something else worrying you?”


    “…What makes you say that?”


    “The sound of that sigh. One of a master’s basic duties is tending to their familiar’s health.”


    I could visualize Rill’s haughty posture on the other end of the line.


    “Yeah, but does that mean you can tell different types of sighs apart?”


    “I could tell from the color of your pee, too.”


    “Nobody’s showing you that!”


    Had she started thinking of me as an actual dog recently…?


    “True, the world is vast. Meaning there’s that much more to save, but also that there are lots of people who will help. Particularly around you,” Rill said gently. “If you ever find yourself needing help, speak up. Rill will wheel her chair for all she’s worth and race to your side.”


    “Yeah, same here. I’ll learn how to magically teleport, just in case you’re ever in a tight spot.”


    We both laughed, then said, “See you later,” and hung up.


    “We’ll arrive in ten minutes,” said a voice from the driver’s seat as I ended the call.


    “Okay. Sorry for the extra trouble, Noches.”


    An hour ago, I’d called the Men in Black for a ride as usual, but they’d never showed up. Noches had come instead.


    “It isn’t a problem. I always knew you were the type of person who’d use me as a taxi, Kimihiko.”


    “Don’t damage my reputation! You called and said you’d give me a ride, remember?”


    “That’s right. I’d never seen the Men in Black abandon a Tuner before. That was entertaining.”


    “…I’m still just a provisional Tuner.” Noel had sounded me out about it, but I hadn’t settled on a position name yet, and as I’d just told Rill, my hands were already full.


    “Resolving all the Doppel-related issues comes first, then?”


    “Yeah. It sounds like the next stage is London.”


    That was why I was headed for the airport: The Oracle had made a prophecy yesterday. According to Mia, a group of Doppels was going to appear somewhere near London.


    Ordinarily, Siesta the Vampire should have been the one to deal with them, but she was away right now. As her assistant, I was going in her place.


    “You’ve got a strong sense of responsibility,” Noches said, not taking her eyes off the road. “Or is there some other reason?”


    …She was as sharp as ever.


    From the way she was asking, she probably knew both my situation and my goal already.


    “Then will you come with me, Noches?”


    “Unfortunately, I have a previous engagement.”


    “…Is it Nagisa?”


    As a matter of fact, right after Siesta left, Nagisa had also said there was something she wanted to take care of on her own.


    As always, the detectives loved working covertly, but I wasn’t going to say anything about it now. Had that discussion at the planetarium given Nagisa an idea, too?


    “………”


    “Noches?”


    The next thing I knew, Noches had gone very still behind the wheel, and her face was expressionless (although that was her default). Meanwhile, her foot had stomped the accelerator into the floor, and the car was going faster and faster—and there was a red light just ahead—


    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah, wake up!” I leaned in from the side and managed to step on the brake, stopping the car.


    “! Haaah. I thought we were gonna die…”


    “Hm? Oh, I’m sorry. It looks as if I went into sleep mode.”


    “That’s the worst mode to go into while driving!”


    “You were so terribly gloomy and boring that it just happened.”


    “And you’re making it my fault, huh?!”


    “I’ll be careful,” Noches said, then resumed driving. “Talk about something interesting, so I don’t get sleepy.”


    “So it’s up to me, huh…?”


    I couldn’t think of any good stories, though, so instead I told her about the Ship of Theseus lecture that Nagisa and I had discussed earlier.


    If all the components of a certain object or person were changed, would it still be the same thing as long as its records or memories remained unchanged? Or was it the other way around? As long as the substance it was made of stayed the same, could you make as many of the original as you wanted, with “sameness” guaranteed?


    I told Noches about that…and instantly regretted it a little. What would this topic mean to her? She’d been created as Siesta’s backup, and they still looked identical; what did she think of their “sameness”? I got the feeling it wasn’t okay to casually bring up this subject with her.


    “It doesn’t matter.” Noches spoke lightly, as if she’d read my mind. “That said, my answer remains the same: I am just an android. No more, no less.”


    She’d always been like that. No matter how often I told her she had a human heart, Noches always denied it. She said the fact that she seemed to have her own emotions and will was just the result of a program.


    “I can be replaced as often as required. Even if my body breaks and all my parts are replaced, I will be myself. If you built a second copy of me entirely from old parts, that would also be me.”


    “Then you think there are two ships of Theseus, Noches?”


    Not just two. From the way she’d phrased that, she seemed to be saying that the ship could be copied any number of times. No…that wasn’t it. We weren’t talking about boats.


    “I can be anywhere, and I am nowhere,” Noches said. She didn’t look particularly sad. “An entity that can be replaced may as well not exist to begin with. My program and body can be replicated as many times as necessary. I’m not an original. I’m not the real thing.”


    “—Noches, that’s not…”


    “However, this is also not the only answer.”


    Another red light. The car slowed to a stop, and Noches looked at me.


    “Doppels, Alicia of Another Earth, and Danny Bryant’s ghost. All these things may look similar, but in fact, they could be entirely different. What we must do now is learn all we can about these phenomena and their natures.” Noches gazed straight at me. “In this world, there are no coincidences.”


    The line sounded like something a certain detective would say.


    “Alicia. Danny Bryant. The fact that those names have reappeared in your path at this particular point in time means—”


    “—That we shouldn’t look away from that destiny, huh?”


    Noches blinked two or three times, then nodded. “That’s right.”


    The light turned green, and the black car set off toward the airport, which was now visible down the road.
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    Having reached the airport and caught my flight, I headed straight for London. I’d visited that city quite a lot with Siesta, way back when. Come to think of it, this was my first solo trip there.


    The airplane made a slightly delayed landing, and then I caught a taxi at the airport. Roughly an hour later, it dropped me off at a palace whose clock tower was famous even in London. How long had it been since the last time I was here? When I got out of the car, I was met by a one-woman welcoming committee.


    “We’ve been waiting for you, Master Kimizuka.”


    “Long time no see, Olivia.”


    Olivia’s day job was flight attendant, but she also worked for the Oracle.


    We entered the building through a back door, Olivia leading the way.


    I’d come to meet Mia, who lived at the top of the clock tower.


    “Sorry I’m a little late.”


    “It’s all right. Was there some sort of trouble?”


    “Yeah, my plane had a bird strike and almost went down. I should’ve flown with your airline instead.”


    “So if you live twenty years drawing trouble to yourself, even life-threatening episodes become nothing more than small talk to make en route. This way, please.” Olivia showed me into a special elevator. We rode it as high as it would go, then climbed some more stairs, until we finally reached a door. Olivia knocked on it. “Excuse us, Madam Mia.”


    I followed Olivia in. And then—


    “Say, Olivia? Fasten the back for me, would you? I can’t reach.”


    We’d caught Mia in the middle of changing; she was wrestling with the zipper on her dress. Her bra was peeking through its open back.


    “Madam Mia, I don’t mind helping you, but more importantly, you have a visitor.”


    “Huh?! Is Boss here already? Tell me sooner…” Acting embarrassed but unable to hide her joy at getting to see her beloved Siesta, Mia turned around.
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    “Hey, Mia.”


    “Why is it you?!”


    


    I was kicked out of the room for a bit, then allowed back in once Mia had finished changing. She and I sat across the table from each other, drinking tea Olivia had made for us.


    “…And? Why are you by yourself?”


    Blowing on her tea to cool it, Mia fixed me with a cold glare. Apparently, she was really carrying a grudge over not getting to see Siesta. They’d seen each other just the other day.


    “We’ve been working separately for a few days. Since it’s her, I don’t think there’s any need to worry, though.”


    I’d managed to contact both Nagisa and Siesta, which meant they hadn’t run into a Tuner Hunt.


    “Even so, taking Boss’s place and prying a prophecy out of the Oracle is just…”


    “Don’t say it like that. I’m just being Siesta’s proxy; that’s all.”


    The day before yesterday, Mia’s foresight had shown her a new Doppel crisis. She hadn’t been able to reach Siesta then, so she’d related the prophecy to me instead.


    She’d probably done that because she assumed Siesta and I were working together, but I’d come here on my own.


    “The Vampire is in charge of handling the Doppel crisis. It’s Boss’s job. You shouldn’t be doing this on your own.”


    “We’ve got a situation of our own to work around. Personally, I need the Doppel crisis resolved as soon as possible.”


    I told Mia about what had happened over the past few days—about Danny’s ghost.


    “So you’re saying you want to resolve the Doppel crisis in order to see what this Danny’s ghost person is?”


    “Right. It sounds like Nagisa thinks differently, but I think he’s a Doppel. That being the case, I’d like to use your prophetic powers to see as many Doppels as possible.”


    That was the real reason I’d come here on my own today.


    When Mia had predicted the appearance of a group of Doppels, she’d only said “near London.” She hadn’t told me the exact location yet, but if there was even a 1 percent chance that Danny’s ghost was in that group, I wanted to run into it as soon as possible.


    “Are you aware that you’re skating on very thin ice here? Besides, taking on another Tuner’s job without permission is a violation of the Federal Charter.”


    “That rule was made by the former Federation Government, and they’ve been disbanded. Besides, people treat Siesta and me as a set. My enemies are Siesta’s, and her enemies are mine.”


    “You’ve got a comeback for everything, don’t you? Still, this was my fault for asking you to pass on the message in the first place…” Mia groaned and fretted, while Olivia nodded sympathetically, as if she were watching her own daughter grow up.


    “Give me something a little more persuasive so I’ll feel less guilty.”


    “I don’t really get that logic, but…okay, let me return this.” I took an old book out of my bag and set it on the table.


    “Is that…the origin text I gave you for safekeeping?”


    “Yeah, although it looks like it’s done performing its role. Until then, though, I took good care of it for you. In return, would you take one request from me?”


    Frankly, it wasn’t very neat logic. Even so, I had to resolve the Doppel crisis on my own, no matter what. I needed to prove that Danny’s ghost was a Doppel. Either that, or—in the unlikely event that he wasn’t—I had to find out what the ghost actually was.


    “…Haaah. It’s been close to three years since I met you, and you’ve been nuts the whole time.” Sighing, Mia got up from her chair. “What are you doing? Let’s go.”


    “Are you going to take me to those Doppels?”


    I’d managed to talk her into it. Where in London were the Doppels going to appear—or had they appeared already?


    “Here.” Mia pointed at the floor. “Don’t you get it? They’re here.”


    The Oracle was pointing toward the clock tower’s basement.
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    “Watch your step.”


    A tunnel ran under the clock tower’s palace.


    Naturally, there was no natural light down there, and the dim bulbs on the underground road seemed unreliable. Mia and I walked slowly through the gloom, using our phones to illuminate our path.


    “Come on. Why would Doppels show up in a place like this? Did they seriously have to pick somewhere pitch-black with bad terrain for their base?”


    “Doppels are said to base their actions on the thought patterns of their originals. Maybe the originals were active somewhere underground like this.”


    “…I see. And this is a whole group, right? Is it possible that these Doppels are copies of an entire criminal organization?”


    From what I’d heard, most of the people who picked up Doppels were either notorious criminals or people involved with the world’s core functions. We really couldn’t afford to get careless.


    “Mia, whatever you do, stick close to me.” I squeezed her small hand tightly.


    “Are you perhaps not a fan of dark places, Kimihiko?”


    “No, that’s not true at all. Stay close, no matter what.”


    Inconceivable. There was no way I’d clung to Mia the second we entered this underground tunnel and covered for myself by telling her to watch her step.


    “Well, I do know how you feel. You’ve got some trauma connected with this place, don’t you?”


    “…I see. You knew about that too, huh?”


    Long ago, when I’d been fighting SPES with Siesta, Hel had kidnapped me and brought me down here. This underground road was where we’d first fought the biological weapon Betelgeuse.


    “Looking back, it still feels like a bad dream. Fighting a monster with a humanoid weapon independently developed in England…”


    “You do actually understand, don’t you? At the very least, the sort of robot-type weapons you see in movies don’t really exist.”


    Mia’s remark stopped me in my tracks. “Then what exactly did I live through?”


    “Well, you can probably interpret it any way you want, but the most likely explanation is that, as you say, it really was just a dream. The world of Boss’s daydream tricked you, Hel, and everyone else. Don’t just stand there, let’s go.” Mia set off walking again.


    “…So it was Siesta’s will-based ‘daydream’ ability?”


    Had Hel and I really been fighting in an illusion Siesta had created without knowing it? It wasn’t an impossible idea.


    “Is that the something I could clear up by asking Siesta?”


    “I don’t know. If it was a dream, I think the substance of that dream was probably different for everyone.”


    Ah. People saw only what they wanted to see. On top of that, they couldn’t dream about things they’d never seen before. But if that was true, why had I had such a crazy dream?


    “It could be because, as the Singularity, you unconsciously knew that sort of future weaponry and technology existed.”


    “…Hang on. That’s not what you said a minute ago. Didn’t you just say insane weapons like that didn’t exist here?”


    “Not in this world. But what about, say, Another Eden?”


    My breath caught in my throat.


    “Of course, I know almost nothing about Another Eden myself. Which also means I can’t reject the possibility.”


    “Then what are you saying? That I unconsciously used the Singularity’s power to borrow a scenario that didn’t exist here?”


    If that was the case, then it really had only happened in a dream, right? I hadn’t dragged that scenario into real life, right?


    “…I’m getting confused.”


    Still, if my power as the Singularity really had done that…if I’d been influenced by another world and made something hyper-convenient happen…then how much had I involuntarily warped reality before now?


    So far, I thought I’d paid a commensurate price for my wishes. How was I supposed to pay for involuntary miracles, though?


    “Listen, Mia. I—” But then I realized I wasn’t holding her hand anymore.


    “Hey, Mia?”


    Mia was gone. I shone my phone’s light all around me, but the blue-haired Oracle was nowhere to be seen.


    “Where did she go?”


    Flustered, I broke into a run. Almost immediately, though, I sensed a presence, and I turned around slowly. A white woman was standing there.


    “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it? Oh, what’s the matter? That’s quite the scowl.” The woman’s lips curved in a smile.


    “! What are you doing here?!”


    It was Krone, a member of the evil vigilante group that had killed Danny Bryant.


    “Goodness, you’re grown-up enough to carry one of those now?” Krone kept smiling, staying several meters away from me; she didn’t even glance at the gun I was pointing at her. In the darkness, the woman’s pale skin made her look ghostly.


    “…And you haven’t changed a bit.”


    She seemed to be in her early thirties, the age she’d been back when I met her in middle school.


    Seven years ago, I’d fought Krone for a certain secret Danny Bryant had left behind. With the help of a woman named Gekka Shirogane, I’d managed to thwart the enemy’s ambitions. Krone had been caught in an explosion, and I hadn’t known whether she’d survived…but apparently, she had.


    “What have you done with Mia?”


    “Who knows? Ask my companions.”


    “Companions? Who are you talking about?”


    No, wait. She had to mean that evil vigilante group. And if they were here now, then—Oh, I see.


    “Krone. You’re a Doppel, aren’t you?”


    This woman and her companions were the group of Doppels from Mia’s prophecy.


    “Sorry, Krone, but you’ve been dead for seven years.” I retrained my gun on the ghost, who hadn’t aged a day.


    “Yes, I know.”


    “What…?” I hadn’t expected that response.


    Krone gave a witchy smile; the gun didn’t seem to concern her at all. “The question of what I am is trivial. What’s important is that I’ve returned to this world with the same thoughts I had then. The will of evil won’t die so easily!”


    That line sounded familiar. So she knew her body was fake, but she’d accept absolutely any situation in order to carry out the same will as before?


    “What are you after?”


    “Revenge. When we got involved with Danny Bryant, you, and the Fiend with Twenty Faces, we fell before we’d achieved our ambitions.”


    Don’t blame that on us. Without hesitating, I pulled the trigger. If she was a Doppel, a single bullet should make her disappear.


    “You wish.”


    However, the bullet didn’t hit Krone. Instead, it ricocheted off the ground.


    “An illusion…?”


    It couldn’t be. Did Doppels have that ability? Or had Krone set some kind of trap? Way back when, I was pretty sure she’d…


    “I will carry out my objective this time, for the sake of that noble personage as well!”


    “That noble personage”? Who was that?


    In the next instant, the strength drained out of me, and my knees buckled. A pungent chemical smell stung my nostrils. I was right: She’d already set a trap.


    “All right. Sweet dreams.”


    Almost immediately, I fell asleep.
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    “Hey, Kimihiko! Quit slacking off!”


    Heavy shaking and a scolding voice woke my brain up.


    “……! I feel gross…”


    Nausea welled up inside me. Choking it back, I assessed my situation.


    There was a traffic signal in front of me, but its red, blinking light promptly receded behind me.


    I was in the passenger seat of a truck. I was slouching, and I wasn’t wearing my seat belt. Sitting in the driver’s seat was…


    “Danny?”


    The man was wrenching the steering wheel around roughly. His usual silk hat was on his head, and he had a five-o’clock shadow. “Watch the rear! They’re gonna catch up!”


    Doing as I was told, I hastily opened the door partway and looked behind us. A ton of black cars were bearing down on us, speeding up.


    “The Mafia…?!”


    If I had to say, this was a car chase. For some reason, we were being pursued.


    “—! Why is this happening?!”


    “Ha-ha! Really makes you feel alive, doesn’t it?!”


    Just then, men leaned out of the windows of the cars and started firing at us. I yanked the door shut and fastened my seat belt, practically clinging to it.


    “If you put that thing on, you won’t be able to bail in an emergency.”


    “Drive so it doesn’t come to that!” I pleaded desperately.


    “It’ll be what it’s gonna be,” Danny said, giving the steering wheel a sharp, dynamic turn.


    Danny Bryant was always reckless. Right, and I always helped him out with his work.


    “Hm? What’s up? Something on my face?”


    “…No, it’s nothing. I guess I was having a nightmare or something.”


    That hat, his whiskers, his profile, his wrinkled suit, the smells of hair pomade and tobacco. All of them belonged to the Danny I knew.


    “And? How are we going to ditch the enemy?”


    “No worries there; it won’t be long now.”


    With a grin, Danny stomped the accelerator into the floor. We shot forward, and I felt the cargo in the back of the truck moving.


    “Hang on tight.”


    A few seconds later, there was a huge explosion behind us. I squeezed my eyes shut, covered my ears, and only looked back once I was sure we were safe.


    “Ha-ha! Just like in the movies!”


    What Danny had just laughed off was the fact that the bombed-out road was on fire and filled with thick black smoke.


    “That’s seriously not good!”


    “Don’t sweat it; I adjusted the amount of explosives.


    “I never kill people who don’t need to die.” Danny laughed.


    


    After we’d safely—if that’s the word—lost our Mafia pursuers, the truck stopped near a factory at the edge of the bay.


    The sun was down, and only the moon floated in the night sky, half hidden by clouds. Climbing out of the truck, I gazed at the ocean. Beside me, Danny smoked a cigarette.


    “What’s the matter? You look like you just crawled out of hell.”


    “Yeah, ’cause I actually did. That was hell.”


    It might as well have been a chicken race toward the lake of blood. Our truck could have plowed into it at any time. Geez. No matter how many lives I had, it was never gonna be enough with this guy.


    “Ha-ha. Well, people who do bad stuff go to hell someday. There’s no way around it.”


    “Why take me with you, though?!” If somebody lowers a spider’s thread to me like in that one story, I’m climbing up it myself and leaving you down there. “And actually, Robin Hood types go to hell?”


    For example, when criminals swindled people out of their money, we’d steal that money and give it back to the people who lost it. We delivered our own brand of punishment to bad guys the law couldn’t bring to justice. That was the sort of work Danny Bryant had always done.


    If you said that was vigilante justice, just the pretense of being good, it was evil. Would it land you in hell, though?


    “I dunno. We’ll probably just have to pray extra hard before we die. ‘Dear gods or King Enma, please be somebody who thinks like we do.’” Danny laughed off my doubt, savoring his cigarette.


    This guy was so damn easygoing. He’d bet his life on doing things he believed were right, and he was saying that even if that belief was overruled at the end of his life, he wouldn’t particularly care.


    “If it were me, I’d want to file a complaint.” That life’s not fair.


    “…………”


    The phrase I always said surfaced in my mind automatically.


    Come to think of it, when had I first said those words? What situation and whose had been on my mind when I wrung them out of myself?


    “Well, we should probably get ready.” Pulling out a portable ashtray, Danny stubbed out his cigarette, then headed for the back of the truck.


    “Do you have some kind of deal lined up?”


    “C’mon now, we went over this already. What’s up with you today?” Snorting in exasperation, he started undoing the ropes on the truck’s bed.


    So he was going to use whatever was in there in his deal? What was in the back of the truck?


    “Ha-ha. There we go—that’s it.” Danny pulled the canvas aside, smiling at the cargo he’d revealed.


    It was the piled-up corpses of several dozen kids.


    “—What…is this?”


    My brain was rejecting the reality. My hands and legs and voice were all shaking.


    “The gifted kids. They’re already dead, but their brains are the important thing. Those will go for a lot.”


    Danny climbed into the back of the truck, kicking the children’s bodies aside with his leather shoes. Then he reached down, grabbed a girl’s neck, and hoisted her up.


    It was Grete. Her eyes were wide and lifeless.


    “Huh. When’d you get that thing, Kimihiko?”


    I was gripping a pistol with both hands, pointing it at Danny. “This isn’t real. Danny Bryant wouldn’t do this.”


    “What exactly do you know about me? This is my job.”


    It wasn’t. It totally wasn’t. There was no way it could be.


    “The Danny I know would never…!”


    “Kimihiko. Who are you to talk, huh? What are you? You’ve been helping me with my job for ages. You’re giving it up now after everything?”


    “—Like I said, Danny wouldn’t do this! You’re a fake! I know—you’re a Doppel! You’re not the real thing!”


    Even as I said it, I picked up on the inconsistency. Doppels copied the thought patterns of their originals, and they only acted in ways that were based on them. In that case, what was this guy? He wore Danny’s shape, but what he did was completely different, so what was he really…?


    “I asked you a question, Kimihiko. What are you? Are you the Singularity? Or are you some Tuner who doesn’t even have a name? You’re only a detective’s assistant; do you have a will? Come on, Kimihiko. Who are you?”


    Who was I?


    The muzzle of my pistol wavered.


    “You can’t shoot me,” Danny sneered. The face I knew so well was wearing an expression I’d never seen before.


    “I’m…I…!”


    Sweat broke out on my forehead. My heart wouldn’t stop pounding. My vision grew misty, and my hands shook. I mustered all the strength in my body, and only then did I manage to squeeze the trigger a few millimeters.


    “I’m the one who’s inherited Danny Bryant’s last will!”


    Bang! A shot rang out, and I woke up.


    Wherever I was, it was pitch-black, until a blinding light lanced in and forced me to cover my eyes.


    “What are you doing, Kimizuka?”


    Someone had called my name, and I lowered my hands.


    A blond agent was standing there, pointing a flashlight at me.


    Charlotte Arisaka Anderson.
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    “…Charlie?”


    The gap between this and what I’d just been seeing was too big; my brain couldn’t process it.


    But that golden hair, those emerald eyes, and more than anything, the expression that seemed to have a bone to pick with me… This was definitely Charlotte Arisaka Anderson.


    “Would you wake up already?”


    Charlotte gave me a good solid slap across the right cheek.


    “I am awake…”


    That was when I realized my left cheek was hot and throbbing, too. Apparently, the bang! I’d heard earlier had been Charlie slapping me, not a gunshot.


    “Your face is bright red. Are you happy to see me or something?”


    “It’s only red in patches the size of your hand…”


    Still, that first slap had been a big help.


    This time it looked like I actually was out of the nightmare.


    “But, Charlie, what are you doing here?”


    This was still the road that ran under the palace. But Mia wasn’t there, and I didn’t see Krone, either. I didn’t think I’d been out for that long, but…


    “I came because Ma’am called me. She said you would need backup.”


    “Does that mean Siesta’s here, too?”


    I was pretty sure she’d been working independently, but…apparently, she’d come running because the Doppel crisis was hers to deal with.


    “The thing is, Mia’s been abducted. I’d like you to help me.”


    “Who do you think you’re talking to? It’s been handled already.” Charlie handed me her earphone. When I held it to my ear, I heard a girl’s voice.


    “…I’m sorry. I think the enemy put me to sleep as well.”


    “…Mia, huh? No, I’m sorry; I was the one who dragged you into this.” I’d pushed her to bring me down here. I should have been warier.


    “However, I’ve sealed all the ways into and out of this underground area. If you could…”


    “Right, we’ll take care of the rest,” I promised, then ended the call.


    Charlie and I exchanged a nod, then started to search the underground road.


    


    We found the enemy almost immediately.


    She was in a dimly lit space a little wider than the rest. Hadn’t Hel brought me to a place like this during that brief kidnapping, way back when?


    “Ma’am!” Charlie shouted.


    Up ahead, Siesta was training her musket on Krone.


    “Sorry, but this is my mission.”


    “How irritating. You seem completely convinced that you and you alone are on the side of justice.”


    Just then, Krone’s hair suddenly stretched out and knocked Siesta’s gun away.


    “What the heck is that?”


    I’d never heard that Doppels could do that.


    “—What do you think you’re doing to Ma’am?!”


