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      “Damn it! What the hell’s wrong with this town?!”


      Norman was quietly relaxing in his spacious living room when he heard Lonsday cursing. He was reading, seated on an armchair. Nearby, Eltiel was folding laundry on the carpet, while a lump draped in black cloth sat unmoving in the corner.


      They’d just finished breakfast when Lonsday had burst in, flung off her jacket, thrown herself onto the couch, and lit a cigarette.


      “…What happened?”


      “I’m in a really foul mood right now. Eltiel, bring me some tea, too! Gimme a boatload of brandy with it.”


      “I think that would be more alcohol than tea,” Eltiel replied with a sigh, getting to her feet.


      She had been tidying up, which meant her luxuriant blond hair was in a ponytail. She headed off to the kitchen, a denim apron over her usual plain dress. Norman watched her go, then closed the book he’d been reading.


      “Miss Lonsday? Did something happen?”


      “I’m cleaned out.”


      “Huh?”


      “Played some roulette last night. Started off on a real hot streak, but then I lost more and more as the night went on—and before I knew it, I was flat broke. Drank like a fish at the bar, racked up a tab, and came here when I got bored of that.”


      “That’s… Wow.”


      She was a textbook hopeless individual.


      “Something’s off. Definitely off. Statistically, I could understand breaking even. But how did I lose? This is more than just bad luck. Damn it… It’s this town, that’s the problem. Whole place is cursed.” Lonsday crossed her long legs, bouncing them in irritation while she rattled off a steady stream of complaints.


      Norman gave her a concerned frown. “Perhaps you could ease up on the gambling?”


      “Great idea, Norman. Very constructive. Oh, wait a second—that’s impossible.”


      “You seem really sure of that.”


      Eltiel came back from the kitchen, handing Lonsday her tea.


      “I have an honest question for you, Miss Lonsday. You’re a detective. Why are you so bad at gambling? I would think you’d be able to read your opponents’ tells and gloat about it.”


      “Whoa, whoa, easy there…”


      After taking the teacup, Lonsday stopped talking and frowned. “…I knew this came out too quickly. This isn’t freshly brewed, is it? And there’s no brandy, either.”


      “This is left over from breakfast. What made you think I’d brew it fresh for you?”


      “Norman, what kind of training are you giving that maid of yours? Who would ever want leftover tea?”


      “Eltiel isn’t a maid, although she is quite attentive. Blame your timing. An hour earlier and you would’ve had a fresh pot.”


      “Tsk… You would have made fresh tea if Norman asked.”


      “Well, you’re not Lord Norman.”


      Lonsday tasted the drink and scowled. “Urgh, so bitter… Well, whatever. Anyway, Eltiel, it’s true I’m an ace detective. If I really wanted, I could read a dealer or gambler by watching their facial expressions and movements. I could even deduce what they ate for breakfast that morning.”


      “Right. So you’re just a sore loser.”


      “No. Listen.” Lonsday puffed out her chest. “A gamble you know you’re gonna win is no fun, is it?”


      “So you got cleaned out.”


      “Happens to the best of us.”


      Eltiel side-eyed her, but Lonsday ignored it, opting to continue focusing on her bitter tea and cigarette.


      “Anyway, I’m a fair gambler. I make sure to shut down any and all deductive reasoning skills at the table. I empty my mind and try not to think. Got it? Hey, wanna go with me next time?”


      “No, thank you. I don’t care for the activity.”


      Sighing deeply, Eltiel returned to folding the laundry.


      “She’s cold as ice. Got any stories that’ll lighten my mood, Norman?”


      “I’m not sure this will lighten it any, but…”


      “Hm?”


      “I’ve got a case for you, Miss Lonsday. I want you to hear this, too, El.”


      “Me?” Eltiel asked, tilting her head.


      Lonsday re-crossed her legs, smiling fearlessly. “A case for Team Jewel-Hellhound? All right, sounds interesting.”
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      “Ahem, well, it’s already been a month since we founded the Elementary Detective Agency…”


      “What’s with the preamble? Is that necessary?”


      “How could you say that?! Lord Norman, please continue! I’ll listen wholeheartedly, even if you wanted to recount how we met from the very beginning!”


      “Why are you making things all about you?”


      “Ah… Right. Anyway, moving on.”


      Norman stood in the middle of the living room and shrugged, his momentum stifled.


      It had been about a month since the Jim Adamworth incident, and Norman and the others were starting to get used to life as a fivesome while handling Unlaw cases as agents of Cartesius.


      “Just checking, but this is a Cartesius case, right? If it’s something with infidelity, I’m gonna be pissed.”