    Just as Charlie was about to lunge, Krone’s hair wrapped around Siesta’s neck.


    “Take one step and I kill this girl.”


    That remark pinned us down. The rest of the fight was left entirely to Siesta, as if it was always meant to be that way.


    “You must have had a brilliant scientist in your group.”


    “Yes, one for whom modifying human bodies was a cakewalk. It didn’t matter what it did to our shapes or our looks, as long as it gave us power…and this time, we’ll stand on the side of justice!” Krone screamed, and then she sank her teeth into Siesta’s bound neck.


    “Siesta…!”


    Instantly, black smoke began to rise—from Krone.


    Her arms began to crumble away, disintegrating from the wrist, up their length, all the way to her shoulders.


    “Wh-why? As long as I took in your cells, I…”


    “That’s unfortunate. Vampire blood was too much for you.”


    Krone’s body crumpled without a sound.


    Just before she turned entirely to ash and vanished, Siesta murmured to Krone—to her Doppel—as if she sympathized. “Next time you’re reborn, come back as an ordinary human.”


    Ash scattered across the underground road, and then only the three of us were left. I hesitated for a few moments, then went over to Siesta. “Sorry to make more work for you.”


    “It’s fine. This was my job to begin with.”


    We both shrugged.


    “Are we all done here for now?” I asked.


    As I let the tension drain out of my shoulders, a shadow moved beyond Siesta.


    “For the love of…why did you have to say that, Kimi? It’s all your fault.”


    “…I know. I blew it.”


    Apparently, there was a Doppel or two left. They were probably Krone’s companions.


    “I’ll go after them!” Charlie took off in Siesta’s place. Mia already had this underground road sealed. We had to be close to wrapping up the situation this time.


    “Still, I’m impressed you found this place, Siesta. You hadn’t heard Mia’s prophecy, had you?”


    “No. My nose is sharper than it used to be.”


    So she’d caught the scent of the Doppels’ blood?


    Looking proud of herself, Siesta sniffed at me with her outstanding Vampire’s nose. “Oh, come to think of it, I found some good bath salts the other day. I’ll give them to you tomorrow.”


    “Are you indirectly telling me to go bathe? You’re kidding, right? I don’t stink, do I?” I nervously started sniffing myself.


    Siesta laughed. “I’m kidding. It’s too bad, though. You didn’t get what you were after.”


    “…No, I didn’t. Danny’s ghost wasn’t here.”


    The Doppel crisis wasn’t over yet, though. Danny Bryant’s ghost was out there somewhere. Until we found him, we’d…


    “Right. First, let’s take out the Doppels on the underground road, one by one,” Siesta said and pointed her gun at me.


    “What are you doing?” I was about to ask if this was another bad joke, but then I looked at her face, and I got it.


    


    “What am I doing? You’re a Doppel, too, aren’t you, Kimi?”


    


    She didn’t seem to be joking.


    Siesta’s blue eyes were gazing straight at me, and her gun was trained on my forehead.


    “I’m a Doppel? How do you figure that?”


    “I told you, didn’t I? My nose can tell humans from nonhumans.”


    No way. She’d decided that I wasn’t human…that I was a Doppel?


    “That’s not even possible.”


    There was no way it was true. I wasn’t something that had just appeared in the last day or two. I was a human…the original Kimihiko Kimizuka, who’d been born a bit over twenty years ago.


    I could remember what I’d eaten yesterday, and the planetarium show I’d seen the day before that, and saving the world three weeks ago, and traveling with Siesta four years back. I remembered all of it. I was me. Kimihiko Kimizuka. I was no Doppel or fake.


    “Can you really be sure?” Siesta fixed me with a detective’s gaze. “Doppels are basically copy-pastes of their originals. You would have been created by tracing my assistant’s memories completely at a certain point in time. Based on that knowledge, can you genuinely claim to be the original?”


    “…You’re telling me to prove I’m me?”


    How was I supposed to do that?


    ID wouldn’t help. Neither would telling her to feel me and check. Originals and Doppels were no different from each other. If even telling her a memory only the real me could know wouldn’t do it, then what should I…?


    …No, wait. There was a way. One easy way to prove it.


    “Would shooting myself work?”


    I just had to fire a bullet into my body. It didn’t even have to be my head or my heart; it could be my arm or something.


    If I started bleeding like a normal person, it would prove I was the real Kimihiko Kimizuka. That was fine. It was the simplest way to do this.


    “But what if you’re a Doppel?”


    Then I’d disappear.


    In that case, where was my so-called original? If I was a fake, where was the real me, and what was he doing at a crucial time like this?


    “What if the original is unable to move for some reason?”


    What if a Tuner Hunt had taken him out, for example? In that case, I’d have to act. I, the Doppel, would work on my original’s behalf and—


    “I, the Doppel?”


    Was it true? Was I actually a fake?


    In the dream, when Danny’s ghost had asked me those questions, I hadn’t had a ready answer.


    Who was I? What was I? And my will…what was—?


    “I’ll give you one chance. Just one,” Siesta told me, as I struggled to come up with proof that I existed. “Since Doppels are created by making an exact copy of an original at a certain point in time, the original has room to evolve beyond the Doppel.”


    …Oh. Then there were differences between originals and their Doppels. Or, to be accurate, a difference could be created. If I could put that difference into words, we’d be able to tell which I was.


    “But Doppels learn as well. Their original’s spoken words become new models to study, and the Doppel’s information is updated. If you want to assert that you are the original, you can’t use information that you’ve already communicated to others. You’ll need to say something you’ve never said before, a truth only the original could say.”


    “…Is that how it is?”


    What I had to say right now was something only the real me would know. A firm resolution I’d never spoken of to anyone, not even to myself; something I’d kept shut away inside me.


    “All right, Assistant. If you claim to be the real Kimi, then show me a side of you I don’t know.”


    “…I…I’m…!”


    What did I have? What had I left unsaid, protecting it to the end?


    Something I’d never even told Nagisa or Siesta.


    An untold wish I’d lied about and kept hidden from everybody, even myself.


    


    “I want to look for Danny Bryant.”


    


    The next thing I knew, I was speaking.


    “If there’s a possibility that Danny’s ghost isn’t a Doppel, if there’s even a one percent chance that he’s actually alive, then there’s something I want to say to him no matter what. So…!”


    “Yes, I knew that.” Just like that, Siesta lowered her gun. “I knew all along that you were you.”


    “Then why…?” I was bewildered.


    Gently, Siesta set a hand against my cheek. “Because you’ve somehow convinced yourself that you’re all grown up, and I thought I’d strip that mask away for you.”


    Eight years ago, Danny had died. Seven years ago, I’d accepted it.


    Ever since, I’d taken that reality for granted.


    …Unfortunately, I’d seen a possibility that could overturn that reality. It might only be a one percent chance, a hyper-convenient miracle.


    I didn’t think clinging to it was the right thing to do, though. I couldn’t overturn any more tales that had already ended. If I did that, who knew what sort of price would be waiting for me down the road?


    If I was the one paying it, I didn’t mind. They could take as much as they wanted from me. I couldn’t expose my loved ones to danger, though.


    More than anything, with the Tuner Hunt in progress, I couldn’t drag the people around me into this. And so I—


    “If Danny Bryant is special enough to you that you’d like to bet on a one percent miracle, then I’ll lend you one hundred percent of my power.” Siesta’s warm palm enfolded my hand.


    “Do you think I could get away with a spoiled request like that?”


    “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


    Her words were harsh, but she was smiling.


    “You saved the world. How could you not be rewarded with that, at least?”
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    Side Nagisa


    “How does it look, Noches? Do you think it’s going to work?”


    Noches was fiddling with a keyboard that looked like the instrument panel of a battleship, in front of a computer so enormous I had to look up to see all of it.


    “Yes, somehow. I’ve put together several programs, and I’m conducting an exhaustive analysis.”


    We were several thousand kilometers from Japan, in one of Stephen Bluefield’s laboratories. The Inventor had labs all around the world.


    Noches and I had arrived here yesterday, and we were doing a little investigating.


    “I never dreamed I’d be hacking my creator’s computer.”


    “Th-this is going to help save the world, all right?! It has to be done; we’ve got no choice.” I intoned the words like a spell, turning them into a pardon.


    “Still, this really takes me back. How many years has it been since I was here?” Noches kept working, but her eyes softened, as if she was unearthing old memories.


    “This is where Stephen made you, isn’t it?”


    “That’s right. I was originally created as a program that would execute Mistress Siesta’s last will.”


    What had happened after that to make her our companion and reborn as her own person? That was the story we’d lived through in order to awaken Siesta.


    “I never thought I’d stay involved with your group for so long.”


    “Do you regret it? Or are you glad you miscalculated?”


    “…I’m not human, so I have neither of those feelings. I meant that dealing with the occurrence of an unforeseen program has taken time.” Noches was talking faster, like a tsundere girl when someone’s seen through to her true feelings. This cute side of hers wasn’t a secret to anyone in our group.


    “If you keep saying things no one needs to hear, I won’t help you.”


    “Sorry, sorry. It’s just the two of us here right now, so let’s get along, okay?!”


    “What happened to your business partner, hm? What about him?” Noches asked, although she kept hacking, or rather, “analyzing.” “I hear Mistress Siesta is working elsewhere on her own, but couldn’t you have brought Kimihiko with you?”


    “Mm, I thought about asking him, but there were other things I wanted him to focus on now.”


    Kimihiko was probably wrestling with doubts right now. How directly should he confront Danny Bryant’s ghost? Was it okay to write the man off as a Doppel?


    That was why I wasn’t going to ask him for help right now. I’d investigate the Tuner Hunt on my own, as the Ace Detective…although I was technically getting help from Noches.


    “Ah, love.”


    “Shut up.”


    I just didn’t want Kimihiko to lie to himself—that’s all.


    “It may have worked.” Multiple windows appeared on the big display. They were all packed with images and text that seemed to be some sort of explanation.


    “…What language is that?”


    “I’m translating it now.”


    Almost immediately, a row of several familiar-looking English words appeared.


    Singularity. Akashic records. Project Noah. Another Eden. Gate. And Queen A.


    “Is that Alicia…?”


    Stephen had been investigating Another Eden carefully. Coming here was worth it.


    “It appears that when he wasn’t working as a doctor, Stephen spent all his time in labs like this one, absorbed in research day and night. That isn’t a figure of speech. He hardly slept at all.”


    Filled with respect for the way he lived, I fished out the necessary-looking items from the sea of information in front of me and took notes. “When Stephen wakes up, I’ll have to apologize to him for looking at his computer without his permission.”


    “Still, the fact that I was able to analyze it may mean he anticipated that someone would reach this place.”


    “Do you mean it was insurance, so that he’d be able to communicate the results of his research to someone even if something happened to him?”


    Even from what little I knew about him, Stephen had been the cautious type. He’d even mechanically modified his own body so that he wouldn’t be killed easily in order to protect his brain and his skill as a doctor.


    “But why would he go that far to…?”


    Just then, an image that seemed different from all the others appeared on the display. It was a photo of a boy. The caption read—


    “Stephen’s…son?”


    Several lines of text materialized.


    They gave a brief, factual account of what had happened to that boy long ago and how Stephen had made his decision, not as a father but as a doctor.


    “Nagisa, I’m very sorry. I take it back.” No sooner had Noches spoken than the computer began to sound an alarm. “Either we’ve stayed too long, or we’ve found information we should not have accessed. Either way, we should go.”


    “Huh? What happens if we stay?”


    “This is the Inventor, so he may have wired this lab to explode.”


    E-explode?! That would be a definite problem…but…


    “Just a little longer! Wait just a minute!”


    I had the feeling there was still an important message from Stephen here. I needed just a little more time.


    “I’m sorry for exposing your secret, Stephen.”


    But—


    “I’ll protect the things you wanted to protect in your place.”


    At some point, the alarm had fallen silent.
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    Chapter 3
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      “And so, I’m off to deal with Doppels all over the world.”


      Having just gotten back to Japan from London by myself, I took a video call from Siesta in the airport lobby.


      “Zero time to rest, huh?”


      “Well, that is our job, isn’t it?”


      …True. As a Tuner—or whenever Siesta heard about an incident somewhere—she’d always head straight to the scene.


      After the incident with Krone, we’d spent a night in London, and then I’d headed home. Siesta had flown off to another country, though. Mia had prophesied a new Doppel outbreak.


      “We’re getting pretty close to the end, though, right?”


      “Yes. According to Mia, the Doppel crisis has a time limit. New Doppels are being born less frequently, and it sounds as if that trend will continue.”


      “Rill said something about that last time we talked on the phone, too. She said there had been several Doppel crises in the past, but they’d all resolved naturally within a month or so.”


      That meant we only needed to put up with this a little longer. Once new Doppels stopped appearing, we’d just have to get rid of the existing ones, and that would be that.


      “Well, we still can’t let our guard down. It sounds as if one of the new Doppels is another Tuner.”


      …Right. If the Doppel admitted it, the way Ms. Fuubi’s had, dealing with them would be easy. But that wasn’t a given.


      “Then wouldn’t it have been better if I’d gone with you?”


      “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


      Unfair.


      “I have my job, and you have yours.”


      “Yeah, I guess. After I make a stop at my place, I’ll take off again. This time, I’ll get something on Danny’s ghost.”


      Yesterday evening, just as Mia was making her prophecy, I’d gotten a call from Grete. Apparently, other Sun House kids had been contacted by someone who said he was Danny. Not only that, but they’d all testified that he seemed like the one they remembered. I’d decided to go meet with them and hear their stories in more detail.


      “We’ll each do what we should be doing. I’m sure Nagisa understands the role she should play and is working on it by herself, too.”


      I hadn’t spoken with Nagisa directly since that time at the planetarium. The Ace Detective’s primary mission was investigating the Tuner Hunt, and she was probably focusing on that right now.


      “That said, shouldn’t we be slightly better about keeping each other in the loop?”


      “Now, now. It just means we communicate through our bond, even if we don’t put things into words.”


      “Don’t wrap things up with a cheap answer like that.”


      Siesta giggled, putting a hand over her mouth. She was always like this.


      “Actually, though, it might be better if we each act on our own anyway. In all the previous Tuner Hunts, the Tuners were attacked while they were alone.”


      “Meaning we’re currently in danger?”


      “I mean it could be a perfect way to lure out the enemy.”


      “…Don’t tell me you’re trying to lure Alicia to you.”


      “Well, there’s a lot I won’t know until I meet her. If the culprit behind the Tuner Hunts really is Alicia of Another Eden, why did she come to our world? What grudge or goal is behind these attacks?”


      …She had a point, but was the enemy even someone we could talk to? Hadn’t the Inventor and the Assassin gone down because that option wasn’t available? That seemed like another reason going up against her alone would be too risky…


      “You seem to be worried about something, but it’s all right. It seems Noches is with Nagisa, and I’ve got…”


      “Heh-heh. Ma’am has me!”


      Just then, a triumphant-looking Charlie leaned into the picture, clinging to Siesta. “Poor you—Ma’am ditched you, and you had to go back to Japan by yourself! Pfft! Tee-hee, look at you, all dumped and lonely!”


      “What are you, a kid?! Quit trying to rile me up! Don’t you have a job of your own, Charlie? You haven’t quit being an agent, right?”


      I’d never heard the details (she wouldn’t tell me anything), but Charlie had been busy shuttling among various organizations as an agent for years. As a rule, she shouldn’t have had the time to focus on helping us with our problem.


      “It’s fine. My brilliant partner will be handling the job I should have been doing for the organization right about now.” Charlie’s smile looked somehow mischievous. She was probably talking about a relationship in the organization she belonged to. She’d always kept to herself, but apparently, she’d changed while I wasn’t paying attention.


      “Huh. So you had a partner besides me you could trust that much. I see, I see.”


      “Y-you’re more my master than my partner, Ma’am! Argh, honestly, don’t give me that cold look! If you start hating me, I’ll kill Kimizuka and then myself!”


      …I’d just gotten dragged into one nasty accident. Feeling my face tense up, I changed the subject. “Speaking of being busy, what about your private life? Is everything okay at home?”


      Charlie had always had problems with her family. When her little brother Noah had died, her family broke up. Charlie had been searching for her parents for ages, and although she’d unexpectedly reunited with them recently, it wasn’t as if everything was instantly normal again.


      “You’re really overprotective, Kimizuka. Way more so than my parents.” Charlie gave an ironic smile. “Didn’t I tell you? My father took responsibility for Project Noah; now he’s living a life of leisure behind bars. I could go see him if I got permission, but I haven’t done it yet.”


      Charlie’s dad had been working as a Federation Government dignitary under the name of Lot. I’d heard the same thing had happened to Ice Doll. They were probably facing their own karma in a corner of the world somewhere.


      “And your mom, Kozue Arisaka. Is she still in the hospital?”


      “Yes, it’s been a year and a half now.”


      I’d once been deeply involved with Kozue Arisaka’s problem, too. She’d learned the secret of the Akashic records in the course of her duties. In combination with her son’s death, it had taken a tremendous toll on her mentally, and she was still undergoing treatment in an institution.


      “Do you go visit her?”


      “Yes. She isn’t as energetic as she used to be, and she doesn’t smile, but…”


      “What?”


      “She’s started getting mad when I visit. She says if I have time to stop by, I should use it to improve my sniping skills instead.”


      As she said it, Charlie looked rather happy. The fact that Kozue Arisaka got mad at her meant her emotions were actually directed toward Charlie now.


      Even though this wasn’t about me, I hoped that they’d all be together as a family again someday.


      “Basically, my situation’s calmed down, so leave Ma’am to me.”


      “…Come to think of it, that’s what we were talking about, wasn’t it?”


      Still wearing that triumphant look, Charlie made herself scarce, and Siesta took over the call. “All right, Kimi. You focus your efforts on your job, too.”


      “Geez. So I’m by myself, huh…?”


      Mia couldn’t leave her clock tower easily. Should I try calling Rill again? She’d said if I ever needed help, she’d come running. If I held back from asking because of her legs, she’d probably just get mad at me.


      “About that. I’ve arranged for a business partner for you, too, Kimi.”


      “…Hm? What do you mean?”


      “Just make sure you don’t forget who your real one is.”


      “That didn’t answer my question.”


      “All right, it’s time for us to board our flight,” Siesta said, then hung up. She was as arbitrary as ever.


      “…So what am I supposed to do?” As I wondered about that there in the airport lobby…


      “Kimizuka!” a voice called behind me.


      I turned around to see a girl standing there. She wore a hat pulled down low over her eyes and a mask that hid most of her face, but that voice had been distinctive.


      “If you’re in need of a new partner, why not go with the cutest one in the world?”


      She lifted her cap lightly with her fingers and pulled the mask down to reveal a smile. It was super idol Yui Saikawa.
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      The next morning, as I was waiting at our meetup spot at the station, Saikawa came up to me, lugging a big backpack.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting!” Her smile was as energetic as ever, and she was wearing a pink-and-white outfit that looked…springlike? I don’t know what those clothes were called.


      “That looks really good on you.”


      “Thank you very much! You haven’t changed at all, Kimizuka!”


      “I bet that wasn’t a compliment, but never mind.” Looking down at my extremely average jacket, which did get pretty boring, I cleared my throat awkwardly. “Sorry to make you get here so early.”


      “It’s fine. I’ve got the day off!”


      That was why I felt bad, but the fact that Saikawa was just naturally like this was one of her virtues.


      “You just finished a tour. Aren’t you tired?”


      “Heh-heh. You’re a worrywart, Kimizuka. I just got done absorbing energy from all my fans on that tour; I’m invincible right now!”


      “Taking other people’s energy isn’t a great move,” I retorted automatically as Saikawa flexed her biceps. “Well…I’m counting on you, though.”


      “Yes, leave it to me! Siesta told me all about it. I’m supposed to help you look for someone this time, aren’t I?”


      “Yeah, more or less.”


      Apparently, Siesta had told Saikawa she wanted her to help me at some point before yesterday.


      Yesterday, Saikawa and I had both slept off the exhaustion of traveling, but today we were going to talk with other former gifted kids who’d met Danny’s ghost. Of course, I wasn’t planning to drag Saikawa into danger, and she’d been told as much herself, but…


      “Now that that’s settled, let’s go!” Punching a fist into the air, Saikawa headed for the ticket gate in high spirits. I hurried after the world’s most reliable young woman.


      “Huh? For some reason, this machine isn’t letting me through!”


      “Saikawa, you need a ticket to ride commoner vehicles.”


      Between this and that, we boarded a Shinkansen and sat down side by side.


      “Wow, this is great! It’s been a long time since I rode one of these!” Excitedly reclining her seat, Saikawa shucked off her shoes and kicked her feet. Maybe because this was one of the pricier Green Cars and it was still morning, there weren’t many other passengers.


      “Don’t you travel by Shinkansen when you’re working?”


      “Oh, I use a private jet for that.”


      “It was dumb of me to even ask.”


      This time, though, we were bound for the Kansai region, about two and a half hours from Tokyo. I asked her whether it was okay not to take her private jet, but Saikawa said, “Mm, it wouldn’t actually save us much time. Besides, this feels more like a trip, doesn’t it? Yes, it’s a school trip!” Saikawa opened her backpack and spread out all sorts of snacks across her tray table.


      “A school trip for two people seems kind of sad, though.” If we’d at least had Siesta and Nagisa and Charlie, say, and the rest of our crew, it would have been a little more lively. Probably too lively, really.


      “I had work during my school trips in both middle and high school, and I wasn’t able to go. That means going places with you and everyone, riding on trains or planes—it’s a whole lot of fun!”


      “Is that why you’re even more worked up than usual? We’re traveling for work, but you can pretend it’s a regular trip while we’re not working. Although it’s only a day trip.”


      “It’s the state of mind that matters! Come on, let’s play cards!” Once again, Saikawa dug into her big backpack, pulled out a pack of cards, and set it on my seat table.


      “Why are they gold colored?”


      “Probably because they’re made of solid gold.”


      …My hands started shaking, and I couldn’t cut the deck.


      “It’s all right—they’re disposable.”


      “Don’t use pure gold cards like a casino. Uh…want to play poker?” Timidly, I cut the deck.


      “By the way, Kimizuka, do you have any good school trip memories?”


      “Nope. I never went on those, either.”


      


      When we reached our destination, we decided to fortify ourselves with a meal first.


      We’d arranged to meet with the former gifted kids who’d seen Danny’s ghost today, but we still had some time to kill before then.


      The place we went into had no private rooms and a carb-heavy menu. Saikawa and I found a table with a built-in griddle and sat down across from each other. Nobody would ever think to look for a globally active idol in an eatery like this.


      “It smells great! I just got a hundred times hungrier!”


      Our seafood okonomiyaki was brought out to us almost fully cooked. When we put it on the hot griddle, the sauce we’d painted onto it with a brush grew fragrant.


      “This is going to make me fat, isn’t it? Well, I am the cutest, and if my volume increases by even one square millimeter, I’m sure it will benefit the world. It’s one of those sustainable development goals that are all the rage these days.”


      “It really isn’t, but I can tell you’re having fun. Put lots of mayonnaise on that, too.”


      “Are you sure? From your face, I would have guessed you only ever ate very bland foods, Kimizuka.”


      That’s a really unkind image to have of me…


      “I was like that as a kid, but things changed while I was traveling with Siesta.”


      She was really fond of pizza, so I’d ended up eating a lot of it, too, and I’d gradually begun to prefer stronger flavors.


      Every now and then, I’d make excuses like Eating intense food makes you feel like you’re really living.


      “When you spend time with someone, their preferences and mindset are also…um, contagious? Sometimes they even change our habits and how we behave. Isn’t that interesting?” As Saikawa transferred a slice of the okonomiyaki to her plate, her voice was cheerful. “Meeting you and the others changed me. The same goes for Noches recently! The black tea she makes is truly delicious, and she even finds cute cups and saucers for me! I really do need to thank her somehow.”


      One person influenced another, and they got something in return.


      No relationship was a one-way street; it didn’t end with simply giving. That had to be true of both humans and those who insisted they weren’t.


      “Now, let’s eat while it’s hot!” Saikawa blew on her steaming okonomiyaki two or three times, then stuffed it into her face.


      “Mm, hot, yum, hot, hot—it’s hot!”


      “Most of your review consists of ‘hot’ there.”


      However, as Saikawa ate her okonomiyaki, she looked happier than anyone else in the restaurant…maybe in the entire world.
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      Once we’d finished eating, we took the subway to meet the former gifted kid. We could have called the Men in Black for a ride, but Saikawa wanted to try the subway since she didn’t get many chances to.


      “So this person really says they met Danny? There’s no mistake?” Saikawa asked. She was standing in front of me, hanging on to a strap.


      “There are tons of open seats.”


      “I’m acquiring life experience.”


      I’d only mentioned it because she was standing on tiptoe and trembling, and it looked painful. Have it your way.


      “…Yeah. The way he looked and his voice and how he acted—they said it was all just like Danny used to be.”


      Due to her face blindness, Grete hadn’t been sure about his appearance. Now the story seemed even more credible.


      “Of course, we don’t know what he actually is. I’m pretty sure I told you about Doppels, Saikawa; he could have some connection to them, or to Another Eden, or—there’s maybe a one percent chance that he didn’t actually die eight years ago.”


      I clenched my hands into fists on my knees.
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    Danny Bryant’s ghost. What was he really? Why was he making contact with the former gifted kids—and why hadn’t he come to see me?


    “Danny was really like a surrogate parent to you, wasn’t he, Kimizuka?” Ages ago, I’d told Saikawa about some of my memories with Danny. How we’d met, and how we’d parted.


    “Only for a couple of years.”


    “Time doesn’t have anything to do with it. It’s what you talked about with that person, what you got from him, what you gave him, and what you accomplished together. I remember, too, sometimes.”


    Letting go of the strap, Saikawa put a hand over her heart. Long ago, she’d been separated from her parents forever. “I have to count up how many years it’s been since my mom and dad died. That’s how much time has passed. But…,” she went on, “if I happened to hear a rumor that my dad or mom had been spotted somewhere, I wouldn’t be able to stay calm. Even if I knew it couldn’t be true, I wouldn’t want to discard the possibility that it was. I might ignore my work and run out to look for them, without even stopping to put on my socks and shoes.”


    “Saikawa…”


    “In this case, the idea is even more credible. That means you’re doing the right thing! Wanting to find Danny is completely natural. And so, Kimizuka…” Saikawa sat down on my left. “I’ll be your left eye.”


    “…Thanks, that would really help.”


    Her eye would be mightier than any right arm.


    We reached our station soon after that, then walked about ten minutes to the apartment building of the person we were planning to meet. It had a gated, passcode-protected entryway, and I punched in the room number.


    “They’re not answering.”


    We should have been right on time, but…


    “Why don’t you try calling?” Saikawa suggested, so I did, but there was no response then, either. I’d reached them that morning, but…


    “Kimizuka, if people you haven’t even met yet start hating you, you’re finished.”


    “Is that the problem?”


    I stepped outside and went around back to the parking lot. The apartment was 501—the curtains were closed, and I couldn’t see in.


    “If it’s come to this, we’ll just have to use our secret move.”


    “Saikawa, you can’t mean…”


    “It’s an emergency. What if they’ve collapsed in their apartment, for example?”


    Saikawa looked around to see if anyone was watching, then removed her eye patch. Uncovered, her sapphire eye shone.


    It was her miraculous left eye, the one that could see through any obstacle.


    “Omigosh! K-Kimizuka!”


    “What’s wrong?!”


    “I can see sexy underwear in their dresser!”


    This could not be worse. Are you really a world-famous idol singer?


    Then Saikawa finished her scan.


    “They’re not there. The apartment is empty.”


    Really? Had they stood me up?


    “There are sneakers sitting in the entryway, though; that’s odd. It’s a small entryway, and there’s just one pair.”


    …They’d gone out without putting on their shoes? No way, that couldn’t be right. They’d probably just taken another pair from their shoe cupboard. Even so, I felt uneasy.


    “I’ll try calling the others.”


    I’d arranged to meet several people who’d seen Danny’s ghost today, and I called all of them. But…


    “Nope. I can’t get through.”


    What was this? What on earth was going on?


    “What are you doing there?” a man’s voice called from behind us.


    I was already confused, and stuff just kept happening… Was this the building manager? There was no way we could tell him we’d been peeking into an apartment.


    I turned around, wondering what to do, and… “Ookami?”


    Ookami the Enforcer was standing there in a sharp suit with his hair combed back. There was a black car parked nearby.


    “Kimizuka, who is this?” Saikawa asked quietly.


    Come to think of it, these two hadn’t really interacted before.


    “This is Ookami. He’s Nagisa’s stalker.”


    “I’ll blow your head off.” Ookami held a handgun to my head without blinking. First Ms. Fuubi, now this guy—why was everyone on the Japanese police force so quick to draw their guns around me?


    “So, Ookami. Why are you here?”


    “I’d like to say you took the words right out of my mouth, but I can guess what’s going on.”


    “Don’t keep it to yourself, then.”


    “The resident of 501 isn’t home. Right?”


    …How did he know? Ookami seemed to read the answer in my reaction. “So I’m too late here as well.” He put his gun away and lit a cigarette. “Boys and girls—well, some of them would count as young adults—who have a certain trait in common are vanishing, one after another. The resident of 501 is part of that group.”


    Vanishing. From his phrasing, it was clear there was some sort of incident in progress. The fact that the resident had disappeared without their shoes backed up that assumption.


    “—Kidnapping,” Saikawa murmured; it was the most likely possibility.


    “And you’re investigating it, Ookami?”


    As a member of the Security Police? Or as the Enforcer?


    Before he could respond, though, Ookami got a call. He listened wordlessly for several seconds, then hung up and turned to face us. “The transmitter I planted on the resident of 501 has activated. All the previous ones had been destroyed, but the culprit finally missed one.”


    We were going to use that transmitter to follow the kidnapped victim…or rather, the kidnapper? Ookami stubbed out the cigarette he’d just lit, then opened the door of the car.


    “I’m going with you, Ookami.”


    “So am I.”


    Ookami glanced at us. “Do whatever you like,” he said and got behind the wheel.
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    The black car raced down streets that had been closed to traffic.


    Maybe Ookami was against using the Men in Black in principle; he drove the car himself, and Saikawa and I rode in the back seat. According to the transmitter, the resident of 501 had been taken to a point about thirty minutes by car from the apartment building.


    “Do you think the other people who’ve disappeared will be there as well?” Saikawa asked. Her fingers were squeezing her seat belt tightly. “If they are, it may be a silver lining. It’ll mean they’re still close enough for us to save them right away.”


    “Yeah, but I dunno if we can call this lucky or not.”


    Past experience had taught me that I shouldn’t write anything off as coincidence. That was an ironclad rule.


    “Granted, trying to see fate in coincidence can sometimes make you lose sight of the truth.” Ookami broke into our conversation from the driver’s seat. “The world’s littered with the unexpected. Assuming there’s a rule behind everything can easily make you lose your way. Am I wrong?”


    …He does have a point, I guess. Long ago, back when I’d first met Nagisa, she’d scolded me for trying to trick myself into thinking something that seemed like fate was just a coincidence. That was true of Danny’s ghost as well. Maybe the important thing was to stay unbiased.


    “Although getting a lecture from you ticks me off.”


    “Ha! You’re as much of a brat as ever.” Unusually, Ookami’s reflection in the rearview mirror was smiling.


    As always, he was preachy and irritating and a pain in the butt, but sometimes this guy—who was more than ten years older than me—said things that were right on the money.


    Every so often, once in a blue moon, he reminded me of a certain other guy. Maybe it was because they were about the same height and they both wore suits, or it could have been because they smoked the same brand of cigarettes.


    “It’s coincidence.”


    This, if nothing else, was coincidence.


    I smiled wryly at my reflection in the window.


    


    Thirty minutes later, we reached an artificial island in the bay area.


    The place was reclaimed ground that had originally been used as a landfill. When Japan had attracted an international sports tournament, it had taken the opportunity to give the area new life by constructing an integrated resort that included a large shopping mall, hotels, and even the country’s first casino—or that had been the plan anyway.


    “What a mess.”


    The island was definitely not a tourist attraction. Not only that, but regular people weren’t even allowed to enter it. Most of the buildings that had been under construction were covered in plants.


    The three of us crossed the cordon and waded in, pushing our way through the thick vines.


    “I guess we’re not done cleaning up after Yggdrasil yet, huh?”


    Even if the tree itself had fulfilled its role, some of the seeds it had scattered were still alive and sprouting. As long as they had sunlight and rain, plants would grow all on their own.


    “I hear the Assassin was hunting down villains who’ve been using places like these as their hideouts,” Ookami said, using his great scythe to slash through some vines that were in our way.


    “Meaning the kidnapper is using this artificial island as their hideout?”


    What were they trying to accomplish? Why would they target and kidnap former gifted kids?


    Out of nowhere, I remembered that dream. The nightmare Krone had shown me.


    The truck loaded with the corpses of boys and girls. Grete, her eyes wide open and lifeless. The terrible expression on Danny Bryant’s face as he kicked the bodies out of his way.


    I knew it wasn’t possible. I’d seen clear evidence that Danny would never do a thing like that seven years ago. That was an illusion Krone had shown me.


    “But what about Danny’s ghost?”


    Danny Bryant’s ghost, whose real identity was unknown.


    If he actually existed, and he wasn’t the Danny I knew anymore…if he really had kidnapped those kids, and he had plans for them beyond that—


    “Kimizuka.” My pulse had started to jump, but then Saikawa called out to me, “—It’s all right; calm down. Your hands squeeze. Your shoulders roll. Your breathing is rhythmic. Close your eyes, take a deep breath, then exhale. Your blood circulates. When you open your eyes, your cloudy vision will be clear.”


    It was Saikawa’s charm. I hadn’t heard that in a long time.


    It was a special magic spell to ease tension.


    “How is that? Do you feel a little better?”


    “…Yeah. How much do I owe you for the fan service?”


    Saikawa posed as if she were thinking for a few seconds, then gave a mischievous smile. “Three months’ wages!”


    We stepped into the half-built ruins of the resort facility. Searching it with the power of Saikawa’s left eye, we finally found what we were looking for.


    The great hall was all bare concrete; it had been abandoned before anyone had a chance to work on the interior. Inside it was a long row of elongated capsules—with human forms inside them.


    “Kimizuka, are those…?”


    “…Absolutely the former gifted kids.”


    Just for a little bit, I had Saikawa stick close to me. Before we rescued the occupants of the capsules, there was someone we needed to talk to.


    “Are you the kidnapper…Drachma?”


    The man in the white lab coat slowly turned around. It was the former administrator of the SPES lab, who was currently a back-alley doctor.


    “What are you going to do with those kids?”


    Was he the one who’d kidnapped them? It had seemed like he’d been cooperating with us recently through Stephen.


    “It’s an experiment in extracting memories,” Drachma told me. He was walking down the row, checking the monitors that were located near each capsule. “A portion of a specific memory storage area is being extracted. A memory all these children have in common.”


    When I heard that explanation, the answer hit me right away.


    “Memories of Danny?”


    For a moment, we made eye contact. The corners of Drachma’s lips curved. “Gathering memories of Danny Bryant that these gifted children once saw, heard, and felt will make it possible to reconstruct the data. This will re-create the will of the dead.”


    …Was that why he’d tried to make contact with Grete and the other kids who’d known Danny?


    “This is an experiment to create, as it were, a virtual image known as Danny Bryant. A new scientific endeavor to resurrect the dead from human memories.”


    “Ridiculous.” I’d drawn my gun, and now I pointed it at Drachma. “Are you trying to tell me that the dead won’t die as long as those left behind remember them? Those are just words. People die. Once they’re gone, that’s the end.”


    Yes, the thoughts of the dead remained. Wills didn’t vanish, and last wills didn’t die. But… “As for the people they leave behind, all they can do is live their lives deluding themselves into believing that they alone have inherited the will of the dead. That’s it.”


    They shouldn’t venture into what lay past that point. They shouldn’t break the taboo. Those who did would pay the price.


    But I was describing myself.


    “Exactly. Since you’ve made the same error, you won’t be able to pull that trigger.” Without so much as glancing at my gun, Drachma resumed checking the monitors.


    “…Did you develop these weird machines?”


    “No. Dr. Stephen set up this facility.”


    I hadn’t been expecting that, and it left me at a loss for words. “—Why would Stephen want to create a false image of Danny?”


    “Oh, he didn’t. He was trying to resurrect his son, who was killed in the war. He must have had qualms about it, though; he seems to have broken off the experiment before completing it. This facility is a vestige of it,” Drachma said.


    Stephen had a son who’d died? That was the first I’d heard of it.


    “Then you’re reusing Stephen’s facility to run a different experiment and re-create a virtual image of Danny?” Beside me, Saikawa was looking at Drachma in disbelief.


    “That’s right. It’s frustrating to admit, but Stephen Bluefield is the world’s greatest doctor and the world’s greatest inventor. With the system he created, it’s possible to resurrect the dead simply by artificially creating their will and implanting it into any body they’ve happened to find as a new organ. Or rather,” Drachma amended, “it will look as though they have been resurrected, and not just in their physical forms. Their thoughts, their memories—everything will be as it was in life. Danny Bryant as well, as if he’d returned from the land of the dead—”


    “Well. Are you about done confessing your crimes?”


    A shadow moved, and I heard the sound of a blade skimming across concrete. It was Ookami. The Enforcer, who’d been quietly watching the situation unfold, leveled his great scythe.


    “If the law is unable to judge you, I will deal with you in its place. I’ll entrust my own crimes to the gods after that.”


    He raised his scythe high, like a grim reaper.


    “Before entrusting anything to the gods, could you listen to the detective?”


    That voice froze Ookami’s raised weapon in midair.


    On reflex, I turned to look for the speaker—and saw Nagisa Natsunagi, out of breath. Smiling at my surprise, she flashed me a peace sign.
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    “Nagisa…”


    The Ace Detective had been working independently, but she’d come running to help with this crisis. She paused for the space of a breath, then walked toward Ookami.


    “Did we make it in time?”


    There was one other with her—the white-haired maid who’d been accompanying Nagisa.


    “Oh—Noches!”


    “Mistress Yui, I’m very sorry I haven’t been able to serve you lately.” Noches bowed her head to her current employer.


    “You’re a lifesaver, Noches. How did you know where we were?”


    “We were at one of Stephen’s laboratories until yesterday; we acquired information about this facility there. In addition, the Enforcer appears to have been in contact with Nagisa.”


    Geez. They were still staying in touch, huh? Had Ookami miscalculated, though? He’d called Nagisa, but they didn’t seem to have the same objective in mind…


    “I’m not saying your mission is wrong, Ookami, but the most important thing right now is communication. Weapons can wait until after all the answers are clear,” Nagisa said, persuading Ookami to lower his scythe for the moment. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to protect you,” she said to Drachma, her expression stern. “I just want information. Why are you trying to make Danny Bryant’s ghost? Or rather, is that really what you were trying to do?”


    …What did she mean? Drachma had just told us that himself: He’d said what this facility was and what he was trying to use these machines to do.


    “…No. I guess he didn’t say he was doing it, did he?”


    Had Drachma only been explaining the situation?


    “Dr. Stephen gave me orders in advance,” Drachma told us. All eyes were on him. “He said that someone might try to misuse this facility someday. If he was unable to act when it happened, he wanted me to handle it instead.”


    “So you aren’t the kidnapper after all?”


    Had he only come here in pursuit of the actual culprit, like us? Did he know so much about this facility because he’d heard about the research from Stephen?


    “In that case, who…?” Saikawa murmured, and just then…


    A white door abruptly appeared in thin air.


    “That’s—”


    I remembered seeing something like this before. When I’d used the power of the Singularity to reach the System, the door that had materialized was just like…


    Slowly, the door began to open, and something like murky black mist flooded out of the gap.


    “Ace Detective!” Ookami shouted, yanking Nagisa away from it.


    “Kimihiko! Mistress Yui!” A moment later, Noches stepped in front of us to shield us.


    Cloaked in darkness, a lone woman appeared through the door. She was wearing an elegant gown in pale blue and white, and her pink hair streamed in the wind.


    “Ali.” Nagisa’s eyes were wide and stunned.


    The queen of Another Eden had appeared to us.


    “…Why are you here, Alicia?”


    It couldn’t be another Tuner Hunt, could it? Not right now…no. It really couldn’t be that. Such a coincidence would be impossible. In that case…


    “Are you the mastermind behind this incident, Alicia?”


    Had she kidnapped the former gifted kids, hijacked Stephen’s facility, and tried to create the ghost of Danny Bryant?


    “The experiment appears to have gone well,” Alicia murmured, glancing at a monitor; she’d apparently grasped the situation on sight. “That’s enough, then.”


    She reached out toward the capsules where the boys and girls slept. I had a bad feeling about this.


    “Alicia, stop!” I yelled.


    “Queen of Another Eden, I believe this is what you want.” Unlike me, Drachma spoke calmly. His hand held a small chip of some sort.


    “You’ve retrieved their memory data, hm? And? Are you saying to let the children live in exchange?” Alicia snorted coldly. “First, you called yourself one of the evil vigilantes; then you idolized the Inventor and dragged all those children into your human experimentation, striving to achieve too much. I’m amazed you have the gall to moralize at me after all you’ve done.”


    “You’re right; I didn’t have the Inventor’s talent. I speak to you now as a mere back-alley doctor—but as one who works to save lives. Take this and go,” Drachma said. He still carried his old sins, but just for now, he barred Alicia’s way, protecting the children.


    Drachma extended his right hand, holding the chip out to her.


    “Yes, that fulfills the minimum requirements.”


    A spear had appeared in Alicia’s hand, and—


    —its blade sliced through Drachma’s arm.


    “……!”


    Clutching his shoulder, Drachma collapsed. The chip had fallen into the pool of blood; Alicia picked it up.


    “Alicia!” Nagisa leveled her gun. Ookami tightened his grip on his scythe, and in front of me, Noches drew a rapier.


    “Do you recognize me? Please, enough! Lay down your weapon, right now!”


    The muzzle of that gun was trembling. Of course it was. Even if this Alicia wasn’t the one Nagisa knew, even if she was from another world…


    “………”


    Alicia gazed steadily at Nagisa. For several seconds, there was a silence no one dared to break. My heart thudded away loudly in my chest.


    “What an odd thing to say,” Alicia finally muttered. Her voice was low, and a dark light flashed in her eyes.


    


    “This man was our sworn enemy, wasn’t he?”


    


    The golden spear swung down, impaling Drachma right through the heart. He didn’t even have time to cry out. There was a violent spray of blood, and the back-alley doctor who’d always idolized the Inventor breathed his last.


    “Ace Detective, fall back!”


    “Kimihiko, Mistress Yui, you stay here!”


    Ookami and Noches slashed at Alicia from two different directions. Alicia, though…


    “—Huh?”


    Alicia was looking at me. Those cold eyes were fixed on me; she didn’t even glance at Ookami’s scythe or Noches’s rapier. And then…


    “I see. So these two can’t be killed, hm?”


    Just before Ookami’s and Noches’s weapons reached Alicia, the two of them were flung backward as if they’d struck an invisible wall.


    “Nagisa Natsunagi goes without saying. Then there’s…”


    For the first time, Alicia’s gaze moved. Don’t tell me.


    “—Saikawa!”


    “I’m always prepared to trade my mic for a weapon.”


    A gunshot rang out right next to me; Saikawa was holding a gun with both hands.


    “I see. So there was an irregular here, hm?”


    By the time Alicia spoke, the bullet had already reached her, but it had only grazed one of her pigtails; she’d managed to evade.


    “Long ago, Albert taught me that if I was going to shoot, I should aim for the head.” Saikawa fired a second bullet, then a third.


    “You’re in the way.”


    “________!”


    Alicia kicked the nearby Ookami, sending him flying. Then, in a motion that seemed positively inhuman, she leaped up onto an overhead catwalk.


    “Alicia, wait!” Nagisa put out a hand, reaching vainly for this stranger who resembled her old friend.


    Meanwhile, I pointed my gun at the white door. “If I break this, at least…”


    “Oh, I forgot. Here, I’ll show you something good.”


    In the next moment, I saw something beyond the door. A vast, dark room. There was a chair in its very center, and in that chair sat a white-haired girl. Her eyes were closed.


    “Siesta…!”


    It couldn’t be—had Alicia gotten to her before she came here?


    “Where is she?! Where have you taken Siesta?!”


    “Once everything’s ready, I’ll send you an invitation.”


    The door turned transparent and melted away. The next thing I knew, Alicia was gone as well. The queen of Another Eden had vanished, taking absolutely everything with her.
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    That night, Nagisa, Saikawa, Noches, and I took a Shinkansen back home. As a member of the Security Police, or maybe as the Enforcer, Ookami needed to properly dispose of Drachma’s body, so he’d stayed behind.


    Meanwhile, although the rest of us had started for home, none of us felt like going our separate ways, so we ended up gathering at the detective agency as usual.


    The agency’s mistress wasn’t there, though. Siesta, who would normally have been sitting by the window, had been taken away by the worst enemy around.


    “—Haaaah.”


    Muttering and sighing was pointless. Still, I wanted to shed at least a little of the leaden fatigue that lay on my shoulders, and I exhaled heavily as I sat down on the sofa.


    Siesta had gone to find the remaining Doppels with Charlie. If Alicia had snatched her somewhere along the way, I really wanted to check up on Charlie…but I hadn’t managed to make contact with her yet.


    Leaving with Saikawa to look for clues about Danny’s ghost this morning seemed like a memory from the distant past. After that, we’d stumbled into a mass kidnapping of former gifted kids, then finally seen Alicia of Another Eden for ourselves.


    The matters of Alicia and Danny had been on my mind all the time lately, and apparently, those two things were very closely linked. But why was Alicia attacking our world, and why would she try to create Danny Bryant’s ghost? Her motives were completely opaque. I sighed yet again, massaging the spot between my eyebrows.


    “Shall I make us some tea?” Noches, still in her maid outfit, rose to her feet.


    “You don’t have to push yourself at a time like this.”


    “The ability to push oneself without pushing oneself is a privilege reserved for androids,” Noches told me without batting an eye and got to work on the tea.


    “Noches, remember what I’m always telling you? I think of you as a human being…as a friend,” said Saikawa.


    “Yes. However, I view myself as a machine; it’s part of my identity. You may intend to be considerate, but such remarks can seem disrespectful of the way I self-identify.”


    “No! My words are absolute! I won’t let anyone reject my kindness, no matter who they are! You have an obligation to accept it and be grateful!”


    Here I’d thought this was a nice moment, and it turned out to be completely crazy…


    But when Noches brought the tea over, she was wearing what was for her a smile of amusement. Nagisa also grinned as she sipped her tea. “That’s Yui for you.”


    “I am being completely serious. I don’t like being laughed at.”


    “It means everybody likes you, Saikawa.”


    “Well, all right, then!” Saikawa’s mood instantly improved, and she started stuffing her face with the cookies Noches had brought. The tense atmosphere had softened; finally, we could discuss the most pressing topic.


    “So…that really was Alicia,” I began.


    Nagisa gave a little nod.


    Before now, we’d only known about Alicia of Another Eden through hearsay and video footage. Now that we’d seen her in person and heard her voice, though, she felt real to us.


    “It wasn’t the Alicia we know, though. Her expressions, the way she presented herself, how she talked—it was all different,” I said.


    That had to be because she’d come from another world. This Alicia had her own unique history. There was a reason she’d ended up like this.


    “But listen, you heard what she said, didn’t you?” Nagisa seemed to be thinking back as she spoke. “She said Drachma was ‘our sworn enemy.’ Are we sure she has no connection to the Alicia I know?”


    Right. It wasn’t just Nagisa; Alicia would have had a grudge against Drachma, too. He’d caused both of them a lot of pain and suffering long ago at the SPES laboratory. But of course, that had happened in our world. Why had Another Eden’s Alicia brought it up?


    “She really seemed to resent Drachma. That’s why she…” Nagisa pressed a hand to her chest, as if she’d remembered that ghastly sight.


    “Nagisa.” Saikawa gently rubbed her back, and we both waited quietly until she could talk again.


    “Thanks, Yui…I did have a grudge against Drachma. I didn’t want to get revenge on him, though.”


    “You said that before, didn’t you? You told him you weren’t looking for either atonement or an apology from him at this point. In exchange, you wanted him to save as many lives as possible in his work as a doctor.”


    Back then, I’d been the one who’d gotten all worked up and pushed Drachma to apologize to Nagisa. That wasn’t what she wanted, though.


    Lately, that had been true of Siesta, too. She could easily have resented Drachma, but like Nagisa, she’d moved on.


    “Is that why you’re so discouraged, Nagisa? Because Drachma won’t be able to save any of the lives he should have saved, now that he’s dead?”


    “No, I think it’s probably more basic than that.” Looking Noches in the eye, Nagisa put that feeling into words.


    


    “When people die, it’s sad.”


    


    When life was extinguished, it didn’t matter whether that life belonged to an enemy or an ally. Nagisa was simply sad about the fact that a human being was no longer part of this world.


    “…Why did Alicia kill Drachma?” This world’s Alicia would have been one thing, but Alicia of Another Eden? What motive did she have? She’d been so careful to never actually kill a Tuner, but she hadn’t she even hesitated when it came to Drachma. Why?


    That seemed important somehow.


    It wasn’t enough yet, though. We needed more information, or maybe we needed to give what we had more thought; I wasn’t sure which it was.


    “…Siesta.”


    I wanted to hear what the absent detective thought about all this. She always stayed objective, and she marched right into places I didn’t want anyone touching. I wanted to rely on her frank deductions.


    “I hear something.” Noches looked at the door of the agency.


    Saikawa gave a startled “huh?!” Her left eye had found the source of the sound before the rest of us could, but it wasn’t long before I learned the answer as well.


    “Charlie?!”


    The door burst open, and the blond agent tumbled into the room.


    Tumbled wasn’t a metaphor. Her right shoulder was wrapped up, but deep red blood had stained the white bandages. She was badly wounded.


    “…I knew you’d be here.” Charlie gazed at us, smiling with a hint of relief.