      Being a detective agency, they’d also started to receive requests from people in town. Just as Lonsday said, they’d started investigating infidelities, searching for missing persons and lost cats, doing background checks on daughters’ boyfriends, and so on. They were more of an odd-job crew than a detective agency.


      Solving minor everyday problems like those didn’t seem to motivate Lonsday, so Norman found himself handling the majority of them. El helped when she was free, and Lonsday and Clareth pitched in when they felt like it. Shizuku’s participation rate currently sat at 0%.


      “It’s not a Cartesius case, but it isn’t anything boring.”


      “Huh?”


      “That’s…unusual, or maybe a first? I don’t remember any cases like that.”


      “Yeah. Same here, actually.”


      A year and a half had passed since Norman had begun taking the lead on the Unlaw cases in Bardium. During that time, alongside Shizuku, Eltiel, Lonsday, and Clareth, Norman had dealt with roughly one Unlaw case a week, all on Cartesius’s directive. In other words, he was being ordered around by his sister, Sufiya.


      Unlaw—those who strayed from the laws of the universe. They were endowed with diverse special abilities, none of which were well understood, as they defied the laws of physics and couldn’t be explained by modern science. These monsters were different from people—different from everyone—and though they weren’t well understood, they were nevertheless very real.


      However…


      “I’ll cut to the chase. We’re not investigating anything this time—we’re capturing an escaped convict. Not Unlaw, either. He’s human, more or less. We’re clear to kill and dispose of him, if necessary.”


      “Hm. Even more unusual… Weird. Isn’t Cartesius a crooked organization that manages Unlaw? When did they become the police?”


      “Crooked though they may be, they’re still technically a government organization. I asked my sister about it, but she dodged the question.”


      “…What a piece of work. I wanna smash her glasses.”


      “Miss Lonsday, she is still Lord Norman’s sister. There are some things we keep to ourselves.”


      “Oh? You’re implying you agree with me on the glasses smashing, then?”


      “I simply know discretion.”


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha! Funny words coming from a woman who wanders around in a trench coat with her birthday suit underneath!”


      Lonsday guffawed, and El smiled sweetly. Sensing the charged atmosphere, Norman continued.


      “I can’t deny my sister’s got a lousy personality, but nevertheless, this job’s different from our usual work, and the fact we have limited intel feels sketchy. That’s right up your alley, isn’t it, Miss Lonsday?”


      “Doesn’t sound too bad to me. What intel do we have? There must be a reason she specifically asked for me, right?”


      “An escaped convict… I asked where he broke out of, but she didn’t tell me. What’s more, I don’t even know what crime he originally committed.”


      Thinking it over, Norman realized Sufiya was being far too stingy with her information. They hardly had anything to work with.


      Yet…


      “My sister said his name alone would be enough for you two.”


      …And that was…


      “His name is…Owen Whisper.”


      Norman, at least, had no idea who that person was—he’d said the name with an air of importance, but it meant nothing to him at all. Still, Sufiya had told him to mention the name in front of the two girls.


      “Well, now… This is the first I’ve heard of him. Huh?” Despite saying that, El touched her cheek and tilted her head, making her ponytail sway adorably.


      “That’s strange. Miss Lonsday, do you…?” Eltiel glanced at her, then fell silent. Lonsday was frowning like she was trying to remember something.


      “…Hm.”


      She took a slow drag of her cigarette.


      “…What is it?”


      “…Phew.”


      After glancing at Eltiel, she exhaled the smoke even more slowly, choosing her words with uncharacteristic care.


      “I know the name. And what this has to do with Eltiel.”


      Lonsday brushed aside her black hair with her free hand.


      “Owen Whisper. I captured him a year and a half ago, right before I came to Bardium.”


      She cast a sidelong glance at Eltiel.


      “He’s the man behind the mass murders in Rubivas.”
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      “…”


      Rubivas.


      Eltiel stiffened at the name—she knew it very well. And yet, she hadn’t heard in a long while.


      “El,” Norman said gently, “do you need to take a second?”


      “…No.” She straightened up. “This concerns me, too. Please, tell me everything.”


      “There’s nothing to tell.”


      Brushing off Eltiel’s words, Lonsday pressed the end of her cigarette into the ashtray and stood. She picked up the jacket she’d flung off upon her entrance and slung it over her right shoulder, snorting disdainfully.


      “I know how Whisper operates. That’s why Sufiya didn’t tell Norman anything. She’s just plain harassing Eltiel by having her here. This case was assigned to me—there’s nothing for you to do on this one. That’s how it is, Hellhound. Let’s go, Norman.”