    “Hold on to me!” Nagisa told her. She helped Charlie up, then made her sit down on the sofa.


    “Charlie, what happened?! Siesta got snatched, didn’t she?”


    “…So you know…that much.” Charlie was breathing roughly. Noches started preparing to change her bandages while Saikawa offered her a bottle of water.


    “Thanks,” Charlie told her. She took a drink, then took a few deep breaths. “Ma’am and I were having a hard time dealing with all the Doppels, and then that person appeared.”


    “Alicia?”


    “No, Danny Bryant.”


    I felt like I’d taken a punch to the head.


    “This is him, isn’t it?” Charlie took a photo out of her pocket. It was wrinkled and bloodstained, but the person was definitely Danny.


    “Ma’am had a Man in Black take this from a distance while she distracted him. It turned into a fight right away, though. He used some martial art I’d never even seen before and broke my arm like it was nothing.”


    “—Danny did? And then he took Siesta?”


    So that false Danny Bryant was pretty close to complete.


    They’d collected memory data from people who’d known him when he was alive, then used it to counterfeit a new will. Then, according to Drachma, they’d mechanically installed that as a new organ…but how on earth had they gotten this vessel for it?


    In any case, the recent mass kidnapping had given them even more data on Danny. But was their creation really just like the actual Danny, as Drachma had said? Could we really call a guy who would hurt Charlie and carry off Siesta “Danny Bryant”?


    “It still seems weird, though,” Nagisa murmured. “Why hasn’t the enemy tried to steal your memories, Kimihiko? You’re the one who spent the most time with Danny, aren’t you? If they’re really planning to re-create him, your memories should be vital.”


    That thought had been bothering her at the planetarium as well.


    Why hadn’t Danny Bryant’s ghost, or whoever was trying to create him, attempted to make contact with Kimihiko Kimizuka before anything else?


    “You might be the finishing touch. Maybe that’s why the enemy’s pulled back for now and kidnapped Mistress Siesta. They’re trying to lure you out.”


    “…What, they’re treating me like the strawberry on top of their shortcake and saving me for last?”


    I wasn’t about to say people shouldn’t keep their favorite tidbits for the very end, but they might end up regretting that one. I was my own source there; I had no idea how many times I’d saved something to eat last, only to lose it to Siesta.


    “Still, having them take Siesta hostage on us is bad news.”


    Of course, I was planning to go save her. I also had to get the enemy to tell us why she was trying to create Danny’s ghost. However, if they had a hostage, it was inevitably going to restrict our options.


    “Ma’am isn’t the type to just wait to be saved. If you treat her like she is, she’ll yell at you.” Charlie glared at me. “Right before he took her away, she winked at me. She let herself be caught so she could infiltrate the enemy.”


    “…Was that what this was?”


    If so, was it possible she’d be able to weaken the enemy from the inside? It was a safe bet that Siesta was planning to act independently. All that was left now was… “We’ll storm them from the outside.”


    If that was what the enemy was planning, I’d take them up on their invitation.


    “I assume your ‘we’ includes me?”


    “Yeah. After all, shutting down the Tuner Hunt is the Ace Detective’s job, Nagisa.” Even if it hadn’t been, she was the only one I could ask to handle Alicia.


    “I think Ookami will help us out again, too.”


    “…Ookami, huh? Well…we could take his help…I guess.”


    “Yikes, you don’t seem to be into that. Is this the time to be picky? I’ll go ahead and call him.” Nagisa got out her phone. “There’s something personal I want to tell him about anyway.”


    “Don’t talk about anything with Ookami that you couldn’t talk about in front of everybody. That’s the rule, all right?”


    “How come I have to let you tie me down when we’re not even dating?” She shooed me away like I was a bug or something.


    “I’ll go with you.” Noches leaned forward. “My origins have a bit in common with Danny Bryant’s ghost. I may be able to provide some useful information.”


    Yeah, that would be a huge help. We could use all the help we could get.


    “I’ll join the fight, too, then!”


    “Absolutely not.”


    I take it back. I rejected Saikawa’s offer.


    “Wh-why not?! I can shoot, you know! I even have my own gun! I’ll take out the bad guys with one shot!”


    “I wish you’d start by giving up that gun of yours…I’m sorry. I can’t get you any more involved in this. Saikawa, think about where the path you live will take you.”


    Yui Saikawa was an idol. If I dragged her into danger and the result was that no one ever heard her sing again, I’d never forgive myself.


    Frankly, I’d been a little reluctant to go see the former gifted kids. I’d needed courage to confront Danny’s ghost, and Saikawa’s cheer had saved me. I’d appreciated the reminder that ordinary life wasn’t going anywhere. And so…


    “Make sure we have a place to come home to, Saikawa. Okay?”


    Right now, that was the job I most wanted Yui Saikawa to do.


    “…All right, I understand. I mean, I actually did already.” Saikawa smiled rather bashfully. “This sort of thing hasn’t happened in a long time; it reminded me of the past, and I got a little selfish. I’ll be waiting for you to come back. And so will Charlie!”


    “Huh? Me…? No, I can fight. He just caught me off guard today; it won’t be that easy next time—ghk!” Charlie grimaced; maybe her arm was hurting.


    “That injury really should have sent you straight to the hospital. It’s fine; just let us handle things this time.”


    “…Having to let you take my spot beside Ma’am is a little irritating.” Charlie smiled wryly, but she seemed convinced. She gave a little sigh. “Go take everything back.”


    “Of course. I swear we’ll bring Siesta home—”


    “I don’t just mean Ma’am. Nagisa’s good friend and your regrets, too. Settle everything that’s there, then come back.”


    I exchanged a look with Nagisa, and we both nodded. We wouldn’t let Another Eden take a single thing that was precious to us.


    There in the detective agency, late at night, we made a quiet declaration of war.


    
      [image: ] Room: Heart


      If I’d had to describe this room in a word, it would have been cutesy.


      The floor was tiled in a heart pattern as far as the eye could see, and both the sofa and the bed were piled high with heart-shaped cushions. There were also enormous stuffed animals, the sort that would delight a grade school girl. It seemed like the bedroom of a very wealthy family’s only daughter. It was much too big for that, though. It would take me five or six seconds to run from one end to the other.


      “It might take my assistant a little longer than that.”


      Kidding. I visualized the face of the man I hadn’t seen in several hours—several days, in fact.


      How long had I been here? At the very least, half a day had passed since I woke up, and I’d been unconscious for…I didn’t actually know how long.


      The ghost of Danny Bryant had carried me off, and I’d wound up in this weird space. “Carried off” wasn’t entirely accurate; I’d sort of let him do it. My objective had been simple: I wanted to get close to the enemy. I hadn’t thought beating the ghost at that point would solve any of our problems.


      “Who’d have thought he actually existed?”


      I’d never met Danny Bryant…the previous Ace Detective. By the time I’d taken the post, he was no longer among the living. I’d only learned what he looked like seven years ago, when Ice Doll showed me a photo of a man in his prime with wavy hair and a five-o’clock shadow. He’d worn a slightly grubby suit and a silk hat, and the eyes under that hat had sparkled with joie de vivre.


      In front of me had been a man who looked exactly like that photo. He hadn’t changed a bit in seven years.


      That wasn’t even possible. Who on earth was this Danny? What was he? He’d hardly spoken at all; he’d just smiled and taken Charlie down in the blink of an eye. In that moment, the job I needed to do had switched to finding out exactly what this ghost was.


      Infiltrating the enemy had gone as planned, but…I’d carelessly let him put me to sleep. Had he made me swallow or inhale some sort of drug? I did suspect I might just have taken one of my usual naps…


      “I’ll say he knocked me out with a stun gun.”


      My assistant and the others seemed likely to worry about me more that way. Once I had that figured out, I began to explore the room again; I’d lost track of how many times I’d done it already. First, I went to the room’s only door.


      The door was red, and there was a sign posted on it with what appeared to be the name of this room, in English. The Heart Room.


      The knob turned, but the door wouldn’t open. That was the room’s rule. The sign said something else in English: Conditions of release: Solve this locked room. In other words, until I solved the mystery of this locked room, I wouldn’t be able to leave it.


      Sheesh, what an elaborate kidnapper. Was Danny Bryant really the mastermind? Personally, I rather liked this sort of thing, but…


      “Solve this locked room, hm?”


      Flopping down onto the red sofa, I hugged a heart-shaped cushion and thought. Forget armchair detectives; what about napping detectives? Could those ever catch on?


      You couldn’t even technically call this place a room; it was too big. The ceiling was a distant ten meters above me, at least.


      Looking at the room made me feel as if I’d shrunk. There were no skylights in the ceiling, no windows in the walls. There had to be a vent or two somewhere, right? Or what if this was a locked room with a time limit, and I’d lose if I ran out of oxygen or something?


      “That would be a bit of a death game, wouldn’t it?”


      I closed my eyes and thought about how “locked” this Heart Room really was.


      The room was built in an odd shape. Two of its four walls curved gently. One of those was wide, and the opposite one was narrow. It was likely that the Heart Room was shaped like a section of a donut.


      I’d already learned that when I banged on the wide wall and the narrow wall, the echoes were different. Banging on the two walls that marked the cross sections of the (presumed) donut made the same noise as banging on the narrow wall.


      “In other words, only the wide wall is different.”


      That meant it was probably an exterior wall. The other three walls must have rooms beyond them.


      First, the innermost wall had that red door in it. It probably led to the space in the center of the donut-shaped building. It wouldn’t just be a hole, though; it was probably another room of some sort. Since there was only one door, I couldn’t think of any other way I might have gotten in here.


      There were two other rooms, one on either side of the Heart Room. Did they also have rules like this one? If this room was “heart,” were the others “star” and “moon,” for example? Or—


      “Card suits, maybe.”


      Hearts, spades, clubs, diamonds. That would mean four rooms in all.


      I’d measured the length of that outer wall earlier, though, and if the other rooms were the same size as this one, they wouldn’t form a neat ring.


      “I think it might take six of them to make a circle.”


      If four rooms actually were based on the card suits, what were the remaining two? One could be…an entry hall, maybe? You came in that way, and it led to the donut’s central room. From there, you’d be able to enter the Heart Room and all the others.


      The other was probably a storeroom. Before now, several times a day, part of one of the end walls had slid aside like a trick door, and a meal had been delivered through it. There was probably a room that was used to store provisions.


      Of course, this deduction was based on the premise that all the rooms were shaped the same way. However, since they’d prepared a room that was very obviously decorated to reflect a symbol and set up a game, it seemed fair to expect a certain pattern.


      An odd donut-shaped mansion. An entry hall, a storehouse, and most likely four rooms that were each based on a card suit. If I followed the formula, this building, in which six rooms were arranged in a circle, should probably be called the Hexagon House.


      “Yes, I see the whole picture now.”


      When a top-down view of the floor plan was solidly in my mind, I opened my eyes.


      I had a handle on the building’s structure now. What should I do next, though?


      They could tell me to solve the locked room, but who should I give the answer to? Were there hidden cameras monitoring me?


      “Not that I have an answer yet anyway.”


      Telling me to solve the mystery of this locked room was ultimately telling me to find a way to escape from it. Reluctantly, I got up from the sofa.


      As far as I was aware, my hands and feet had never been bound. Was that a signal that they didn’t intend to harm me, or was it an expression of confidence that I couldn’t escape anyway?


      “If I could get out using brute force, this would be easy, but…”


      I’d already tried that before anything else. But my kicks hadn’t cracked the walls, and I hadn’t been able to punch through the door, either.


      Maybe it had been specially reinforced; I was sure that red door wouldn’t open even if I turned a gun on it. I’d just have to solve this locked room to secure my release.


      “Once I get out of here, I’m getting a good hit in on you,” I swore to the kidnapper, and I meant it. My fist was red and swollen; they were definitely going to pay for that. For the first time in ages, I was in so much pain I’d cried.


      Just as I made that vow, part of the wall that I assumed led to the storeroom slid open like a trick door. It was mealtime.


      “We meet again, bunny soldier.”


      The little door had opened high on the wall, and a rabbit in a military uniform leaped nimbly down from it. Taking cutlery out of its backpack, it began setting out my meal.


      “It looks a bit like hamburg steak.”


      A solid oval sat in the center of a silver plate. It had practically no scent or flavor. Either it was one of those so-called meal-replacement rations, or it was badly made space food; in any case, it took all the fun out of eating. I wanted to get out of here fast and order a late-night pizza.


      “………”


      The bunny soldier stared at me as I ate. It wasn’t a real rabbit, of course; it was a robot. Under its artificial red gaze, I cut up the pseudo-hamburger with my knife and fork and took a bite.


      It really wasn’t good. And weirdly, the food here didn’t seem to collect in my stomach. As a result, I never wanted to use the restroom; that part was actually convenient.


      “Thank you for the food,” I told the bunny soldier or whoever had developed this strange food product after I finished eating. As usual, I set the knife and fork on the empty silver plate. Once I did that, the rabbit always cleared away the dishes and left the way it had come in.


      “………”


      On impulse, I ran an experiment: I reached out and took the knife and fork back.


      The bunny soldier stopped moving. I set the master key I always carried, one of my Seven Tools, on the plate. A few seconds later, the rabbit retrieved it and started to move.


      “Your decisions are pretty sloppy.”


      Without realizing that I’d stolen the knife and fork, the bunny soldier set off. Once it had reached the wall, the trick door opened in the same spot as before.


      “I’d rather not hurt a cute little animal, but…”


      The rabbit leaped high into the air. In that moment, I threw the fork I’d just snitched—and its tines struck the rabbit’s white back leg. Without even crying out, the little soldier fell. I ran like a rabbit—no irony intended—making for the door in the wall.


      The door still stood open, waiting for the soldier to return. Of course, I couldn’t get through an opening that small, but I wanted to get a look into the next room. I’d have to see if I could climb the wall to that door first. Maybe with these shoes, another of my Seven Tools…


      “________!”


      In the next moment, I sensed something was going to attack me. It was as intimidating as being glared at by an actual ferocious beast.


      On reflex, I turned around.


      The bunny’s red eyes were watching me. Then its mouth opened—and the black muzzle of a gun poked out.


      “So if I attack you, you’ll attack me back, then?”


      A barrage like machine-gun fire assaulted me. Apparently, I’d accidentally demonstrated the proverb “Haste makes waste.” Sprinting full tilt, I evaded bullets, then threw myself behind the queen-sized bed.


      “I swear. What’s the point of making this an actual death game?”


      I sighed; it felt as if my goal was getting further and further away. In a twinkling, the bunny soldier leaped over the bed and attacked.


      “Sorry, but I’m not playing nice anymore.”


      Using the knife I’d stolen a minute ago, I slit the robotic animal’s throat. Instead of red blood, the sparks of a short circuit scattered.


      It worked out, I thought, looking up—and what I saw made me burst out laughing.


      “Yikes. There’s no end to this, huh?”


      A second rabbit jumped down through the open door, then a third, and another, and another. All of them had red, savagely gleaming eyes.


      “This is perfect, though.” I spun the knife, then flipped it into a reverse grip—blade pointing down—and raised it. “I was still hungry.”


      I could figure out the locked-room riddle after enjoying some wild game.
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    Side Noches


    It happened a month after Mistress Siesta awakened from her long slumber.


    “I’m going to dismiss you,” she told me. We were sitting in the balcony seating area at a café, and she’d just taken a sip of black tea.


    “I knew this would happen someday. I did. I’d steeled myself, but the day came so suddenly. I’m sad, but there’s no way around it. Thank you for the time we had together, sob, sniffle, sob.”


    “…Noches. Since when do you fake tears?” Mistress Siesta gazed at me coldly; I’d been dabbing my eyes with a handkerchief, my expression deadpan.


    She could call it fake crying, but I wasn’t shedding tears. Although I was a machine, my tear ducts had been faithfully re-created, so I was physically able to cry. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do it right now.


    “It’s payback, Mistress Siesta. After all, you’re discarding a maid you no longer have any use for.”


    “Don’t put it like that. What will people think?” Mistress Siesta sighed, sounding a little exasperated. “That isn’t it. I’m saying you’ve already done more than enough for me. It’s all right for you to live your own life now.”


    “………”


    I had originally been created by Stephen Bluefield the Inventor to serve as Mistress Siesta’s backup. My main objective had been to communicate Mistress Siesta’s last will to Nagisa, Yui, Charlotte, and Kimihiko, and to free them from their past, the truth, their mission, and the dead, respectively. Once that was done, my role should have ended.


    However, something even Mistress Siesta hadn’t foreseen had occurred: Kimihiko and the others didn’t give up on the detective. Kimihiko had shaken my shoulders—the shoulders of the body I’d borrowed from Mistress Siesta—and sworn on the deep blue sky that he’d wake her up someday.


    That wish had come true. They’d made it come true by putting in more effort and devotion and making more sacrifices than a mere sentence could ever convey. Mistress Siesta had awakened, and now here she was, right in front of me, drinking the tea she’d loved so much. That was really and truly a genuinely joyous thing, and—


    “—Doesn’t that mean my role is in fact over?” This time, I wasn’t being sarcastic or self-deprecating; I spoke from the heart. Now that I’d carried out every mission I’d been given, what was the point in embarking on a new life?


    Claiming to have a “life,” in terms of human life, would have been audacious of me in the first place. I wasn’t human. I was only a machine. What would it mean for me to keep living with no instructions and no objective?


    “Isn’t life what happens while you keep asking yourself that question?” Mistress Siesta asked lightly, sticking a fork into her cake.


    “You just sounded like a normal college student. Are you taking a break from responsible adulthood?”


    “…Listen, Noches. When did you start being so harsh with me?”


    “If you intend to throw me away, Mistress Siesta, you’re no concern of mine.” I averted my face in a huff, although that face was still expressionless.


    This wasn’t my will, of course. I was merely adopting this attitude because I had been programmed to; I wasn’t actually being difficult because I wanted to be. As someone who had been designed to be mature and high performance, I would never do anything so childish.


    “Come to think of it, wasn’t Yui hiring new servants? Why don’t you try working somewhere like that?”


    Ah. She had a point. I would be able to make good use of this maid outfit in that situation. Yui’s personality was rather eccentric and being around her would certainly never be boring.


    “…But, Mistress Siesta. I really—”


    “I’ll say it again, Noches: I want you to live as you wish.” Mistress Siesta’s warm hands enfolded my cool one. “Because of you, my last will was heard. You very kindly helped my assistant and the rest with that unexpected wish. You yourself harbored that wish right along with them.”


    Yes, I had.


    That was why I’d relayed Mistress Siesta’s long-ago last words to Kimihiko and the others. I’d told them she hadn’t actually wanted to die. I’d wanted to save Mistress Siesta as well.


    “Then you fought alongside Nagisa and my assistant. You stayed with me and took care of me the entire time I was asleep. You’ve done enough. You don’t need to devote yourself to me anymore. If it sounds as if I’m pushing you away, I’m sorry. I’m not really all that good at talking.” Gently mocking herself, Mistress Siesta squeezed my hand even tighter. “But I do want you to be______.”


    “…______?”


    Was something like that even possible for an android like me? Thoughts like this one and even my wish to awaken Mistress Siesta were all products of the AI Stephen had created. That meant, in the truest sense of the word, my will was…


    “It’s all right. You’ll find it someday.” The detective’s voice echoed in my ears, gentle but firm. “You’ve given me and my assistant so much support all this time. I know you’ll be able to find the answer.”


    Her words were rather vague. “It” and “the answer.” “Life” and “will” and “______” were all foreign concepts to me. —Even so.


    “If it makes you too terribly nervous not to have some sort of mission, I’ll give you an order: Your next mission is to become______.”


    Strangely, hearing those words seemed to make the heart I knew I didn’t have grow warmer.


    Was I malfunctioning? I was a machine; that sort of thing wasn’t unusual. Unless I had Stephen examine me regularly, this body of mine would be invaded by bugs before I knew it.


    “Is this a new code?”


    The moment I interpreted it that way, a new program was written over the others in my mechanical body—its name was the code of ______. It was an incredibly brazen, meddling mission but also as fragile as glasswork, and that made me want to treasure it.


    “What do you think? Does that sound doable?” As always, Mistress Siesta had given a preposterous order—no, a job request—as if she were making a trivial, self-centered wish.


    “Well, then. I suppose I must.” Sighing like a certain detective’s assistant, I addressed my former master.


    


    “After all, fulfilling the client’s interests is my job.”


    


    As those arrogant words left my lips, I woke with a start.


    I didn’t even have to look around to know I was lying in bed. This was my room in Mistress Yui’s mansion.


    “…A dream.”


    That exchange was an actual conversation I’d had with Mistress Siesta a year ago.


    My dreams had always been like that.


    I didn’t dream about flying freely through the sky or swimming in the ocean with dolphins. What I saw weren’t delusions; they were only replayed data. Perhaps that was in my nature as an android.


    “………”


    However, there had been a few bits of that dream that I hadn’t been able to hear: mentions of “______,” the word Mistress Siesta had said. What had she said to me last year?


    When I glanced at the clock, it was already forty minutes past the time I usually awakened. I got out of bed, dressed hastily, and headed for the kitchen.


    “Heh-heh. You were a sleepyhead this morning. That never happens.”


    Mistress Yui was standing with her back to me, wearing an apron. She was frying something in a pan.


    “I’m terribly sorry. Let me take over for you.”


    “No, I’ll do it for a change! I like cooking!” Mistress Yui said, turning with a smile. Then her eyes widened, startled. “You’re crying?”


    “—What?”


    I hadn’t noticed until she pointed it out, but a tear was trickling from my right eye. “Pardon me,” I said, hastily wiping it away with a handkerchief. “That’s very odd. Perhaps it’s because I’ve been lax about my maintenance lately.”


    I couldn’t afford to malfunction during something important. What steps could I take to prevent that?


    “Are you feeling uneasy?” Mistress Yui turned off the burner under the frying pan and gazed at me; she looked worried. “You’re going, too, aren’t you, Noches?”


    “Yes. The invitation arrived last night.”


    Apparently, the enemy was ready.


    I was going into battle with Kimihiko and the others to get Mistress Siesta back and to defeat Alicia of Another Eden and the ghost of Danny Bryant.


    “You will come back…won’t you?”


    Mistress Yui had chosen to stay here and do the important work of protecting our ordinary days. She might have had a premonition of some sort, though: Her right eye, the one that wasn’t covered by an eye patch, was wavering uneasily. She seemed to have gotten the wrong idea about why I’d shed that tear.


    “Excuse me, Mistress Yui.” I put out a hand and stroked my master’s hair.


    “Noches…?”


    It might be bad manners for a maid, but other facets of this situation took priority. This was an idol who made people all over the world smile; it was wrong for her to look this sad.


    “It’s all right. I promise—”


    I promise I’ll come home.


    I couldn’t say it.


    “It will be all right. I’m not going there to take part in a tragedy.”


    That alone was the undeniable truth.


    You see, I actually did remember the word I hadn’t heard in the dream. I was going there to prove that I was “______.”
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    Chapter 4
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      Three days after Alicia’s attack, we received an invitation.


      A red envelope, sender unknown. When we unfolded the paper we found inside, instead of a statement of intent, all it held was an address. It might as well have said, Come here.


      There was no telling how it worked, but a three-dimensional hologram of a Western-style mansion in the woods appeared above the unfolded invitation. Apparently, that was the building we were supposed to go to.


      Our surprise didn’t last long. It wasn’t even ten seconds before the hologram disappeared, and then the paper ignited. Maybe it had been rigged to do that automatically when exposed to the air. Another Eden’s technology was something our common sense couldn’t fully grasp.


      “We’ll just have to go, won’t we?” Nagisa, who’d read the invitation in the agency with me, had made up her mind.


      “Yeah. I bet this means the enemy’s ready.”


      As we’d discussed beforehand, we contacted Noches, then Ookami. The four of us would be the ones to go to the enemy’s stronghold.


      But just in case, I shared information about the incident with Rill and Mia as well. As I’d anticipated, Rill seemed a little cross that I wasn’t asking her for help this time, but she understood better than anyone that her body wouldn’t tolerate being pushed too hard.


      “Rill will give you one hint, at least,” she told me over the phone. “You’re bound to run into serious trouble again. You might be so scared that your legs give out on you and leave you unable to move. If that ever happens, trick your brain.”


      “…My brain?”


      Rill gave my question a thorough answer. It didn’t really click for me at the time, but it was definitely a hint from my reliable master, so I engraved it on my heart.


      Meanwhile, in a way, my call with Mia left lingering echoes.


      The Oracle’s most recent spell of clairvoyance had shown her that the four of us would go up against Alicia, but she had a second prophecy as well.


      “Of the four of you, at least one will vanish.”


      In other words, it could be me, Nagisa, Ookami, or Noches. We didn’t know which one. But the Oracle had definitely foreseen a future in which one of us would disappear.


      That wasn’t fun to hear, but the last thing Mia told me was this:


      “The Singularity is what changes futures like that, isn’t it?”


      “—Yeah,” I told her, then ended the call.


      We’d figure out Alicia’s objective, learn what Danny’s ghost really was, and get Siesta back.


      Vowing to take everything back, the way we’d promised Saikawa and Charlie we would, the four of us left for the address in the invitation.


      The place was in Japan, but again, it was in an abandoned area that had been affected by Yggdrasil. Ookami drove us as far as the car could go, and then the four of us made our way through the dense woods on foot.


      Yggdrasil’s seeds had undergone a sudden mutation in that region, and the woods looked like something out of a fairy tale. After we’d spent an hour walking through woods so deep that hardly any sunlight filtered down to us, an enormous Western-style mansion was suddenly right in front of us, as if it had materialized out of the mist.


      “This is it, then?”


      It looked just like the hologram from the invitation. We walked around it first; the place was so big that even that took a few minutes.


      Another odd thing was the fact that there were no windows anywhere. In addition, the building’s outer wall sketched a clean curve; viewed from above, the structure was probably circular.


      “All right, we’re going in.”


      Steeling ourselves, we opened the door and found ourselves in an enormous entry hall.


      The ceiling was easily more than ten meters high. Saying it was higher than a gym ceiling might make it easier to picture. As we walked through the hall, we found another door.


      I opened it, and Nagisa, Ookami, and Noches followed me through. The next room was huge and circular, and I could see a round table a little farther in.


      “The ‘Room of Choices,’ hm?” Noches, the last one in, was gazing at the door that had just closed behind her. “That’s what it says here in English.” She pointed at a sign that had been nailed to the inside of the door. So the Room of Choices was this circular hall?


      “…Hey, the door won’t open from this side.”


      “Apparently, it was designed not to.”


      We’d just walked through that door, and now it wouldn’t budge, as if someone had locked it from the other side.


      “Shall we try this?” said Noches. She drew a handgun and fired, but the bullet couldn’t punch through.


      Should we assume we’d been trapped in here? When I looked around, the circular room had six doors in its walls, including the one we’d just entered through.


      “The doors say, ‘The Club Room,’ ‘The Diamond Room,’ then there’s a storeroom, then ‘The Heart Room’ and ‘The Spade Room,’” Nagisa reported, after walking around the room’s perimeter. The Room of Choices was connected to other rooms.


      “Looks like the enemy wants to play with us.” Ookami had reached the round table in the center before the rest of us, and now he picked up a piece of parchment from it, holding it up for us to see. “It says, ‘Conditions of release: Solve the mysteries of the four rooms.’”


      “The four rooms? …The ones labeled with card suits?”


      There was a warning written on the parchment, also in English. Once we entered a room, we wouldn’t be able to leave it until we fulfilled the conditions of release.


      In other words, if we wanted to get out of this house, we had to go into each of the card suit rooms and solve some sort of puzzle. In addition, the trap had two layers: Once we entered each of those rooms, we wouldn’t be able to leave until we’d solved their riddles.


      “It’s as if the enemy knew there would be four of us coming.”


      The enemy. Was Alicia on the other side of one of those doors? What about Danny Bryant’s ghost? And had Siesta already infiltrated this mansion?


      “We’ll just have to take the enemy up on their invitation,” Ookami said.


      I went from door to door, pressing my ear to each of them. I checked the Club Room and the Diamond Room, and when I got to the Heart Room, I thought I heard a faint noise.


      “Siesta?”


      I had the feeling the detective was in there, and my hand instinctively reached for the doorknob.


      “…It’s locked?”


      So she was there? Was Siesta already grappling with some sort of riddle in the Heart Room?


      “Kimihiko.” Laying her hand over mine, Nagisa shook her head slightly.


      …I know. Once we entered the rooms, we couldn’t leave them until we’d fulfilled the conditions of release. If Siesta really was in there, we’d just have to wait for her to solve the mystery on her own.


      “Three rooms left, then. And four of us; we’ll have one person left over.”


      At the moment, the Club, Diamond, and Spade Rooms were the only ones we could enter. We’d need to split them up among the four of us, but…


      “Listen. We don’t necessarily have to beat all three rooms at once, do we? Frankly, I think going on alone would be dangerous,” Nagisa said. Technically, the four of us could tackle the rooms one at a time. It would take longer, but our safety would be guaranteed.


      “Should we use these to decide? They were on the table.” Ookami brought out a deck of cards. “Leaving the choice to the gods wouldn’t be a bad idea.”


      “So we’ll split into teams by suit? Don’t go complaining if you end up by yourself, Ookami,” I told him, and Ookami snorted.


      Taking out the thirteen heart cards, he cut the deck. Then Nagisa, Ookami, Noches, and I each drew a card, in that order.


      “I’ve got clubs.”


      “So do I.”


      “I drew diamonds.”


      “I got…the joker.”


      The mood turned awkward. This was clearly Ookami’s fault for not removing the joker.


      “…One more time. I’m trying again!”


      I drew another card and got the jack of diamonds. Ominously, the illustration depicted a headless knight.


      “So I’m with Noches, and Nagisa’s with Ookami…?” I said.


      “Thanks for your help, Ookami!”


      “Yes, who’d have thought I’d get to be your proxy assistant again?”


      Nagisa and Ookami headed straight for the Club Room together, acting all buddy-buddy.


      I think this is going to break my brain…


      “What?” said Noches. “Am I not a satisfactory partner?”


      “Oh, not at all, Noches.”


      “Save that line for Mistress Siesta, if you would.”


      We exchanged wry smiles, and then Noches’s expression tensed slightly. “I’m sure we won’t have time to joke around after this.”


      “Yeah, I’m braced for that.”


      I’d already prepared for that exact thing.


      Noches gazed at me, began to say something, then changed her mind and shut her mouth instead. The two of us started for the Diamond Room. The Spade Room would have to wait for a bit.


      “Oh, right. Ookami, if you let Nagisa get hurt, you’re gonna regret it.”


      “I’ll do such fantastic work that you won’t get your job back after we’re done here.”


      The guy was as irritating as ever.


      It was also irritatingly easy to think it was okay to trust him.


      “Nagisa!”


      “Hm?”


      “See you later.”


      “…Yes! Later, for sure!” Nagisa smiled.


      Then Noches and I opened the door in front of us.
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      Once we stepped into the Diamond Room, the door swung shut on its own. The room was dark; the only light came from a lit torch right by the door.


      “There’s a warning written here.” Noches pointed at the sign that was nailed to the door. It said, in English, Conditions of release: Expose all lies.


      “What does that mean?”


      “I couldn’t say. And as before, the door won’t open.” Noches twisted the knob with what had to be several times more force than a human was capable of, but the door didn’t budge.


      “It came off.”


      “Don’t take the knob off. And why do you look kind of proud about it?”


      She was the one who’d just said we wouldn’t have time to joke around. When I told her off, Noches put the doorknob back, looking as dejected as a dog after a scolding.


      “‘Expose all lies,’ huh?”


      That was pretty vague. Whose lies were we supposed to expose? Who was going to decide that and how? What exactly did the sign mean by “lies”?


      “Lies are human wishes.”


      A very familiar voice spoke from the darkness.


      “Why do people lie? To reject reality, plain and simple. ‘It shouldn’t have been like this; I’m not really this type of person. There was another ending, a different ending; I should have been somebody else.’ People lie so that other people will understand stuff like that.”


      As I started toward the voice, torches all along the walls began to ignite. Several dozen headless knight mannequins stood all around the room, against the walls. They looked like the illustration I’d seen on the card.


      “That means lies are the desperate ideals of humans. The yearning to overturn reality. Exposing a lie means destroying somebody’s dream.”


      In the center of the room, there was a table, and a man was seated in front of it.


      A black silk hat and a wrinkled suit. His legs were crossed so that his dirty leather shoes were visible. He smiled faintly, stroking his stubbled chin.


      “However, seeing through those lies and pursuing the truth is a job for, say…detectives. Don’t you agree, Kimihiko Kimizuka?”


      “I’m just an assistant, and I don’t have the answer to that one. I never thought we’d be meeting again like this, Danny Bryant.”


      My teacher, whom I’d lost to death eight years ago, was sitting right there.


      “Ha-ha! Hey, don’t be so surprised. Detectives who fall off cliffs turn up again sooner or later; Holmes already demonstrated that one.”


      Danny gave a hearty laugh, just like he used to.


      Eight years, and he hadn’t aged a day.


      “Danny…no, who are you?” I asked the mystery man who was wearing Danny’s shape.


      True, he looked, sounded, and smelled the same…but he was too identical.


      “It’s not as if you’re a Doppel, either, right?” Drachma had said Alicia was collecting memories from kids who’d known Danny Bryant and using them to make Danny’s ghost.


      If this man was the result of those efforts, why had she made him? What did he feel he was living to accomplish?


      “Kimihiko, be very careful.” Noches came up beside me.


      Frankly, I felt really lucky that I wasn’t by myself right now. Looking at this man made it hard to keep my cool.


      “Would you hold my hand or something?”


      “No, but I’ll hang on to your heart.”


      Oh, I see. Yeah, that was even better.


      “Just asking questions is pretty dull, isn’t it? Why don’t we play a game?”


      “…A game?”


      Danny uncrossed his legs and gestured for me to take a seat across the table from him. When I sat down, wondering what he was trying to do here, metal cuffs clamped around both my ankles and wrists.


      “—Kimihiko!”


      “Whoops! No meddling from here on out, all right? This is a family matter.”


      Noches tried to run to me, but she fell to her knees.


      “Noches! …What did you do to her?!”


      “You’re more worried about the robot than yourself? Ha-ha! You haven’t changed, kid.”
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  Maybe her limbs had gone numb on her. Noches glared up at Danny, her face twisted in agony.


  “…Are you generating a powerful magnetic field? Or something along those lines?”


  “I know you’re a product of Stephen Bluefield’s technology. But as an Inventor, Alicia is way ahead of that guy. She has all sorts of ways to disable a glorified prototype.”


  —They’d known ahead of time that Noches was coming, and they’d set a trap for her. So even when it came to science, Alicia was ahead of Stephen?


  “It’s…all right. Never mind me, Kimihiko. Worry about…yourself.” Noches couldn’t move from where she knelt; she looked me in the eye and nodded firmly. From now on, she wouldn’t be able to help me. I’d have to contend with Danny on my own.


  “What the heck are these restraints?”


  “Essentially, they’re lie detectors. They’re part of a system that will detect heart rate abnormalities and such if we get creative with the truth. Let’s start the game,” Danny said. The cuffs around my wrists and ankles constricted, getting tighter and tighter. Was the machine taking baseline readings of my pulse and temperature?


  “The rules are simple: We’ll ask each other questions, and the one who makes his opponent lie wins.”


  “So—if it decides I’m lying, it’s going to set off a buzzer or something?”


  “No, those cuffs will give you a full-body electric shock.”


  For a second, words failed me.


  “Your world’s Inventor makes some really nasty stuff.”


  Alicia must have made this thing, too. A chair with electrified cuffs. It was practically execution equipment.


  “So if I tell a lie, I’ll die?”


  “If you’re lucky, you’ll probably survive.”


  …I was right. This man wasn’t the Danny I knew. He was a total fake who was only mimicking Danny’s voice and shape. The ghost I’d seen in that dream.


  “Exposing lies is the condition for getting out of the Diamond Room. This game is tailor-made for that; got a problem with it?”


  “You mean if I win this game, Noches and I will be able to leave…”


  On top of that, exposing the ghost’s lies might end up revealing his secrets as well. Either way, the important thing was winning the game. I had to take him up on it.


  “If we’re exposing each other’s lies, what do we do about question order?”


  “Let’s use this.”


  The center of the table opened to reveal a hexagonal hollow with five dice in it.


  “We’ll roll these dice and create hands from the five numbers that come up. We get one reroll per turn, and the one whose final hand has the most points gets the right to ask a question.”


  I recognized that game.


  Playing poker with dice instead of cards. There were similar games, but this one was an original Danny had made up by adding his own rules.


  “Memorize this in thirty seconds.” The next thing I knew, the cuffs released both of our right wrists, and Danny’s ghost passed me a quick reference chart of hands.


  “Ten’s enough.”


  “Oh-ho. You used to be clumsier than that. You’ve grown.”


  “Shut up. You don’t know who I used to be.”


  He’d just picked up information like that from other people as impersonal data. He wasn’t the real Danny. He didn’t know a thing about me.


  “All right, game on.”


  Danny prompted me to go first, and I rolled the dice into the hollow. The numbers that came up were all over the place; I couldn’t build a decent hand out of that.


  “I’ll keep the six and reroll the rest.”


  The result left me with just two sixes; the other numbers were useless. This would be a hand of sixes, with two times six giving me a total of twelve points.


  “How boring is that, huh?”


  “…Your turn. Roll already.”


  His casual behavior was really throwing me off. We’d bet our lives on this game, and yet he was acting just like the Danny I’d known as a kid…


  “Kimihiko. Focus.” Even though Noches couldn’t move, she was looking out for me. Somewhere in there, Danny had rolled, and he’d gotten—


  “Three sixes and two fives?”


  That was the strongest type of full house, and it gave him twenty-eight points. He didn’t even have to reroll.


  “! You rigged that!” I yelled, and an old memory came back. Right, he could do that sort of thing. That was why, back then, I’d…


  “Ha-ha! Got good luck today. Just what I’d expect when the day’s lucky item was a silk hat.”


  “…Was that a dig at me, since I’m always in the worst spot of the morning fortune corner?”


  “All right, what should I ask you?” The ghost who’d won the right to ask questions gave a really irritating smirk and said, “Kimihiko Kimizuka, tell me who you like.”


  “…Not this again.”


  He’d triggered another old memory.


  What, did this guy remember that day, too? How was he managing to reenact it, when he hadn’t taken memories from me?


  “What’s the matter? I asked you a question, kid.”


  …Oh. Was that it? Had he already taken enough samples from other kids’ memories? This false image of Danny Bryant was complete already. They hadn’t needed me at all.


  “Answer carefully. If you’re too rattled or tense, the machine might register a false positive.”


  —There was no way I was getting electrocuted over this. I’d win the game, get that information, and leave. To that end, I thought about what the ghost had asked. “Tell me who you like” was an annoying question, the sort of thing a grade school kid would come up with, but maybe the enemy was actively trying to rattle me.


  …But multiple faces naturally came to mind, whether I wanted that or not. There was the girl who’d told me she liked me last year, for example. Also the girl who’d commented that she’d fallen for me at first sight. I wiped some sweat off my forehead as I answered, “I like the girl detective.”


  There were a few seconds of silence. No shock.


  “That was the world’s dullest answer.”


  “Why are you grousing about it, Noches?”


  Noches, who was still kneeling nearby and watching us, was giving me a very cold look.


  “But basically, all we need to do in this game is ‘not lie.’ Is that right?”


  It was a game to see how naturally we could give answers that weren’t at odds with what we felt.


  “It sounds like you got it. But it’s not that easy to keep a lie going.” Danny narrowed his eyes. “Next round, the game starts for real,” he said, then threw the dice.


  “A straight flush, one through five. I’ll go with this hand.”


  Had he cheated again? In that case—


  “Straight flush, two through six. What happens now?”


  We had the same hand. According to the chart I’d seen earlier, they were worth the same number of points, so we each had thirty.


  “Ha-ha! Was that the Singularity’s ability to pull out a miracle on demand? Your eyes look terrific right now.” Danny laughed. “We’ll say you win this one,” he said. “If we roll the same hand, the one whose numbers are higher wins.”


  “Okay, then I’m asking my question. Danny, what are you?”


  Lies wouldn’t be tolerated. The moment he told one, he’d get a high-voltage shock.


  The man I could only call Danny now, the one whose shape mimicked my teacher’s, answered with perfect composure.


  “I’m like that robot over there.” Danny’s ghost pointed at Noches.


  “I’m an artificial will, housed in the real Danny Bryant’s body.”
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    The moment Ookami and I stepped into the Club Room, the door slammed shut behind us.


    “No good, huh?”


    I twisted the knob, but the door didn’t budge. As we’d thought, it was just like the Room of Choices: We wouldn’t be able to leave without solving some sort of problem.


    The sign on the closed door read:


    Conditions of release: Reduce the number of people in this room.


    “Huh? That’s…”


    “I see. A room we can’t leave unless one of us dies, hm?” Next to me, Ookami nodded calmly.


    …Was this any time to be calm?!


    “O-Ookami! What are we gonna do?!”


    He and I were the only ones in the room. In other words, the door of the Club Room wouldn’t open unless one of us died? Th-this was ridiculous!


    “Look, Ace Detective. They’ve graciously provided us with this.”


    Ookami was pointing at a club-shaped table. Specifically, at the pistol lying on it.


    “I thought the clover shape was supposed to symbolize happiness!”


    Were we supposed to try to kill each other with that gun?! What kind of second-rate death game was this?!


    “If we want to leave, our only option is dying? Talk about crazy contradictions…”


    There were still so many things I wanted to do.


    Date and marry the boy I liked. Have kids. Build a house in a slightly rural area and live happily ever after… Respectable dreams like that.


    What’s that? They’re too respectable? They’re actually kinda old-fashioned? Oh, shut up. People who laugh at other people’s dreams deserve to be double-killed. I’d had a really rough life, so it was okay for my dreams to be stereotypical.


    “Kidding.”


    Frankly, I didn’t think I’d really be able to live such a normal life. Not as long as I was in the role of Ace Detective. Not as long as I wanted that role.


    I took one slow, deep breath, calming myself down. “Ookami, want to sit and talk for a bit?”


    “Sure. We don’t appear to have a time limit.”


    We pulled out chairs and sat down at the table with that deadly-looking pistol.


    Just then, an animated image started to play across the entire room, like a projection-mapping show. It was a fantasy about a little girl who followed a rabbit into a strange and wonderful country, where she had adventures and met odd characters.


    “Boy, that takes me back.”


    It was a world-famous story, and I’d loved it when I was a kid. Although that was because I’d had an old friend who’d read that picture book to me all the time, and she’d always had so much fun.


    “Why now?”


    Was there some sort of intent behind this? I took another good look around the weirdly big room. There was nothing in it but this table and chairs. There were no other people.


    “I wonder if there were people in the other rooms. Danny Bryant’s ghost, for example.”


    “It’s entirely possible. The Singularity’s team may have drawn the winning number there.”


    If so, I wanted to go save them right this minute.


    …However, if they also had to solve some sort of problem before they could escape, we’d both just have to focus all our efforts on our own rooms.


    “The condition of release is to reduce the number of people in the room, huh?”


    What a cruel idea. Had Alicia been the one who’d made that rule? —Not even possible. Ali had been so gentle.


    “That gloomy expression doesn’t look good on you,” Ookami said, gazing at my face. “Smiles suit women best. Especially you.”


    “Are you hitting on me? Don’t tell me you actually like me or something.”


    “That’s a good question. Why not deduce the answer?” Ookami broke into a little smile, as if he was testing me.


    Maybe because the boy who was always with me was ridiculously childish, this sort of mature composure almost made me dizzy.


    “You can smoke if you want to,” I told Ookami, in an attempt to reset the mood. “When you’re fighting off the urge to smoke, you tend to drum your fingers on things.”


    “…That’s very observant of you. All right, I’ll take you up on that.” Ookami got out a cigarette and lit it. He drew in a breath, then exhaled slowly, knocking the ashes into a portable ashtray as he needed to.


    “Alicia is the name of an important friend of yours, isn’t it?” Ookami said after maybe thirty seconds of silence.


    “Yes. The name is important, and so is the person. The Alicia we met the other day was nothing like the one I know, though.”
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    In appearance, sure. If Ali had lived to adulthood, she might have looked like that. But that expression, the way she spoke, the things she did…I really couldn’t see them as the same person.


    Ali hadn’t been the type of kid who’d hurt people. On the contrary, she’d sacrificed herself to protect her friends. She was the sort of person who’d go and do things like that.


    “I’m told Another Eden is a sort of parallel world. It’s populated with people identical to the ones in this world, but their lives are completely different. It wouldn’t be strange for the Alicia you knew to be someone entirely different in that world.”


    “Yeah. But listen, this girl told me that Drachma was our sworn enemy. This Alicia knows about my past, too.”


    How did she know? If she’d checked into my past…well, why would she do that? I couldn’t believe that Alicia of Another Eden was completely unrelated to the Ali I knew.


    That Alicia must have had a clear goal for coming to this world. Then she’d approached us. Why?


    “We really do have to get out of here fast. We’ll hurry and find Alicia and get her to tell us everything. We’ll grill her about it. We’ll do whatever it takes.”


    I wouldn’t let her poison my memories.


    I wouldn’t let her kill any more people. Not when she was using Ali’s face and name.


    If I was going to do that, what decision should I make now? Think. Thinking was the only way detectives could get answers. Think, think.


    “Listen, Ookami?”


    He’d finished his cigarette, then paused for a little while. Just as he started to take out a second cigarette, I asked my question.


    “How long has it been since we met? Remind me.”


    “What brought this on?”


    “Nothing, really. Just making small talk.” I smiled.


    As Ookami had pointed out, this secret room didn’t have a time limit.


    “If I recall, it was during the Seven Deadly Sins crisis. Since Kimihiko Kimizuka was busy attending to all the Magical Girl’s problems, I was sent to support you as a proxy assistant.”


    Right. The Federation Government had brought us together. Even though Ookami had been working with the Security Police at the time, he’d been familiar with the world’s shadow side already.


    Frankly, I’d initially thought he might be a little scary. But Ookami always put me first, protected me, and faced his mission squarely. Even now, he was living as the Enforcer to inherit the last wish of an old friend.


    “You’ve helped me out in quite a few ways, Ookami. It feels like I’m totally dependent on you.”


    “Well, I can’t deny that.”


    “Huh?! No, that’s the part where you say, ‘No, you work really hard all by yourself, Ace Detective’!” I retorted, and Ookami smiled as he lit his cigarette.


    He was smiling more these days, and he’d started joking around with me, too. There had been times when we didn’t see much of each other, but we’d known each other for a bit over two years now.


    Little by little, we’d each learned about the other. We’d built a relationship where Ookami was someone I could trust, and it was all right to relax and depend on his will and his sturdy back.


    When my thoughts had taken me that far, I gave my conclusion. “Ookami, I’ve been thinking. The missions of the Ace Detective absolutely have to be carried out, no matter what I risk or what methods I use.”


    That was how all the Ace Detectives in history had lived. I’d idolized those men and women. I’d aspired to be like them so much that, from the bottom of my heart, I’d wanted to choose their way of life over normal happiness. And so—


    “Ace Detective…!”


    I’d picked up the pistol, and Ookami pleaded with me. “Don’t rush into this. We’re not finished discussing anything yet!”


    He must have picked up on what I was going to do.


    “It’s all right; you don’t have to do something that simplistic. You don’t have to sacrifice yourself. There has to be another way out of this room!”


    No, this was the only way. That Alicia wouldn’t leave us any loopholes. There was no other way out.


    “You can’t!”


    “Sorry, Ookami.” I held the pistol to my temple and cocked the hammer.


    “—You promised, remember? You said someday if I needed one, you’d give me a name. If you’re the Ace Detective, keep your promise. You and I still—”


    Thank you, Ookami. But this is all there is to do.


    


    “Tell me, Ookami. How long have you been Alicia’s assistant?”


    


    I turned the pistol toward Ookami instead.
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    “I’ll say it again: I was created by installing an artificial will in the real Danny Bryant’s body.”


    When I heard that shocking confession, I actually forgot to breathe.


    “Danny’s real body…?”


    I wanted to ask what he meant, but I had to win the right to ask a question first. I rolled the dice once, then a second time; the result was a mediocre fifteen.


    “I guess the Singularity’s power isn’t stable.” Danny laughed, then took his turn and rolled.


    All sixes, the ultimate hand. Nothing I rolled could beat that.


    “I’m rerolling.”


    “Huh?”


    Danny rolled the dice again, and this time his hand gave him practically no points.


    “Oh, maaan…I should’ve just kept the first roll.”


    “…Did you lose on purpose?”


    He wouldn’t answer my question. He wanted to rile me up.


    “Kimihiko, calm down, please,” Noches told me.


    Even then, I couldn’t stop sweating.


    It was weird. I hadn’t noticed it happening, but my pulse had sped up considerably.


    “Welp, I lost, so I’d better answer your question. What was it again? What do I mean, this body is Danny Bryant’s real one? All right, if you insist…,” he bluffed, and then he told me.


    “Eight years ago, when Danny Bryant was cornered by Krone and her group of evil vigilantes, he fell off a cliff and died—or that was what should have happened.”


    The implications in this phrasing made my shoulders jump.


    “Hm? Oh, it looks like I went and got your hopes up there. Danny Bryant really is dead. It’s just that his corpse took a while to turn up. It took them three days to retrieve it. It had been washed far out to sea by then, and it was badly damaged.”


    The one percent chance that Danny Bryant might still be alive had just vanished.


    “Once retrieved, the corpse was stored under high security by a particular organization. That’s because Danny Bryant had a certain special constitution. Kimihiko Kimizuka, you vaguely suspected it already, didn’t you? You didn’t think he was just a self-proclaimed handyman.”


    I didn’t want to answer. I didn’t need to. If I was careless enough to speak at this point, I had the feeling the chair would decide that it wasn’t the truth.


    “Time passed. For eight years, Danny’s corpse was stored exactly as it had been found. Then Another Eden’s Inventor made some repairs to it and gave it new life…as me.”