      “Please wait.”


      Eltiel’s body moved on its own. She rose and stood in front of Lonsday.


      “I’ll be handling this one.”


      “Ha! What a joke. You may have a good sense of smell, but your hearing needs some work. We’re not dealing with things the usual way here—it’s a follow-up to one of my cases. You’re not needed.”


      Owing to their height difference, Lonsday’s eyes were level with Eltiel’s shoulders, forcing her to look up. Regardless, she wasn’t intimidated in the least. Instead, her emerald-green gaze was fierce as it pierced Eltiel.


      “Norman and I make the better team. What could you possibly do with him?”


      “Nothing is impossible for Lord Norman!”


      “Huh? That’s not remotely true,” Norman said, shaking his head, but Eltiel knew it was his natural modesty speaking, and ignored him. How splendidly humble. Classic Lord Norman.


      “We’ve had our differences, sure…but what’s the point in you coming along, Little Miss Puppy?”


      “…”


      Something creaked in Eltiel’s heart. The power rushing into her body was different than the surprise she’d felt earlier. It was the prelude to an explosion. Lonsday smirked.


      “You sure told me. Diamonds burn well, Miss Enhancedia.”


      “Ha! That’s a lame taunt, Siriusflame. What are you going to burn with that tiny spark?”


      The atmosphere grew tense, and just when things were on the brink of snapping…


      “I got it! I just had a good idea.”


      …Norman shattered the tension with a resounding clap of his hands.


      “…Way to be a buzzkill, Norman.”


      “…What’s the matter, Lord Norman?”


      Moments away from clashing, the two girls turned to see Norman’s carefree expression. He spread his arms wide and smiled easily.


      “How about you two tackle this case together?”


      And there it was.


      “…”


      “…”


      Two pairs of eyes went wide at the suggestion. The girls glanced at each other, then back at Norman.


      “Eltiel and me?”


      “Miss Lonsday and myself ?”


      “Yep. That makes things easier, right? For Lonsday, it’s unfinished business, and you can’t let it go either, El, right? So just leave me out of the equation and work it out yourselves.”


      “…Hm.”


      Lonsday sighed, lit a fresh cigarette, and inhaled.


      “Phew… I get it. I hadn’t considered that. Eltiel as my assistant, huh? You up for it?”


      “…That works for me, as long as there’s no gambling involved.”


      “Relax. I don’t expect that from you… Yeah, I guess your nose could come in handy.”


      Lonsday grinned up at her new assistant.


      “Fine. Then you’re up, Hellhound. I’ll put you to good use.”


      Eltiel looked down at the detective, a smile noticeably absent from her face.


      “If you can’t put me to good use, I’ll make a meal of you, Miss Jewel.”


      “Gosh, I sure am looking forward to seeing how you two develop as partners,” Norman commented.


      He wore his usual lackadaisical expression, with a smile that could even be called dopey.
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      “I thought for sure they were going to kill each other.”


      After Lonsday and Eltiel had left the living room, Norman heard a voice coming from the black lump in the corner.


      No, that wasn’t a lump. It was…


      “Look who’s awake.”


      “No one could sleep with that conversation happening.”


      It was Shizuku, who’d been sleeping with her hood pulled over her head. She shook out her long silver hair and padded lazily to the kitchen, where she took some fruit juice from the refrigerator, poured it into a glass, and threw it back in one go. Then, grabbing some chocolate from the cupboard with one hand, she settled sideways onto Norman’s lap with a yawn.


      “Seems like things could get interesting.”


      “You could be a little more tactful.”


      “Why? This has nothing to do with me.”


      The way she stretched against Norman made her look just like a cat. Shizuku tossed the chocolate onto the side table, picked one up, unwrapped it, and popped it into her mouth.


      “I don’t think eating chocolate in my lap is very polite.”


      “Blame yourself for being so comfy.”


      Not only did that make no sense, the deflection was next-level. However, Shizuku was utterly unbothered. She kept on eating her low-sugar chocolates—the ones Norman had started ordering last month. She seemed to like them, so Norman figured the lack of sugar wasn’t an issue.


      “So? What was that all about earlier?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “First, letting those two handle the case. I was surprised you were okay with that makeshift team. Think it’ll work out?”


      “The investigation should go smoothly. They’re grown-ups, after all.”


      “Oh?”


      Sprawled on her back across his lap, Shizuku looked up at the ceiling, the position giving Norman a rare look at her adorable forehead.