    …So the rest was what I already knew? She’d collected memories from the kids who’d known Danny before and created this new image of him based on that data.


    “By now, my mind’s firmly attached to this body. I’ve completely merged with Danny!”


    “Shut up…!”


    There was no way that was true. Danny wasn’t this!


    If they’d used the children’s real memories, how had they managed to turn out a fake like this? Don’t go telling people you’re Danny Bryant! Don’t defile his corpse!


    “Who are you?!”


    In the fourth round, I got thrashed.


    “All right, it’s my turn to ask a question.” Danny’s ghost took off his silk hat and ran his right hand through his hair. “You saw somebody die just a little while ago, right? Yeah, that back-alley doctor, Drachma. He died right in front of you. The queen of Another Eden killed him herself. What did you think when you saw that?”


    The ghost’s question had an easy answer.


    “No matter the reason, human deaths are something to grieve.”


    I said the same thing Nagisa had said.


    “________!”


    Immediately, heat ran through me that felt like it was boiling the blood in my veins.


    “Kimihiko!”


    Noches was calling me, but I couldn’t respond. I couldn’t even breathe. This wasn’t pain; heat and a violent, completely unfamiliar sensation seemed to crash over me.


    “________! Ah—ghk—!”


    I was cuffed to the chair; I couldn’t get away.


    I raked at my chest with my one free hand. I didn’t have time to think of anything clever, like masking my current pain with a different sort. I was just in agony, and I clawed at my chest so hard it bled.


    “You lied.”


    I heard the ghost laugh.


    That wasn’t possible. I was sure I’d told the truth.


    Nagisa and Siesta had forgiven Drachma, so I supported them in it. I’d mourned that doctor’s death, too. I hadn’t lied.


    “Kimihiko, kid. It actually felt good, didn’t it? As you said in your first answer, the detectives are the people you love most, and this was their mortal enemy. When he died, you felt relieved. The queen of Another Eden got revenge for you, and secretly, you were delighted!”


    “No…!”


    “You’re a hypocrite.” The ghost’s voice seemed to cling to my ears. “You wished for someone’s death, deep down, but the guilt made you lie. Or maybe you weren’t even aware that you were lying.”


    No, no, that wasn’t it. I wanted to shout it at the top of my lungs, but my voice wouldn’t cooperate.


    “If you still deny it, then let me ask you this: Why did the queen of Another Eden manage to kill Drachma that day? If you seriously hadn’t wanted to let him die, wouldn’t you have used the Singularity’s improbably convenient power to shut that down?”


    This power wasn’t that handy. I couldn’t wish for a miracle at any time and make it happen. I wanted to argue, but a certain thought crossed my mind.


    It was true that I’d never wished for Drachma’s death. But had I ever strongly wanted him to live?—No. Never. Back then, in that moment, I’d unconsciously accepted his death. The thought of rejecting it at all costs had never occurred to me.


    “Do you understand why you didn’t have the confidence to take your place beside the detectives?” I didn’t want to hear the ghost’s voice, but it still spoke to my ears—to my will. “You’ve got that overwhelming ability, so why didn’t you think you could be the Ace Detective’s equal? Why did the justice in that Tuner title make your heart race, after all this time? —It’s simple.”


    Shut up, I thought, but I couldn’t say it anymore.


    “It’s because you didn’t see all lives as equally valuable, and you were disgusted with yourself.”


    I knew better than anyone that Kimihiko Kimizuka wasn’t truly just.


    “______Ghak!”


    I spat up dark blood from deep in my throat. Suffering that wasn’t quite like pain tormented my whole body.


    This was punishment, though. A natural penalty for the fact that I and my false justice had tricked the Ace Detectives and walked beside them.


    “I win.”


    Having exposed my lie, the ghost gave a sneering laugh. My consciousness was slipping away from me.


    “Sor…ry.”


    The murmur had just slipped out. Who was I apologizing to? Nagisa? Siesta? Or…


    Then vaguely, at the edge of my dimming vision—


    “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


    I felt as if I’d caught a glimpse of silver-white hair.
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    “Tell me, Ookami. How long have you been Alicia’s assistant?”


    When Ookami saw the muzzle of the gun I’d turned on him, his eyes widened for a moment, but then he gave a relieved sigh.


    “Sheesh. You scared me for a second there; I thought you were going to kill yourself to let me escape the room. I guess I should have known you wouldn’t do anything that foolish.” Ookami lit a fresh cigarette, apparently expressing how glad he was about this. “You’re still being dumb, though. Me, the queen of Another Eden’s assistant? Bantering is fine, Ace Detective, but…can we get serious? There’s no way I could be a spy, and you know it.” He exhaled white smoke.


    “That wasn’t banter. I wouldn’t do this as a joke.” Point a gun at someone I’d trusted, as a joke? Of course not. “Siesta told me to be careful around you a little while back.”


    Siesta had said she’d first sensed something odd about Ookami when they fought in the ice palace in the former Mizoev Federation. During their fight, Siesta had noticed a quirk in Ookami’s combat style: Although he’d been brandishing a weapon in solo combat, he’d fought as if someone were beside him. As if he was used to shielding someone else on the battlefield.


    Since Siesta had often fought with someone else nearby—particularly Kimihiko—she said she’d naturally developed a fighting style to suit that situation. And because of her own experience, the oddness in Ookami’s style had really stood out to her.


    “Siesta said that, like her, you had a long history of fighting at someone else’s side.”


    That “someone” wasn’t me. It was possible that he’d survived some pretty violent battles with some other person and that he’d been doing so for quite a while. Siesta had let me know about it, then told me to keep an eye on Ookami, just in case.


    “Of course, that’s not a bad thing.”


    The fact that Ookami had worked with someone we didn’t know about before wasn’t reason enough to suspect him of anything. He’d originally been with the Security Police. He’d probably participated in covert operations.


    For example, he might have fought as a team with the previous Enforcer, whom he’d said was his old friend. Maybe he hadn’t been able to shake the habits he’d formed then, and that was why his combat style was a little different.


    “Still, something tugged at Siesta’s intuition.” That much was certain, so I’d accepted what she said.


    Not to say I’d believed her, exactly. I’d heard her out carefully, then decided to observe Ookami. I’d watch every little move he made. That was why I’d made contact as often as I could and why I went out of my way to team up with him.


    “But there wasn’t a single thing about you, Ookami, that was particularly suspicious. I watched you out of the corner of my eye for ages, and all I learned was that you start drumming your fingers when you want a cigarette. I started to think that there was nothing to be really concerned about.”


    Lately, though, one thing had happened that I just couldn’t let slide.


    “When Alicia appeared to us the other day, Yui fired at her out of nowhere, and the bullet grazed her face; remember that? You tried to shield Alicia, didn’t you?”


    I was probably the only one who’d picked up on it. Everyone else had been watching either Alicia or Yui; I was the only one who’d been focused on Ookami.


    Doing as Siesta had told me, I’d kept my focus on him exclusively. When Yui turned her gun on Alicia, the first one to move had been Ookami.


    In the end, Alicia had evaded the bullet on her own; then she’d said Ookami was in the way and kicked him away—but that meant he’d gone over to her. He’d tried to field Alicia’s crisis faster than anyone else.


    “Besides, you were the one who told me to join you there. Did you have another motive in doing that?” Like bringing me and Alicia together, for example. “Then just a little while earlier, when the Assassin was attacked, you were on the phone with Ms. Fuubi until just before the Tuner Hunt, weren’t you? Were you trying to find out where she was?”


    And then he’d told Alicia. Ookami had probably helped Alicia in all the previous Tuner Hunts, too.


    “Tell me, Ookami. Who are you? What are you trying to do? You rigged the choice of who’d pair up for these rooms, too, didn’t you?”


    Thinking back, when we’d split into teams in the Room of Choices, it was Ookami who’d suggested using cards.


    “Were those cigarettes you’ve been smoking a key item to your strategy as well? Did you choose the same brand of cigarettes Danny Bryant used to smoke so that Kimihiko would unconsciously let his guard down and you could get close to us naturally?”


    Wrapping up my deduction, I gripped the pistol tightly in both hands. All I had to do now was wait for the suspect to state his case.


    


    “I became the queen’s right-hand man eight years ago.”


    


    That one statement supported my entire theory.


    He seemed to think the same thing; he exhaled a long stream of white smoke, then went on slowly.


    “I won’t bother with a detailed explanation. Like her, I’m from Another Eden. A certain situation brought us together, and I ended up serving her.”


    “You’re from over there, too? How long have you been here?”


    “I first came to this world a little before I met you. However, I suppose that betrays the fact that most of my personal history is fiction.”


    …It couldn’t be. Then his past with the previous Enforcer was all a lie? Had he tricked even the Federation Government in order to get close to us?


    “—! What exactly are you trying to do?!”


    “I’m sorry, but I did say I wouldn’t give a detailed explanation. I can’t tell you everything here. I’m not authorized to do that.”


    Authorized? Who would have that kind of authority?


    —Alicia. Definitely.


    “If there’s one thing I can say, it’s that I’m not your enemy.”


    A white door appeared behind Ookami.


    “That’s what Alicia used…”


    “We call them ‘gates.’” Ookami stood up and grasped the doorknob of the white door. “I can leave the room this way. That will solve everything.”


    He was right. The condition for release was to decrease the number of people in the room. Neither of us had to die. He’d be able to get out of the Club Room through that door.


    If there was one remaining problem, it was—


    “Where does that gate lead?”


    I didn’t really need to ask. I already knew.


    Ookami held out his right hand to me.


    “Come with us…to Another Eden.”
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    “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


    When I used one of my former master’s favorite phrases, Kimihiko closed his eyes as if in relief.


    Had I given him the wrong idea? I hoped not. He was bound to have better dreams because of it, though.


    “Well, now.”


    I forced my body to its feet. Considering the shape I was in, a casual “well, now” wasn’t really enough to get me moving, but I’d released my physical limiter slightly. If I didn’t move at least a little—and soon—my being here would be completely pointless.


    “Oh-ho. You’re getting back up, you shoddy invention?” Danny Bryant’s ghost didn’t seem surprised. There was a mocking look in his eyes. “This is one heck of a powerful magnetic field. That body won’t last long.”


    “Yes, I wasn’t expecting it to.”


    I am an android. As long as I complete my mission, that’s enough.


    “I see. Give it a try, then.”


    The ghost smiled, jeering at me, and then I sensed murderous hostility behind me.


    Tumbling forward, I searched for its source—and realized that a headless knight had swept its sword through the place where I’d just been. It wasn’t just one, either. All twenty of the Diamond Room’s card knights had begun to move, swords in hand.


    “The executioners will eliminate anyone who disrupts this sacred game.”


    “You’re pretty tenacious about that game, aren’t you?”


    Was that what the master of the house preferred? Even if I asked, I doubted I’d get an answer.


    Evading the knights’ swords, I took a collapsible umbrella from the folds of my maid uniform.


    “Hey now, it’s not gonna rain indoors.”


    “Didn’t you know? When one is shot, it does rain…with blood.”


    I pressed the switch on the umbrella’s handle—and its tip fired a bullet. It was one of Stephen’s inventions: a collapsible umbrella that had been modded into a weapon.


    “What did I tell you? The executioners won’t allow the game to be disrupted.”


    I’d fired at the ghost, but the bullet struck a headless knight that had stepped in front of him.


    “…Are they programmed to protect the game’s participants?”


    If so, they wouldn’t attack Kimihiko. I was the only one they’d target. The knights were faceless, but they were definitely watching me.


    The umbrella gun wasn’t like a machine gun, so it couldn’t fire multiple shots in a row. But as long as I didn’t miss, that wouldn’t matter. Since the knights had no heads, they had no concept of lethal wounds. In that case—


    “We’ll play our own game of tag, then.”


    I set off running, drawing several executioners after me, then turned and shot at their legs.


    My enemies were only armed with swords. If I could just stop them from moving, I’d have the upper hand. One went down, then another. Steadily, without rushing, I brought the executioners to their knees.


    “Poor things,” I murmured to myself.


    The executioners didn’t stop. Even when they were staring down bullets, they never flinched from them.


    They were like the Magical Girl, when she’d fought with her senses of fear and pain artificially shut down. Like androids who moved only on their master’s orders.


    “I’ll end this quickly.”


    Facing a knight that was brandishing its sword, I leveled my umbrella gun and—


    “__________!”


    My body suddenly grew heavy, and I fell to my knees as if the floor had been magnetized.


    Oh, I won’t be able to evade that.


    The blade swung down, lopping my right arm off at the shoulder. However—


    “Luckily, I was designed to be ambidextrous.”


    When my right arm blew off, the umbrella had spun into the air, and I caught it with my left hand. Before the executioner could bring its second sword down on me, I’d fired a bullet through the enemy’s leg.


    “—Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!” Screaming, I released my limiter again. No one was listening. I’d be forgiven for a few unladylike outbursts.


    “Just quit,” the ghost said. It didn’t matter.


    I pressed a second button on the umbrella’s handle, and the collapsible umbrella changed from a gun to a slim sword. There were eleven executioners left. I launched myself off the floor.


    “You were already at your limit before you got here.”


    He’d picked up on that, hm?


    My mechanical body had never been built to last long. Its intended durable life had only been three months or so. I’d managed to make it last beyond that by coaxing it along carefully, replacing parts as needed. I’d also gone in for regular maintenance. However, Stephen was the one who’d performed that maintenance, and he was out of commission. Drachma had been able to conduct it in his place, but Alicia had killed him. There was no longer anyone in the world who could repair me.


    I’d been unintentionally slipping into sleep mode more often lately. I’d even done it while driving and come very close to involving Kimihiko in a car accident. However—


    “I can still move. I can fight.”


    Oh, I’m glad I’m a machine. I’m glad I’m a doll who knows neither fear nor pain.


    Crouching low, I cut an executioner’s legs out from under it. Seven of them left.


    “__________!”


    As I stabbed the next executioner, it returned the favor, gouging my side. Components burst off me, just like parts of a flesh-and-blood body.


    I didn’t care. Those could be replaced.


    How many of my original parts were left? Possibly none. I was sure I was a Ship of Theseus. I was everywhere and nowhere at all. Even so.


    “My name is Noches.”


    The name Mistress Siesta had given me, the history I’d lived through with Kimihiko and the rest—those things had definitely been engraved on someone’s memory.


    Once the Ship of Theseus had broken, it could never be repaired. The ship that had once carried the hero across the vast ocean didn’t really exist anywhere anymore.


    In exchange, though, it would show them. It would glide calmly across an everlasting ocean in a dimension beyond time and space, where no one could interfere.


    “Android, what are you fighting for?”


    By the time the ghost asked his question, I’d cut the remaining executioners down to four.


    During the fight, I’d lost the vision in my right eye. Apparently, that last executioner had blinded it.


    “What are you living for?”


    The ghost’s expression was agonized as well; there was a gunshot wound in his right shoulder now. He must’ve been hit by a stray bullet.


    “Who gave you orders? What orders were they? Was it your world’s Inventor? Did he tell you to fight to the death to protect the Singularity?”


    Like me, this ghost only acted on orders from his employer.


    But Stephen hadn’t told me a thing. The one who’d given me an order—no, a request—had been a lone detective. She hadn’t told me to protect anyone, either. She hadn’t ordered me to lay down my life in battle. She’d only asked me for one thing.


    “I’m living to find ______.”


    What was making this body move was the “code of ______” Mistress Siesta had written into it.


    The only order I’d been given was to become ______.


    “And so I’m standing on the battlefield of my own free will.”


    In other words, I was fighting to save my companion—


    


    “—For the sake of my own happiness!”


    


    An executioner and I stabbed each other again, and my left arm blew off at the shoulder. It wasn’t a problem, though. An executioner closed in on me from behind; I turned and kicked it apart in one smooth motion, and then there was only one left. I crouched low, ready to sprint at it, but I fell to the ground instead.


    My right leg was gone. One of the executioners I’d already taken down had apparently thrown its sword in one final attack and severed my leg. Now I truly couldn’t move. I’d only failed to kill one executioner, but it was walking toward me.


    “This is pathetic.”


    I didn’t have the legs to run away, or the right hand to fire a gun, or the left hand to hold a sword.


    I’d lost the sight in one of my eyes, and even now, my body was gradually crumbling. I was a machine, and I felt no pain. If there was anything similar, it was my shame at having been unable to carry out my mission—the dull ache of my heart.


    “My heart?”


    Did I have such a wonderful thing?


    Hoping that I did, I closed my eyes.


    “Of course you have one.”


    A gunshot rang out. I opened my eyes again, just in time to see the last executioner fall.


    Squirming on the floor, I moved my head to see what was happening. Kimihiko was still sitting in the chair, but he was awake, and white smoke was rising from the barrel of the pistol in his hand.


    “…Why?” the ghost asked before I could. Kimihiko had been hit with all that electricity; how had he managed to wake up so quickly? How was he talking as if nothing had happened?


    “Got a question? It’ll have to wait until the next time you win.”


    Kimihiko didn’t even glance at the ghost. He looked down at me instead. “Noches. I’ve gotten a lot of advice from a lot of people—whenever I wasn’t sure which choice to make, or when I was in a serious crisis. But I don’t even know how many times you in particular saved me.”


    With that, he began relating past incidents. For example, a long time ago, when he’d been helping the Magical Girl with her problems, a prophecy about the Vampire Rebellion had been made, while the Phantom Thief crisis was looming. In the midst of all that, Kimihiko was working toward the great goal of awakening Mistress Siesta. At the time, I’d gently scolded him. I’d said he was currently a work in progress, and that if he stayed that way, something precious might slip through his fingers.


    “…Come to think of it, that was quite arrogant of me, wasn’t it?”


    Although Kimihiko had spent plenty of time worrying about that, he’d found the answer. If he wasn’t able to hold everything in his two hands, he could just reach out with one hand and take someone else’s. Then that person could take another person’s hand, and they could just keep expanding the circle.


    “Your words have saved me over and over. And not in some vague, abstract way; they sparked a new awareness inside me. Words give definition to human thoughts.”


    That was an idea that even experts debated frequently.


    The theory of linguistic relativity.


    For example, say we name a color. That name creates a distinction between colors. That was the gist of the conversation Kimihiko and I had about the rainbow. The act of naming something, of shaping it through language, could change one’s awareness in infinite ways.


    In a certain country, people made no distinction between dogs and raccoon dogs. There was an area that had no equivalent for the word nostalgia. A village somewhere had no concept of right or left or of numbers. Instead, they had language systems that were different from ours, as well as awareness and thoughts that were based in those systems.


    “So here’s what I think: If words are what shape thoughts, then through a massive number of calculations, even a mechanical program can generate unheard-of results.”


    “…My program creates things that are irregular?”


    Could that really happen for a machine like me?


    “Plus, even this world’s humans live under the rule of the System, which is like a computer, and we use our wills to create different kinds of power. In that case, there’s no difference between machines and humans. We’re the same.”


    As if he’d forgotten the suffering and agony of a few minutes ago—no, as if he’d sealed them away temporarily—Kimihiko gave me a hint to the answer I was looking for.


    “That means the important thing is to try to use our words. They’ll create wills for all of us equally.”


    “Then, like the rest of you, I’ve also…”


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    My dimming eyes managed to pick up Kimihiko’s clumsy smile.


    “I’m saying you already had a heart.”


    He wasn’t close enough to reach me.


    But I felt as though his warm palm had touched my cheek.


    “You had a strong will, stronger than anyone’s.”


    Had a fundamentally emotionless android developed a human heart at last? No, this wasn’t a clean-cut drama. Quite the opposite, really.


    Like machines, humans were managed by invisible programs, but their code was limitless. Combinations multiplied to the nth power spread out endlessly.


    That limitless unknown was the heart. The drive to put one of those possibilities into action—and the tireless endeavors to do so—were the will.


    Humans and machines. Real and fake. Those distinctions had never existed in the first place. From the very beginning, we all had the right to set sail on that infinite sea.


    


    “So I was already out on the ocean, then.”


    


    I’d lost the rest of my vision now.


    I couldn’t hear. I couldn’t smell. I couldn’t feel the floor beneath me. This body wouldn’t move anymore.


    In exchange, though, I was on the ocean, watching its sparkling blue waves from the deck of a large passenger liner.


    “Mm! This is delicious!” Mistress Yui was lounging in a deck chair, drinking a tropical juice blend and chatting with Nagisa and Charlotte.


    Beyond them, Reloaded and Mia Whitlock were arguing, and of course Kimihiko was mediating. Noel de Lupwise was tentatively holding on to the cuff of his sleeve. I gazed at my companions from a distance.


    “It’s a good view, isn’t it?”


    The voice sounded just like mine.


    Mistress Siesta was standing next to me.


    “Do you mean the ocean? Or them?”


    “Both, of course.” Mistress Siesta smiled gently.


    This wasn’t my life flashing before my eyes. It was a daydream. A brief, happy dream the detective had given an android, who shouldn’t have been able to see it.


    “I’m sorry. I’m having some trouble right now myself. I don’t think I’ll get to say good-bye in person.”


    It’s enough. This is enough.


    If she gave me any more than she already had, I’d never be able to repay her.


    “Mistress Siesta.”


    Just one thing.


    I asked her one final question, something I was desperately curious about.


    “Have I fulfilled your request?”


    Had I managed to become happy?


    “Are you stupid?” Mistress Siesta hit me with her special-reserve phrase. “Anyone wearing a smile as wonderful as yours must be happy, don’t you think?”


    She took out a hand mirror. The expression my reflection was wearing was softer than I’d ever seen it. Ah, finally. Now I…


    “You don’t have any regrets left?”


    A young man stole my line. Kimihiko came to stand on my other side.


    “Sorry, but I hate to lose. I’m positive Stephen will fix you. First, we’ll wake him up. After that, I swear we’ll make him save you. So until then…”


    Then Kimihiko said the magic words that made me want to pin my hopes on tomorrow.


    


    “Buenas noches. Good night.”


    


    The blue ocean sparkled dazzlingly bright, and I softly closed my eyes.
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    “Come with us…to Another Eden.”


    Still holding the pistol, I gazed steadily at the hand Ookami was holding out to me.


    That hand was a metal prosthetic. He’d lost his original right arm during our first fight with Abel Arsene Schoenberg, the Phantom Thief.


    “You’ve protected me all this time.”


    When Ookami’s arm was cut off, he’d apologized to me. He’d told me he couldn’t be my right-hand man now.


    After how devoted he’d been to me, I knew he wasn’t my enemy. Even now, he was trying to take me away from here in order to save me.


    “Ace Detective.” Ookami extended his hand again. “The truth lies beyond this gate. Everything you want to know. Even what happened to your friend.”
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    Right. Alicia. I did want to know what had happened to her. If I took Ookami’s hand, I’d find out.


    No matter what was waiting beyond that door, I was sure he’d protect me. I had no doubts about that. In that case, I’d…


    


    “I’m sorry. I can’t go over there.”


    


    Taking his hand now would probably mean betraying this world. That was the one thing I couldn’t do. After all…


    “I’m the Ace Detective, one of this world’s Tuners!”


    Then I fired—not at Ookami. At the white gate. Ookami was already in motion, though, as if he’d seen it coming, and his scythe blocked the bullet.


    “No good, hm…?”


    If he’d always fought to protect Alicia, then he’d defend that gate even if it killed him. That was his mission.


    “Please don’t think badly of me.”


    In a fraction of a second, not quite enough time to blink, Ookami was right in front of me. Of course he wouldn’t kill me. He was just going to drag me to Another Eden by force.


    “I might be a tiny bit jealous, though.”


    I mean, clearly…


    “Alicia was the one you really liked, not me.”


    The joke had just slipped out, and Ookami gave a little smile. “I did tell you I was your proxy assistant.”


    Ookami kicked the pistol out of my hands. He wrapped his prosthetic arm around me, preparing to take me through the gate, but then—


    Bang!


    A gunshot rang out.


    “Why?” Ookami looked at me, eyes wide. I’d fired that shot.


    “Well, come on. There’s nothing weird about having my own for self-defense, is there?”


    I’d smuggled a second pistol in with me. Firing it had made my hands go numb, and it slipped out of my fingers, but I smiled anyway.


    “Not what I meant! Why…why did you shoot yourself with it?!”


    Oh. That part, huh?


    Well, good. If he hadn’t noticed, I was glad.


    “Hands up, Ookami.”


    A girl’s voice spoke from beyond the door.


    Not the white door. The Club Room’s proper door.


    “—Huh?” Ookami made a brief, incredulous noise.


    The owner of the voice was coming closer, gun in hand.


    I yelled to her with everything I had.


    “Nagisa! Shoot!”


    Then I threw my arms around Ookami’s waist and held on with all my remaining strength.


    I wouldn’t let him get away. I absolutely refused. He seemed to have figured it all out now; he looked down at me and shouted.


    


    “You’re Nagisa Natsunagi’s Doppel?!”


    


    He’d finally figured it out. Too late now, though.


    “__________!”


    The bullet the original Nagisa had fired dug into Ookami’s left shoulder.


    “Why…? Why did the room’s door open?”


    “You’re asking an awful lot of questions for you, Ookami.”


    It was fine, though. I’d tell him.


    “The Club Room’s conditions of release were to decrease the number of people in the room. I’m a Doppel, so shooting myself made me disappear, and the door opened. Although…technically I haven’t disappeared yet.”


    The fact that the door had opened sooner than I’d expected had been a happy miscalculation.


    …Or maybe the room had determined I’d actually disappeared already. If I was remaining here anyway, it had to be because of—


    ““Our stubborn wills!””


    My voice overlapped with the voice of the other me who was walking toward us.


    If anybody—even Ookami—defiled our justice, we’d double-kill that person together.


    “……! It’s not over yet.” Ookami drew his gun with his undamaged arm and pointed it at the other me. I’d also hit my limit, unsurprisingly, and I couldn’t hang on to him anymore.


    “It’s fine. You can run,” the original me told Ookami, as if she’d seen right through that. “The bullet I just shot you with has a microchip that will tell me your coordinates. I asked this world’s brilliant Inventor to make it earlier.”


    Then, once again, she raised her gun with both hands and made a declaration. “Run to some other world if you want, but I swear I’ll find you!”


    Ookami gazed grimly at the other me. Then he started backing away, keeping his gun trained on her. “Ace Detective, I swear I’ll be the one to take you to her and to Another Eden!”


    With that, Ookami vanished through the gate.


    Then us two Nagisa Natsunagis were the only ones left.


    “Nagisa!”


    Calling my name, I ran to me.


    “Argh, I swear, this makes no sense.”


    I thought it was funny, myself. A smile rose to my vanishing face.


    “I’m sorry for making you take on this role.”


    “Why are you apologizing?! …I guess I’d apologize if I were in your shoes…maybe.”


    After all, we were each other’s other half. We thought the same things. We were the same person. I could tell what she was thinking perfectly, and I was sure she understood everything about me.


    A little while ago, when Siesta and Charlie had obeyed the Oracle’s prophecy and looked for a Tuner’s Doppel, the one they found was me. When Siesta had explained the situation to me, I’d planned on disappearing right then, of course. But then I’d thought, Just maybe…


    Maybe we could use this. The time might come when we’d need two Nagisa Natsunagis, both with the Ace Detective’s power, so I’d gotten Siesta’s permission to stay for a while. Then today had come—and just in case, the fake me had infiltrated this house first, keeping an eye on Ookami the whole time.


    “It went well, huh?” I flashed a peace sign at Nagisa, who was gazing at me with worry.


    As an aside, only the two detectives had known this secret…but I had a vague feeling that Kimihiko had figured it out. I couldn’t be sure, though.


    “You’re really going to disappear?”


    “Mm, it looks like I will, technically, but…” My body was actually transparent. To be honest, it didn’t even seem real; I didn’t genuinely get it. Still, I did have a hazy premonition.


    “It’s not disappearing—more like going back to normal.”


    It was probably a sensation I could understand because I was a Doppel.


    “I’m not another personality. Nothing like Hel. I’m only Nagisa Natsunagi. If I had to say, it’s like you’ve split right now. That means I’m not going to disappear; I’ll just overlap with you and go back to normal.”


    Then I’ll be one with you again—with Nagisa Natsunagi.


    I’m you, and you’re me. There are no fakes or real ones here.


    “It’s just been about a week since I was born. We might have developed a few little differences over that week.”


    For example, we’d eaten different things, breathed different air, and spoken different words. Those things had generated different awarenesses and thoughts inside us. If we kept that up for a long time, even our personalities might diverge.


    “See, humans might be more irreplaceable than I thought.”


    It wasn’t possible to switch someone out that easily.


    “And yet you’re still fine with disappearing?”


    “Ah-ha-ha. Boy, are you a worrywart.” I laughed and hugged me. “Remember what I just said? I’m not disappearing. I’m only returning to you. Besides, I bet you’ll be surprised.”


    Then my body vanished, and I melted into Nagisa.


    “—You’re twice as fine a woman as you were last week.”


    Those voices overlapped in my heart and echoed through the room, which now held only one person.


    


    “I see. I won’t worry, then.”


    With that, Nagisa—I—smiled.


    


    “I’d better go.”


    I got to my feet in the now-empty room. I’d been released from the Club Room. There were three rooms left, and I rushed back to the Room of Choices.


    “Huh? The Heart Room’s open?”


    When I’d passed through a couple of minutes ago, it was still closed. Had someone—probably Siesta, who’d been inside the longest—managed to solve it between now and then?


    What about the Diamond Room, where Kimihiko and Noches were? That room was still closed. I put my ear up to the door—and immediately heard a loud explosion.
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    “Buenas noches. Good night.”


    I whispered those words to Noches, who appeared to be sleeping peacefully. Then I turned to face the table again.


    Right now, it was all I could do. I was going to take her home with me. Then someday, once Stephen woke up, I’d make him save her. And so for now—


    “Let’s continue the game,” I said to Danny Bryant’s ghost.


    First, I had to win this game so I could get out of the room. I’d passed out for a little while, and in that brief span of time, all the heat that had been coursing through my body had vanished.


    “…What’s going on?” The ghost looked perplexed.


    Watching him out of the corner of my eye, I rolled the dice. My two rolls gave me a hand of four fours, for sixteen points. Meanwhile…


    “What happened to that technique you’re so proud of?”


    “……!”


    The ghost had thrown twice, but he hadn’t managed to put together a decent hand. The problem was the gunshot wound in his right shoulder. He must have taken a hit from a stray bullet while Noches and the executioners were fighting.


    “I’ll even call you Danny. Danny, why did Alicia make you?”


    Now I had the chance to ask a question. The ghost had revealed my sin, and now it was my turn to reveal his secret.


    “…The queen is trying to create an artificial evil.”


    We couldn’t lie in this game. Instead of staying silent, Danny answered my question.


    “As background, Another Eden is troubled by frequent crises, just like this world. For a long time now, the Inventor of Another Eden and her group have been trying to create a being that’s artificially evil as a new way to resolve those crises.”


    An artificially evil being? How would that resolve any global crisis? The ghost answered my question before I even asked it.


    “It’s a method of adjusting the balance of justice and evil. If an evil was artificially controlled, the Tuners could deal with it in a routine way, without any surprises. It would be a way to trick the world.”


    A put-up job between justice and evil. Another Eden also had a System that controlled it like a program, and its Inventor was trying to trick that global mechanism.


    “The project got started in earnest during the previous Inventor’s time. Ten years ago, an artificial evil incarnate was created, then sent to this world for a verification test. That’s me.”


    Danny Bryant’s ghost was actually a false image of malice created by Another Eden’s Inventors in order to maintain the world’s balance.


    “When you came to this world ten years ago, what did you do specifically?”


    “Roll the dice.” That was the only resistance the ghost could put up at this point.


    But I couldn’t see myself losing this game anymore.


    “…! What I did was sow the seeds of malice.” Seeing that I’d thrown all sixes, the ghost went on, grim faced. “I ran an experiment: I trained a lot of evil agents, then watched to see whether a justice that could cope with them would be born.”


    “What about after that, then? Eight years ago, for example. Did you create a group that called themselves the evil vigilantes?” In other words: “Was it you who ordered Krone to kill Danny?”


    I hadn’t rolled the dice, so the ghost didn’t answer. But that silence might as well have been a yes.


    “Why?” the ghost asked me. His expression was a mix of bewilderment and anger. “I exposed your lie, so why haven’t my cuffs come off?”


    A little while ago, I’d asked a question without rolling the dice.


    To make us even, I decided to answer him for free.


    “It’s clearly one of two things: Either your Inventor’s skills are crap, or you haven’t actually exposed my lie.”


    “—That’s not possible. I did expose your lie! You got shocked!”


    “You mean when I gave my answer about Drachma’s death? If so, you’ve got the wrong idea.”


    I hadn’t actually felt the pain of a shock.


    “What are you saying? You were in agony! How else do you explain your sweaty forehead! Your skin is all flushed and swollen?!”


    “Sweat? Oh, was that what this was about?”


    Rummaging through the inner pockets of my jacket, I pulled out a capsule of medicine.


    “It’s a moderately strong painkiller.”


    This was the medicine that had been specially compounded by a certain Inventor to shut off the Magical Girl’s sense of pain. It had side effects, but once you took it, you wouldn’t feel any pain for a set amount of time.


    I’d known there would be traps in this house. Combat was also a definite possibility. I’d had one of these capsules in my mouth before the game began, just in case, and bitten down on it when I needed to.


    Noches must have noticed it, but she hadn’t tried to stop me. She’d probably known I wouldn’t listen. Way back when, I’d swallowed the seed from Chameleon under similar circumstances.


    “…You’re saying those spasms and the blood you coughed up were side effects of that medicine?”


    “Well, it’s somebody else’s medicine. Guess it didn’t agree with me.”


    The price for that had been greater than I’d expected, though. Instead of pain, I’d felt another kind of discomfort so intense it had made me claw at my chest and then knocked me out.


    That said, since I’d been in that condition when I started the game, Alicia’s lie-detecting machine hadn’t worked on me at all.


    “…You were tricking me all along?”


    Yes. Right from the start, I’d been deceiving the ghost, this device, and even my own brain and body.


    “Don’t hold it against me, though.” After all, you’re the one who taught me this. “If a guy like me wants to get by in life, my only career option is con man.”


    Now all that’s left is the finishing touch.


    The ghost wouldn’t have any way to win after this.


    “If I win, won’t Alicia scrap you?”


    “Shut up…!”


    “Danny, tell me the truth.”


    As I asked my question, I was remembering how a hijacker I’d met on a plane at ten thousand meters had once proposed a game.


    “You actually wanted the allies of justice to save you, right?”


    “No way in hell…!”


    I heard a dull electrical crackle.


    “……! …Ghk, ah……!”


    “I win.”


    Electricity ran through Danny’s chair as I exposed the ghost’s lie.


    “Noches!”


    Freed from my chair’s restraints, I ran to the white-haired maid who lay on the ground. Her arms and legs had been destroyed, and she lay unmoving, eyes shut. Her program had stopped completely.


    “It’s all right.”


    I’ll never give up. I swear I’ll take you back home with me, and someday I’ll save you.


    Since I’d fulfilled the conditions of release, the door to the Diamond Room should have been unlocked. Would it be better to pick Noches up carefully and take her home, or should I wait here for help?


    “…This is…all…according to…the queen’s…plan.”


    I heard the ghost’s voice.


    High-voltage current was running through him. Danny’s head hung limply, but his lips kept moving even as his mouth filled with blood.


    “I was always…just a throwaway pawn. The queen…was trying…to make a real evil.”


    “A real evil?”


    Using another vessel besides Danny? She had one in mind?


    “It’s…you…Kimihiko Kimizuka.” The ghost fixed me with a weak, resentful glare. “My…mission…was to make…the seed of evil…within you…sprout. To expose the…malice that lurks…inside you…as a desire…for revenge.”


    “If you’re talking about Drachma, you already know you had the wrong idea about that, right? I was never shocked in this game. I didn’t tell any lies.”


    “That’s…right, you were…never…shocked. That means you haven’t truly been judged when it comes to that.”


    Since I’d used a drug to mess myself up physically, I’d managed to get around the machine’s ability to detect lies. Meaning the truth of what my unconscious mind had thought about Drachma’s death was still locked away in a black box.


    “A Singularity…obsessed with revenge. That’s what…the queen wants. The ultimate…artificial evil.”


    An artificially created evil. An evil that could benefit humanity. That was what Alicia was trying to make—in order to ensure peace for Another Eden.


    “So you’re just part of the means to that end, huh?”


    Her ultimate goal was setting me up as an artificial evil, making me part of Another Eden’s put-up job. Did that mean Danny Bryant was the being who was best suited to rubbing me the wrong way and drawing out my malice?


    “If I’m the villain here, are the heroes the Tuners?”


    “…Yes, it’s…necessary to create a manual…that can continuously seal…a stable artificial evil. She’d had…the Tuners of your world…help with that research.”


    “So that’s what’s behind the Tuner Hunts? Is that why you didn’t kill them? You kept them alive so you could observe some sort of data—memories or knowledge or their wills.”


    So it wasn’t necessarily because she was wary of a counterattack from the Singularity.


    “Then I really can’t let you people get your way.”


    I knew it. The one I needed to stop was Alicia. I wouldn’t let her do any more of this in our world.


    “Are you sure…you want to leave, without…knowing the answer?” the ghost called to me as I started to turn away. “…Test whether…you’re someone who can be…swept away by a desire for revenge…first.” The man was still cuffed to his chair, but he threw a pistol to me with his free right hand. “I can’t leave…this spot. Go on…finish me off!”


    “What are you talking about?”


    The ghost spat up a wad of blood and shouted with rage. “…You know, don’t you? You know I’m your greatest enemy…! Hate me! Hate me freely, and this time, have your revenge…! Kill me, just try and kill me…!”


    Right. This man had killed Danny.


    The ghost was the first artificial evil Another Eden’s Inventor had made. He was the mastermind who’d led Krone’s group eight years ago. In that case—


    “I’m not allowed to pretend I forgot, am I?” I bent down and picked up the gun. There was no one to stop me.


    “He was my one and only family.”


    I’d had no parents. No friends. Danny Bryant had walked into my life when I was all alone in the world, and he had become my one and only ally. To Kimihiko Kimizuka, he’d been a hero.


    “I won’t forgive you.”


    I shouldn’t forgive him.


    Someone once said that revenge was fruitless. It wouldn’t make the dead happy. —What are you, stupid? You can’t decide what the dead want. Right?


    “Revenge is always something you take with your own will.”


    The ghost gave a faint smile. Gripping the gun with both hands, I squeezed the trigger of my own free will.


    The bullet just grazed the ghost’s cheek slightly, then struck the wall.


    “What…are you…doing…?”


    I’d missed him, and the ghost gave me a weak glare.


    “Did you…get cold feet…about hurting…Danny Bryant’s corpse?”


    This ghost was indeed my greatest enemy, and his body belonged to my greatest benefactor.


    Unfortunately, that didn’t mean I couldn’t bear to damage his body. I wasn’t that sensitive. However—


    “I have to protect my client’s interests, no matter what.”


    A minute ago, I’d revealed what this ghost really wanted. He was sick and tired of being a false evil. He wanted the allies of justice to save him.


    In that case, I’d grant that wish. There was no detective here. As her assistant, then, I’d carry out her will. Her policy.


    “Kid…ultimately, you can’t be…truly evil or truly just,” Danny’s ghost spat out in despair.


    “Yeah. That’s fine.”


    I couldn’t become evil, so I’d spend another day simply idolizing the brightness of justice and being the shadow beside it.


    Picking up Noches, I started walking, and just as I set my hand on the room’s door—


    There was a deafening explosion behind me.


    My back was hot. When I turned around, being careful not to drop Noches, the spot where we’d just been was blazing with fire.


    “Danny!”


    The blast had sent him flying; the chair’s restraints had come off, and he was lying on the floor. Leaving Noches near the door, I ran to him.


    “…Ha-ha, I see. So that’s…ghk, how it’s rigged.” Danny coughed and hacked, spitting up blood, but he still seemed to be laughing at himself. “As…you figured, our Inventor…is apparently pretty tough…on her mistakes.”


    A pool of blood was spreading over the floor. The restraints on his wrists hadn’t “come off”—his hands and feet had been blown off. The restraints themselves had been the bomb.


    “! Danny, stay with me.”


    “Ha…ha, you’re sure…you want to call me…by that name?”


    Shut up. I yanked off my jacket, tore strips off the fabric, and tried to use them to staunch the bleeding.


    “R…run.”


    The room was going up in flames. We couldn’t stay here long.


    “…Did you…hear me? I said…get out.”


    “Just be quiet.”


    Both his feet and his left hand had been destroyed, and there was a slash across his belly.


    Even looking at those wounds was hard. This blood loss was too much for a tourniquet. As I tried to perform first aid anyway, I heard the ghost mutter to himself. “It seemed brief, but it was a long time. This will sprouted before I knew it, and for ten years…I lived as artificial evil. But lately…I acquired this body, and after the memories were…written over…I felt like I’d lived…thirty-odd years…like Danny Bryant. It was sickening,” the ghost sneered. “Do…you get it? No matter which of this guy’s…memories I dug up, all I saw…were the smiling faces…of brats I didn’t know. I hated…kids. The little…innocent ones.”


    The ghost groaned with the pain of blood loss, but even then, he didn’t stop talking.


    “However, getting all of…Danny Bryant…was supposed to get me closer…to completion. So…this one time, I told Her Majesty…I wanted the Singularity’s memories. I wanted to know…what this guy had talked about with Kimihiko Kimizuka. But…she told me…I shouldn’t.”


    “Was it because the goal was for me to take you in, not the other way around?”


    “Not…just that. I bet the queen…was worried. She thought…if this body took back its memories…with you, too, then I…wouldn’t be able to stay…evil. Goddammit.”


    The ghost spat out the words, still acting like the worst possible Danny.


    “Who…am I? What…am I? Who made me…? Who’s saying this stuff?”


    Right. Alicia had made this ghost, and in a way, he was just a victim. He’d had Danny’s shape and memories forced onto him—because of me.


    “…Oh, I remember.” Danny’s ghost sounded delirious. “That…day, on the cliff. What…this man said.”


    The flames whipped up near us. The room had no windows. The black smoke was so dense I could hardly see what was in front of me; it was getting hard to breathe, and my limbs were growing heavy.


    “…Noches, at least.”


    Right, I’d left her sitting against the wall near the door. I had to get her to safety, fast.


    That meant I couldn’t stay here. But leaving him, leaving Danny Bryant and running, was the one thing I couldn’t—


    “Kimihiko.”


    I couldn’t see a thing through the smoke, but I felt someone set their hand on my head.


    


    “Be an ally of justice.”


    Those were the last words my teacher had left for me.


    


    “……Ghk! I don’t need you telling me that! Of course I will!”


    I stood up. Only—which one had spoken to me just now?


    Had it been the ghost? Or—


    My consciousness was dimming. Even so, I desperately forced my feet to move. Behind me, I heard a cheerful voice.


    


    “Ha-ha! Good question, kid!”
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      “________! Haaah.”


      The mechanical bunny soldiers had attacked me one after another after another. When I’d finally defeated the last one, I leaned on my musket like it was a walking stick; I was out of breath.


      I’d been shut in the Heart Room for at least a day, and all the combat had trashed it so badly that it looked nothing like it had when I first got there. It was littered with the remains of robot bunnies, a huge amount of spent cartridges, and the fragments of broken swords.


      Those weren’t from weapons I’d brought in. I’d procured them all here; there was a plethora of trick doors in the walls and floor of the Heart Room, and they all had weapons hidden behind them. It was almost as if I’d been expected to find them and take out the bunnies.


      “Is someone here?”


      Out of nowhere, I heard a faint sound in the distance.


      Could my assistant or Nagisa have found this place as well?


      If my deduction was correct, though, there were three other rooms like this one. The others might be busy conquering those.


      “Right now, we should each do what we can.”


      I picked up a stuffed animal that had fallen to the floor and set it on the sofa.


      The first thing I needed to do was get out of the Heart Room.


      However, the condition for release wasn’t defeating all the rabbit soldiers. As proof, when I tried the doorknob, the door wouldn’t open. In that case…


      “Maybe it really is up there.”


      I fired a wedge-tipped wire into the ceiling, then covered a distance of more than ten meters in one leap.


      Why had the enemy made the ceiling so high? Was it to keep me from escaping easily? No, that couldn’t be it. If it had been, they wouldn’t have left me this handy wire.


      “Did they want me to look up at the ceiling?”


      The room was so abnormally large that it made me feel very small. This was the world of Wonderland, after all.


      Clinging to the ceiling like a spy in an action movie, I looked for the anomaly I knew had to be there. Charlie might have been better at this sort of thing.


      “—There.”


      Before long, I found a section of ceiling that could be removed by hand. I climbed up into the space above the ceiling, which turned out to be a long, thin tunnel. I’d just have to go where it went. I crawled along, illuminating the dark passage with a tiny light, until I reached another dead end.


      I removed a section of the floor, which was simultaneously a section of some other ceiling.


      The room was dim, but light still streamed in from below. In terms of distance traveled, this was probably the room next door. I started to peek down into it from the square in the ceiling, which was just large enough for one person—then changed my mind.


      “It looks much cooler if you just jump in.”


      I’d seen it in plenty of movies.


      Without hesitating, I leaped down from that ten-meter ceiling. My shoes were made of a special material; they absorbed the impact, and I landed without taking any damage.


      When I looked up, I was in a room that was built like the one I’d just left. I guessed it was the Spade Room. There was a big chair shaped like an oversized spade symbol at the back of the room…and it was occupied.


      “So this is where you were, Alicia.”


      The pink-haired girl gazed back at me with cold eyes.


      —It was Alicia. She definitely seemed different now, but there was no mistake: This girl was the one I knew, the one who was kinder and more cheerful than anyone. Innocent smiles looked much better on her.


      “You’ve really grown up.”


      There was no response. Did she not want to talk to me or something?


      CRT TVs were piled around her in careless stacks. Their screens showed all the rooms in this house and what I guessed was the surrounding forest.


      “…Assistant, Nagisa.”


      I couldn’t tell exactly what I was seeing, but terrible things were definitely happening. For now, though, I focused on what was in front of me. What I needed to face was the queen of Another Eden.


      “I had a feeling you’d be in this room.”


      Alicia was still silent, so I kept up my side of our nonconversation from a spot several meters away.


      I’d start by checking my answers for the Heart Room. Why had I managed to escape from it? Was that passage through the attic the solution to the “locked room”? —No.


      “That room was probably an homage to the SPES laboratory and to Alicia’s secret resistance base.”


      She had resisted the unfair captivity imposed by the enemy. Way back when, lots of Alicia’s handmade weapons had been hidden in that secret base.


      The cutesy accessories and stuffed animals had also been Alicia’s style. And that ceiling…that was where Alicia had always hidden in Nagisa’s hospital room. She’d liked appearing from the space above the ceiling and startling Nagisa.


      


      “That place is our ‘locked room’ from eight years ago, back when the three of us weren’t able to go anywhere. It had been a long time, and you wanted to play with us again. Isn’t that right?”


      


      That was the Heart Room’s secret.


      The moment I’d realized that, the room had been unlocked.


      “I wasn’t doing this for myself.” For the first time, Alicia spoke. Her voice was dark and cold, but it was definitely the voice I knew. “I just thought I’d grant that girl’s wish for her.”


      “That girl.” So the Alicia in front of me and the Alicia I knew really were different people.


      However, this Alicia probably knew what had happened to my old friend long ago. That was why she’d tried to grant Alicia’s wish to play with her friends, something she’d loved doing, in this twisted way.


      “You still have an objective of your own, though, don’t you?”


      She couldn’t have crossed the wall between our worlds just to play these extreme games with us. Why had she attacked all those Tuners? Besides—


      “Did you have some business with my assistant?”


      There was the fact that she’d seemed wary of the Singularity’s ability, for example. And especially the fact that she’d brought out Danny Bryant. I still didn’t know what that ghost really was. My assistant was probably confronting it himself right now.


      But setting this up at all suggested Alicia had a fixation with my assistant. Frankly, the two of them hadn’t had much history with each other in this world. The Alicia he’d met in London years ago had always been Nagisa on the inside. So why…?


      “That’s what I’d like to know.” Alicia narrowed her eyes. “Why do you people give him so much support? Why do you try to make the world revolve around him? Do you know what the Singularity actually means?”


      What the Singularity actually means? What was she talking about? Of course, I knew there were advantages and disadvantages to that power. It wasn’t easy to control, and it could reshape the world if used the wrong way. However…


      “He’s made mistakes, but my assistant is definitely working to save the world. He’s helped many people.”


      That was something I had to vouch for personally; no one else would do.


      “__________! Why don’t you get it?! He’s—!”


      With a shriek, Alicia bolted up from her chair. Her face was tense with anger, and the spear trembled in her right hand; she was squeezing it so hard it seemed liable to crumble.


      “What did my assistant do to you? What’s happening in your world now?”


      If Another Eden was similar to the world we lived in—if it was normal for people there to share names and faces with people here, the way Alicia did…then was there someone named Kimihiko Kimizuka in Another Eden? Did Nagisa and I exist there as well?


      If so, what were we doing in that world? Why would we have left Alicia alone when she was in this state—


      “It can’t be.”


      A certain theory crossed my mind. It hardly even counted as a theory or a deduction; it was just intuition. Still, I felt compelled to check.


      


      “In your world, is it possible that Nagisa and I…? Are the detectives already—”


      


      In the distance, I heard an explosion. Had something gone wrong in one of the rooms? In the moment I glanced away, a white door had appeared very close to me.
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    “The condition for release from the Spade Room is for the mysteries of the other rooms to be solved. That condition was just met. Get out,” Alicia ordered, then stepped through the white door.


    “Wait!” I put out a hand, reaching for her. For some reason, though, I wasn’t sure I had the right to cross that threshold yet.


    “I’ll come to see you, I promise. To see you, one more time!”


    For just a moment, I thought her back stopped moving.


    Then, without a single backward glance, the queen of Another Eden melted into the darkness beyond the door.
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    With the blazing Western-style mansion behind me, I walked through the woods, carrying Noches’s unmoving body.