      “Sounds like you’re implying I’m not a grown-up.”


      “Did you think you were?”


      “No, I plan to act like a child forever and have you take care of me, Norman.”


      ”…”


      That was a bit much, even for Norman. He didn’t have anything to say in response. Whether she was a child or an adult, though, he planned to take care of her for life.


      “One more thing. What was going on with Miss Eltiel?”


      “Oh… Makes sense you’d be curious. Why don’t you ask her yourself ?”


      “Too much of a hassle.”


      “I wish you’d put in some more effort around here… Well, whatever.”


      Eltiel’s behavior earlier had definitely been out of character, but she had her reasons.


      “Rubivas is El’s hometown.”


      “Huh?”


      “She’s the daughter of the Lord of the Rubivas domain.”


      “…Norman.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Did you marry into money?”
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      Detective Harrison Leonard’s office was in the basement of the Bardium police station.


      The cramped room was flanked by the morgue and autopsy room, which felt like a slight against him. Since his role as middleman between Cartesius and the police wasn’t public knowledge within the department and he often meddled with field investigations outside his jurisdiction with little explanation, he wasn’t exactly well liked by his peers.


      That didn’t particularly bother him, though.


      A couple years—or perhaps a year and a half—ago, Harrison had become involved with the Unlaw. From the moment he’d been recruited by Cartesius and started his current role, he’d expected to be shunned by his coworkers. Having corpses shuttled back and forth right outside his door was just part of the deal, he thought.


      That was simply who he was—a calm man whose emotions rarely showed.


      “Yo, Harrison. We’re coming in.”


      However, when he saw Lonsday Enhancedia and Eltiel Siriusflame appear together at his office door, the shock was plain on his face.


      “Wh—huh…? Huh?!”


      “What’s that, a new breathing technique? That can’t be good for you.”


      “No, that’s—! What’s the meaning of this? It’s just the two of you? What happened to Hamish?”


      “Lord Norman will be sitting this one out. Miss Lonsday and I are in charge of this case.”


      “Excuse me…? Hold on. I didn’t hear anything about a case from Hamish’s sister.”


      Lonsday raised her eyebrows with interest, but Harrison knew nothing. Sufiya Hamish normally sent him one-way orders, but he hadn’t received anything this time.


      “…More importantly, are you really doing this, just the two of you?”


      Harrison had been collaborating with Norman on jobs for the past year and a half. Norman, who had recently become a full-fledged detective, always brought one of his usual four Unlaw with him on a case. It was never two of them and one of Harrison. However, the boy was nowhere to be found—only the Hellhound and Jewel were before him. The matching detective agency badges on Lonsday’s chest and Eltiel’s belt felt like a bad gag.


      “Can you handle this…? What kind of case is it, anyway?”


      “Well, we’re figuring that out. Get us permission to enter the sealed catacombs.”


      “What? Catacombs? I guess I can do that… Which ones?”


      “All of them. There should be seven in the city. We spent all day yesterday making rounds of the gravesites still in use and above ground, but that was a wild goose chase.”


      “What?! I should’ve gotten a report about that.”


      “C’mon, I don’t think two babes touring cemeteries needs to be reported, do you?”


      “You say that,” chimed in Eltiel, “but you still haven’t told me anything.”


      “If you started coming at me with tons of questions, I was planning to ditch you along the way. But you’re surprisingly well-behaved.”


      “I’m your assistant, aren’t I? So I’ll wait for your explanation.”


      “That’s the spirit. Anyway, Harrison, out with the permit. We could just sneak in, but I don’t want to deal with you complaining to Norman afterward.”


      “Precisely. We mustn’t trouble Lord Norman.”


      There seemed to be a slight disconnect in objectives, but the fact the two of them could even hold a conversation was astonishing. What’s more, they’d apparently started investigating yesterday and hadn’t fought. It was unbelievable.


      “I trust there won’t be any problems. What are you going there to do, anyway?”


      “I am a detective, you know. Naturally, I’m going to solve the case presented to me. Relax, I have my own agenda on this one, and my new assistant hates fooling around. We’ll do this right.”


      “Please don’t worry, Lord Harrison. I’ll keep an eye on her.”


      “…”


      Out of the four of them, Eltiel seemed like the best, but that didn’t mean she could be trusted. How things would go without Norman’s leash was anyone’s guess.


      “…Fine. Sit tight.”


      Harrison decided to comply with Lonsday’s request anyway.


      “Oh, and here I thought you’d grumble about it more.”


      “It’s got me freaked the hell out…but Hamish sent you. I don’t trust the two of you, but he’s different. I owe him.”