    After I’d parted ways with the ghost and escaped from the Club Room, I’d peeked into the other rooms, but they were all empty.


    Had Nagisa and Ookami made it out safely? Who had solved the Heart and Spade Rooms? There was a lot I didn’t know, but for now, all I could do was get out of these woods.


    Still, I’d inhaled too much smoke, and a little of the drug’s side effects were still lingering. So when I heard a voice behind me say, “Are you stupid, Kimi?” I thought I was hallucinating.


    “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


    I turned to look back. I hadn’t heard wrong. “Siesta.”


    The white-haired Ace Detective and Vampire. She appeared to have taken some damage, but her smile was the same as always.


    “Were you the one who beat the Heart and Spade Rooms?”


    “Yes. I see the rest of you were working hard, too.”


    Just then, bright light lanced into the dark forest. The headlights of a car. Behind the wheel was…a Man in Black?


    “Nagisa must have called them. Why don’t we have him take her home ahead of us?”


    At Siesta’s suggestion, I laid Noches in the back seat of the car.


    “—Thank you for all you’ve done.”


    For a moment, Siesta gazed at Noches and her mangled limbs as if the sight hurt her. Then she softly stroked the girl’s hair. She said nothing, but I got the feeling there was a language only the two of them knew, and that they’d already had enough of a conversation.


    Gently, Siesta closed the door. There was no way that car was bound for a regular hospital, but we’d let the Man in Black handle the rest. Siesta and I stayed where we were, watching the black car drive away.


    “Still, I’m glad you’re okay. So’s Nagisa, right?”


    “Yes, I saw her just a minute ago. She said she had an urgent job to field, though, so she let me be the one who waited for you to escape.”


    An urgent job. Was there still some unsolved issue here?


    “Is Ookami with Nagisa, then?”


    “Ookami is…” Siesta faltered for a moment. Then she said, “I’ll fill you in once we’re home,” and that was it.


    What had happened? I was about to follow up with another question when my strength suddenly gave out, and Siesta caught me before I fell.


    “Are you sure you shouldn’t have gone back with the car?”


    “…I’m okay. I can walk.”


    There was no point in just hanging around waiting for the next car. I leaned on Siesta for support, and we slowly made our way toward the edge of the forest.


    “I saw just a little of that,” Siesta began quietly.


    She told me there had been surveillance camera feeds in the Spade Room, where she’d been a few minutes ago, and that she’d seen who I was fighting and what had happened. Not all of it but some.


    “Disillusioned now?” I asked, mocking myself a little.


    Although Nagisa and Siesta had shelved their desire for revenge on Drachma, I might still be hanging on to mine, even though he hadn’t done anything to me directly. I’d even avoided being judged for it.


    “The ghost was right about me.”


    I didn’t have the right to say I was truly just, let alone a Tuner.


    “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


    “Yeah. I am.”


    Maybe not getting the usual response had startled her a little; Siesta stopped in her tracks.


    It was true, though, wasn’t it?


    “I couldn’t save Danny.” I wasn’t just talking about the fact that I’d left that man inside the mansion. “For eight whole years—”


    I hadn’t even known Another Eden had stolen his corpse. Or that the corpse had been remade into an artificial evil and sent to attack our world. Or that it was being used to attack those kids. I’d been totally oblivious.


    “I didn’t inherit even a tiny fragment of Danny’s last will.”


    I knew—I really did—there was nothing the living could do for the dead. I’d said that over and over. I’d even lectured other people about it, like I was so important.


    The truth was, I’d been saying it so I could hear it. To keep myself from drowning. I’d said I’d at least save the people I could reach, the way Danny had, in order to keep myself in check, since I’d gotten the idea that I’d inherited his last will. —But I hadn’t done that after all.


    “I—I was the one who was defiling his last will!”


    Danny Bryant had called himself my dad and my teacher, but I hadn’t managed to become anything. Not only was I not true justice, but I also hadn’t been anyone to Danny. I’d killed his last will. For the past eight years, I hadn’t done a—


    “You’re not stupid.” I was just standing there, and Siesta stepped in front of me and hugged me tightly. “You’re not stupid at all!”


    The words were quiet and intense, and she whispered them right by my ear.


    “There’s something you used to say quite a lot. You said there was nothing the living could do for the dead. I think it was your way of paying your respects to the deceased, and I’d like to respect that. Ordinarily, I’d prefer to agree with it. Just for now, though, I’ll say this. As someone who’s been dead, I’ll tell you that’s not how it is. The last wills people leave behind—they’re hope. And not only for the living. They’re just as much hope for the dead.”


    “Hope…for the dead?”


    “The dead are afraid of everything. That their bodies will cease to exist. That their thoughts will vanish. That no one will remember them. All of that is frightening. It’s terrifying.”


    Siesta had to be speaking from experience. The detective had been so strong, but I knew that at the end, she’d admitted that she didn’t want to die.


    “Do you have any idea how much it helps those who are dying just to know that their thoughts won’t disappear after death? How much hope they’re able to feel as they close their eyes? There is something the living can do for the dead! You gave us light.” Siesta’s blue eyes gazed back at me.


    “…Danny told me to live.”


    So he hadn’t just meant he wanted me to stay alive? Danny Bryant had seen light in the future where I inherited his last will.


    “There was something he told me once, a long time ago.” I was remembering the message Danny had left me in that video letter. “He said not having family or friends was nothing special. That I didn’t even need to put that in my profile. So I thought I’d put my past with him behind me.”


    Doing that had made me feel enlightened. I’d assumed I was being pragmatic about Danny. Somewhere in my heart, though, I was still a prisoner of that past.


    Ever since that day, I’d been wearing a thick mask. I’d worn my desire for revenge on this unfair world like a persona.


    “I can’t even set my wish to get revenge aside after all this time. Do you think I’m qualified to inherit someone’s last will?”


    “I’m not the one who decides that. But—” I realized that Siesta’s eyes had teared up slightly. “The fact that you’re bound by the past and by revenge is proof that you had something precious. You’re not trapped by malice, Kimi. You’re just trying to protect what you had as if it’s still precious to you now, that’s all.”


    My vision blurred. This was ridiculous.


    I was a full-grown adult. There was absolutely no way something like this would push me to the verge of tears.


    —It was all Siesta’s fault.


    It was her fault for acting aloof all the time and then letting me see her cry at a moment like this.


    “Long ago, I wanted Nagisa and Yui and Charlie and you to move on from your past, the truth, your mission, and the dead. But you refused. You rejected a future where you moved on from the dead—from me. You’ve stayed yourself, ever since that day. In the ways I hate and the ways I love.”


    Siesta’s slim fingertips wiped the tears from my eyes.


    “…Not fair.”


    You’re crying, too, you know.


    Maybe she’d picked up on what I wanted to say; Siesta laughed a little.


    “I guess my personality’s more persistent than I figured.”


    “Yes, Kimi, I know.”


    “I get attached to what’s important to me, and I even get jealous.”


    “Yes, you do love me an awful lot, don’t you?”


    “Frankly, I can’t imagine a life without you.”


    “Hm? Are you about to pull out a ring? …Do you know my size?” Siesta fluttered her left hand at me, and we both grinned.


    


    “Siesta, I want to spend my life with you—and the detective.”


    


    I, Kimihiko Kimizuka, definitely wasn’t somebody who could declare himself an avatar of justice.


    If I knew the story wouldn’t end the way I wanted it to, I ripped out those pages. The Singularity had been a symbol of disaster since antiquity, and that was exactly how I was. I was quick to break things. I broke destiny.


    But if it was true that my tenacity was what had awakened Siesta… If there was a role only I could play, not just as her assistant but as an assistant to Nagisa—who was now the Ace Detective both in name and in reality—then I’d keep heading toward that fantasy.


    “You’re saying this now? That was the plan all along.” Even though there were still tear tracks on her cheek, Siesta smiled. “All right, shall we go home?” She started walking toward the edge of the forest again. I spoke to her back.


    


    “I knew you’d be beautiful when you cry, too.”


    


    I’d said that hoping to get a certain response. It was the password for a promise I’d made with a certain person, seven years ago. As I’d anticipated, Siesta turned back, appearing slightly startled.


    Maybe the real identity of the person who’d encouraged me this way seven years ago was…


    “Are you stupid, Kimi?”


    But Siesta promptly reverted to her usual self.


    She wasn’t going to say it yet; she wouldn’t do that for me. Was it my own selfish expectations that made it seem as if that was what she was thinking?


    “Unfair.”


    My sigh was lighter than usual, and it felt better. I made for my spot beside the detective.


    I’d live through these lovable, unfair tomorrows.
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    Epilogue


    Three days had passed since the incident at the Western-style mansion.


    That morning, I was at the Shirogane Detective Agency, on the phone with our client, Grete.


    “So that’s what it was…,” Grete said once she’d heard the investigation report. She sounded a little discouraged. She’d asked us to investigate Danny Bryant, and in a word, I was telling her it had failed.


    “Unfortunately, the man who visited and told you he was Danny was just an impostor.”


    Naturally, I couldn’t tell her the whole truth, so I was reframing the facts of the incident for her. For example, I’d said that the kidnapped gifted kids had been shown an illusion of Danny and that the culprit had been after the money Danny had left the children’s home.


    That said, those kids were directly involved, and not all of them would have bought the lie. They weren’t little kids anymore, and besides, they were all really sharp. They’d probably picked up on several inconsistencies. Even so, Grete accepted all of it. “All right. Thank you very much,” she told me.


    She must have realized there were things I couldn’t tell her, but she’d gathered that the worst hadn’t happened.


    Of course, lying to our client wasn’t “just” by any definition. Bending the truth was something a detective should never do. That was why this was my job.


    The one and only job I could take pride in, as someone who was a mere ally of justice, an assistant to the detective.


    “I’m sorry. I know it wasn’t the answer you were hoping for.”


    “It’s nothing you need to apologize for, Mr. Kimizuka. Besides, those of us who grew up at Sun House have decided to get together for the first time in ages because of this incident.”


    “I see. I bet that’ll be a fun reunion.”


    “It will! We don’t quite fit the world’s definition of ‘normal,’ but that makes it an even better idea to meet up and have fun sometimes. It would also be great if we could help each other out when we’re in trouble. Maybe Danny came down from heaven to give us that opportunity. …I’m kidding mostly,” Grete said bashfully. “I’d like to thank you and Miss Siesta and Miss Natsunagi as well; please let me come visit you just for fun next time. I haven’t paid for my request yet, either.”


    “We don’t take payment from family. If that’s too awkward, send us some fantastic black tea or apple pie instead, okay?”


    Just having those things around was enough to keep both detectives in a good mood, and they would go a little easier on me. Grete giggled, and we said our good-byes and hung up.


    I spent the next half an hour by myself. Then I heard a “good morning,” and Nagisa walked in. “Huh? Where’s Siesta?”


    “Dunno. Probably still in bed.”


    I heard she’d stayed up late last night watching a movie. In fact, she’d invited me to come pull an all-nighter watching movies and eating popcorn, but I’d declined.


    “It’s kind of unusual for you to turn that down, isn’t it, Kimihiko?”


    “I went along with her once before, and she ended up telling me trivia about the movies all night long; I’m still dealing with the trauma.”


    “Ah-ha-ha! I can completely see that. Didn’t she get really mad at you, though?”


    “Maybe she did and maybe she didn’t, but she foisted a ton of odd jobs onto me.”


    That was why I’d been here by myself since that morning, doing the agency’s accounting. Smiling wryly, Nagisa offered to help and started organizing receipts.


    We worked in silence for a while, and then I took a deliberate breath and asked, “Any developments since then? With Ookami?”


    I’d heard the shocking truth from Nagisa right after the incident at Hexagon House.


    …I still hadn’t really managed to process it. I doubted I would until I’d heard everything straight from the guy himself, and even then, it probably wouldn’t sit right with me.


    “Unsurprisingly, it looks like we can’t follow him now that he’s over there.” Nagisa had said she’d fired a chip into Ookami that would let us locate him, but he was apparently still lying low in Another Eden. “He’ll come back someday, with Alicia. When he does, I’ll catch him. I swear I will.” Nagisa’s expression was determined; she’d stopped sorting the papers. “After all, it’s a detective’s job to take responsibility for her assistant’s misconduct.”


    “…I see.” In that case, as her real assistant, I’d help.


    Then Nagisa said, “Why don’t I make some tea?” and started getting everything ready. While she was waiting for the water to boil, she opened the agency’s little cupboard and reached in for some teacups. “Huh? Did you buy a couple new ones?”


    “Noches gave them to me a little while ago.” Back when she’d brought me along on that unusual shopping trip, she’d told me it was okay to have surprises like this precisely because the world didn’t go the way we wanted. “She was right. The world really doesn’t go the way we’d like it to.”


    Noches still wasn’t awake.


    The Men in Black had placed her in the care of an appropriate organization, but the only one who could repair—or heal—Noches was her creator, Stephen the Inventor. We’d just have to wait for him to wake up.


    “Yui was depressed, wasn’t she?”


    “Yeah. It sounds like Noches was good company for her.”


    I’d told Saikawa about the incident in detail and apologized for the state Noches was in now. It had happened because I wasn’t strong enough.


    I helped the people I could reach—but that didn’t necessarily mean I’d be able to save everybody. That was a perfectly natural thing, and this incident had made me painfully aware of it.


    “Kimihiko, why don’t you go over to Yui’s sometime?”


    “I actually thought of that and called her up, but she said, ‘I have friends coming over every day for a while now, so I can’t!’”


    I think some classmates had been her backup band in middle school. They were still close friends, and the group was holding get-togethers to keep Saikawa entertained on a daily basis. First Nagisa, then Charlie, now this. Everyone had friendships I didn’t know about. Frankly, I was jealous.


    “Ah-ha-ha. I guess we’ll go over to play later, then,” Nagisa laughed. “By the way, do you want to use one of these new cups?”


    “No, I’ll wait.”


    Until after Noches woke up.


    Then I’d use those cups to drink tea with her. She’d hit me with that curveball demand, “Please use them to drink tea with the person you like,” and I would make her furious with me.


    “…Good morning.”


    Finally, the head of the agency showed up, third and last. She’d changed into her usual dress, but she was yawning hugely.


    “It’s already noon.”


    “‘Good morning’ is a basic office greeting, so it’s fine,” Siesta said pedantically. Then she made eye contact with me. “Oh,” she said, her expression souring. “That’s right. I ended our friendship, Kimi. Don’t talk anymore.”


    “Why would turning down an all-night movie-viewing party end our friendship?” Are you a kid? I thought, but saying it would only make her mad again, so I kept my mouth shut.


    Siesta’s hair was all messy and sleep tousled in a childish way, too.


    “Come here,” Nagisa told her, then started combing her hair.


    “Oh, by the way. Assistant.” As if she’d forgotten breaking up with me already, Siesta looked my way. “Noel called last night. She said you’d formally turned down the invitation to become a Tuner, and you even returned the notebook. Is it true?”


    “Huh?! What the heck! Kimihiko, you were all psyched about getting to be a Tuner.”


    …Word had traveled fast. Well, I hadn’t been trying to hide it.


    “I just didn’t feel qualified.”


    Siesta and Nagisa waited for me to explain.


    “I’m not running myself down, and I’m not sulking, all right? It’s just that after evaluating myself subjectively, that was what I thought.”


    Facing off against Danny Bryant’s ghost had made me realize that I was fixated on revenge, although I’d been pretending not to see it. Tuners represented justice, and right now, I didn’t have the right to join their ranks. The best I could do was be the ally to the others.


    “Is that really what you want, Kimihiko?” Nagisa asked.


    “Yeah, I’m satisfied with it.” I nodded. Those were my genuine feelings. Or actually—


    


    “If they ever need a position like Con Man, I’ll nominate myself for that one.”


    


    The two detectives exchanged looks, then smiled wryly.


    “Huh? What’s this? Kimihiko, don’t tell me you’re planning to go into marriage fraud. I don’t think you’re really wired for that, do you?”


    “…Unfair!”


    That was not the type of con I’d had in mind.


    “……! Come on, Nagisa, don’t make me laugh. Our assistant…him, of all people, doing marriage fraud…? You know nobody would fall for that.”


    “Would you two knock it off already?!”


    But yelling at them just made them laugh even harder.


    I was about to mutter my usual again, when—


    “You really are entertaining, Kimi.”


    Unexpectedly, the sight of Siesta wiping tears from the corners of her eyes caught my attention.


    Siesta was laughing. Just a little while ago, I’d thought we’d never meet again, that I’d seen her face for the last time, but now she was right here with me, laughing.


    “Assistant?” Siesta had noticed me watching her; she tilted her head, puzzled.


    I shook my head. “It’s nothing.” If I was honest here, she’d probably laugh and tell me the time for that reaction had passed. And so…


    “I was just thinking you’d gotten really human lately.”


    She’d always picked the right answers, she’d known everything, and she’d resolved everything all by herself. She hadn’t relied on other people, and she’d never shown unnecessary emotion. That had been my impression of Siesta, back when we first met. Seven years later, though, I’d seen all sorts of different facets of her.


    Delight when she found a magnificent black tea; anger just because I wouldn’t hang out and have fun with her; sympathetic sadness over her friends’ wounds; and unrestrained enjoyment of Christmas, birthdays, and other events. The four basic emotions didn’t cut it for Siesta; she had way more than that.


    If I had to say, it was more like—yeah. Twenty.


    I didn’t mean that in a bad way. The word had just crossed my mind, and it struck me as vaguely nostalgic.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Siesta laughed, as I’d figured she would, then stretched. “All right, it’s time we got to work. You too, Nagisa.”


    “Um, I’ve been combing your hair for you. Geez.”


    The Shirogane Detective Agency’s day began slowly, with the hands of the clock already past noon.


    The issues that lay ahead were endless. We had Alicia to worry about, and Ookami. However, before we saved the world, if you listened closely… There, see? You’d hear a knock at the door.


    “Assistant, we have a guest.”


    Once again, we’d start the day by changing our client’s tomorrow.
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    Area Eden


    An old castle towered in the sanctuary.


    Having returned to her birthplace, Queen Alicia was seated on its throne.


    As always, she was expressionless. The wrinkles left by long years of frowning made her look like a beast that growled at everything it saw. She was simply sitting there, her hand clenched around her golden spear.


    “I’m terribly sorry.”


    A man knelt in front of the queen, head bowed.


    “I wasn’t able to bring Nagisa Natsunagi to this world.”


    That was the mission she’d given this man, who went by the name Ookami.


    Roughly two and a half years ago, Ookami had infiltrated the parallel Earth as the queen’s right-hand man, built unique routes for himself, and managed to become a Tuner. Everything was in order to get closer to the Ace Detective.


    Their interests had aligned with the Federation Government’s radical faction, the driver of Project Noah, and he’d used that alliance to gain the cover of the Enforcer and a position as Nagisa Natsunagi’s proxy assistant.


    Then he’d bided his time, and once the events surrounding the Great Cataclysm had subsided, he’d finally set to work on his true mission. And yet the results had been…


    “I didn’t expect anything like that from the Ace Detective. It tripped me up.”


    Ookami acknowledged his error. In the end, Nagisa Natsunagi hadn’t passed through the gate, and Ookami’s left shoulder had been wounded. He’d fled back to Another Eden alone.


    “It doesn’t matter.” Alicia didn’t rebuke him. “I never expected the Ace Detective to come to us that easily. The important thing is the story. The plan is going smoothly.”


    This was what she really felt. Having lost Danny Bryant’s ghost, her “artificial evil,” wasn’t a big problem, either. She’d known it wouldn’t be possible to take Nagisa Natsunagi yet, not during this maneuver. Even if they were worlds apart, Alicia knew very well what sort of person the other girl was.


    “What did you think? You hadn’t seen each other in a long while,” Ookami said, and not just because he’d escaped without a reprimand. “And you met the other detective as well, didn’t you?”


    The queen was silent for a moment. Ookami knew what Nagisa Natsunagi and Siesta were to her.


    “I have no thoughts on the matter.” When she answered, though, her face was expressionless. “I only carry out my mission.”


    For the sake of a certain objective, she’d bring those two detectives to this world.


    That, and that alone, was her cherished wish as the world’s current ruler.


    “They are Tuners, who stand for justice. They’d never run from this fate.”


    However, if there was one obstacle to this plan, it was the Singularity.


    The young man with those two girls was the root of all the trouble. His existence was an incessant smudge in a corner of the queen’s mind.


    “It’s all right, Your Majesty.”


    Ookami had noticed the slight change in Alicia’s demeanor.


    


    “That is why you have a second Singularity right here.”


    


    Ookami raised his head.


    His eyes were shining gold.


    “Yes, you are the hope of this world.”


    Just for now, even the queen treated Ookami as not just her right-hand man but as the world’s savior. As Another Eden’s one and only Singularity.


    This universe held a myriad of parallel worlds, but each of those worlds only had one Singularity. None of them shared a face or a name. As a result, the differences between the Singularities could be said to affect the very fates of their respective worlds.


    “For better or worse, Kimihiko Kimizuka isn’t yet conscious of his abilities as the Singularity. He thinks of it only as a power that can slightly distort unfair realities. If we’re going to hammer him, now’s the time,” Ookami advised.


    He was implying that his Singularity abilities were greater than Kimihiko Kimizuka’s. But to Alicia, the remark held a different meaning.


    “True. That’s exactly why we must not forgive him.”


    Seeing the queen’s hand tighten on her spear, Ookami swallowed hard.


    “I am always ready.”


    “I see. If you would, then.”


    Ookami’s eyes shone gold again. Immediately, a white gate appeared near the throne.


    “All right. Let us go take everything, as conquerors.”


    Spear in hand, the queen rose to her feet and started for the gate with a swirl of her mantle. She was on her way to kill one mortal enemy and steal two old friends.
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    Afterword


    Two days after buying the most expensive pair of shoes I’ve ever owned, I got caught in a sudden rain shower, and now they’ve got permanent stains. I’m sad. This is nigozyu.


    But from another perspective, the fact that I’m so bummed probably means I really liked those shoes. If I hadn’t gotten caught in the rain and picked up those indelible stains, I might never have realized how attached I was to them.


    The size of the stains is the size of my regret. The size of the regret is the size of my love. What do people do when they realize what’s precious to them only after they lose it? What about the detective and assistant and idol and agent, the oracle and magical girl and android? Come to think of it, that may be what the Detective series has always been about…maybe.


    Now then, thank you very much to everyone who’s picked up The Detective Is Already Dead. Volume 12! The series has reached its fifth anniversary, which means that people who were in middle school when it started are now in college or working adults now. I’m really grateful to you for supporting the series for all these years!


    In terms of recent series developments, Natsunagi, Charlotte, and Saikawa all have spin-off novels; Detective Academy is being serialized on the series’ official X account; and Umibouzu’s art book was released in early spring. Several book signings have been held, and I have several great memories of getting to meet and talk with my readers directly!


    I was hoping I’d be able to give you a little more information on the anime’s second season, but unfortunately…I’m terribly sorry to keep you waiting when you’re looking forward to it. Let’s all keep saying, “Is it done yet…?” together!


    I’ve got a little free space left, so I think I’ll talk about Volume 12, whose cover features Siesta and Noches. Did you enjoy it? Umibouzu drew the best cover ever for it, and if you look at the illustration closely, I think you’ll pick up on the theme of the book. What sort of story will Kimihiko Kimizuka encounter, now that he’s resolved to face his true self directly? I hope you’ll look forward to the next volume.


    It looks like I’ve still got a few lines left. I don’t know how to wrap up afterwords neatly. I said something noble sounding at the beginning, but you know, I really am mad about those shoes. My hatred totally wins out over my love. Why did it have to start raining out of nowhere? Staying inside all the time is where it’s at. Mia Whitlock is never wrong.


    The other day, I had some broth-stewed sweet potatoes at a certain pub, and they were so incredibly good…it made me remember how my grandfather farmed a field and often harvested sweet potatoes when I was a kid. Visual information isn’t the only thing people can leave to other people. There are voices, scents, and textures…wasn’t there someone who said something like that? In my case, it was the sweetness of sweet potatoes, which gave me a vague, hazy sense of the land from which they’d grown. All right, I’ll see you later.
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  “Kimizuka, how is this costume?”


  When I showed up in response to a summons, Saikawa was waiting for me in a white dress and dog ears.


  “You were a cat-eared maid once, weren’t you? You said it was a stage costume or something.”


  “Yes, this next event is more about talking than anything else. Fans will have ‘bonus time’ when they can take photos of me in this costume.”


  “This had better actually be a wholesome event.” Granted, this was tons better than a swimsuit, but… “You’re too young to be posing for gravures, Saikawa.”


  “What are you talking about? Well, I doubt my agency would allow those anyway, but…never mind that.” Saikawa struck a cute pose. “It’s time to practice! Take a photo, please!”


  Aha. As a representative of all fans, then, I’d give this everything I had. “Could you tear up a little more? Right, look embarrassed to be wearing that costume, like you don’t want to be photographed in it.”


  “Kimizuka, it’s been a while: Please let me call you ‘Mr. Pervert’ again.”


  
    
      
        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.
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