      “You two are closer than I thought. I’d love to hear that story someday.”


      “It’s not your story to hear.”


      As he turned to leave the room to get the necessary paperwork, Harrison let slip one nagging thought he couldn’t keep to himself.


      “I have no idea what you two are up to, but don’t mess it up. Don’t let Hamish down.”


      It was something he never wanted to say to the man’s face.
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      “Well? Isn’t it about time you brought me up to speed?” Eltiel asked Lonsday, holding up a lantern in the dark, narrow stone passageway.


      After receiving permission to enter from Harrison, they’d gone straight to the catacombs in the western outskirts of the city. Eltiel and Lonsday walked down a dusty path lit only by the lanterns they held. The passageway was about two meters wide, its far end shrouded in darkness.


      Lonsday led them with confidence, despite having no map.


      “Hey, I thought waiting for an explanation was the assistant’s job?”


      “Well, it’s also the assistant’s job to nudge a detective who’s stalling for time.”


      “…Fair enough.”


      Lonsday smiled wryly and kicked aside some bones scattered on the ground.


      The two had decided to take the case only yesterday. They’d spent the entire day visiting cemeteries, just like they’d told Harrison. Lonsday had given Eltiel vague instructions to tell her if she smelled anything strange, but as none of the cemeteries had yielded anything unusual, Lonsday’s next objective had been the catacombs they were currently in.


      “Owen Whisper is a mass murderer.”


      “A murderer, huh? Come to think of it, I dealt with one myself last month.”


      “The Ripper, you mean? Their body count may be similar, but Whisper’s history is pretty different. Do you remember why the Ripper killed people?”


      “Lord Norman said it was righteous fury. She felt she had no choice.”


      “Typical of a Deviation Type. When they have a goal, their pattern of bloodshed is easy to figure out. But Whisper is different.” Lonsday let the words slip out, sounding bored. “He has no goal aside from continuing to kill.”


      “You mean…”


      “Exactly. To put it crudely, he gets off on his murders.”


      He didn’t have to kill, he just wanted to. A whydunit as simple as could be.


      “Whisper was originally a mercenary, and when the leader of the company he belonged to passed, he came to Rubivas for the funeral—but a man with an insatiable lust for killing like him couldn’t be satisfied in a land without war. The problem was, instead of simply returning to the battlefield, he tried to satisfy his urges by killing his merc buddies and their relatives who’d come for the funeral.”


      “He certainly made a nuisance of himself.”


      “I’ve never heard of anyone killing for pleasure and not being a nuisance.”


      “…I suppose.”


      The only sounds in the passageway were their footsteps and the echoing of their voices. They passed several turns and small chambers with coffins set against the walls, but ignored them in favor of heading deeper within. Eltiel’s nose hadn’t sensed anything abnormal—only dust, earth, stone, the coals and oil burning in the lantern she held, and Lonsday’s cigarette. The cigarette stank, but since the smell was always attached to Lonsday, it didn’t especially affect her perception.


      “It’s a little morbid to call this funny, but Whisper rigged the leader’s coffin with a bomb. He detonated it right before the burial started and blew up everyone there. It was just so unnecessary, I can’t pretend it wasn’t a little amusing.”


      “That’s in very poor taste.”


      “He makes me look tame. In the end, the cemetery explosion awakened something in Whisper—he made gravesites his base, and blowing up funeral guests became his passion.”


      “…”


      Eltiel had seen many types of Unlaw before, but this left her speechless.


      “Er… Can someone actually pull off bombing a graveyard?”


      “The first time, he was caught in the blast but was the lone survivor. He claimed his buddies left a bomb in the coffin as a parting gift and it accidentally went off—a ridiculous story, but supposedly everything was so thoroughly incinerated, they couldn’t really investigate. While he recovered from his injuries, Whisper started to help maintain the graves…”


      “And caused a second explosion? That’s obviously sketchy.”


      “He isn’t stupid. He was the perp, but afterward, he came forward, saying he wouldn’t forgive anyone who used the tragic death of a fallen brother to harm people.”


      “My goodness… That’s incredibly sketchy.”


      “That’s because you’re hearing it after the fact. When you’re personally involved, things aren’t so simple. Stories tend to lose their punch when they’re secondhand.”


      “…That’s significant, coming from a detective.”


      “My job is to uncover the truth by freely expanding on what people tell me,” Lonsday continued sardonically. “In any case, Whisper won over the public and had them trying to smoke out a mad bomber who didn’t exist. Of course, they didn’t find anyone, the incidents continued, and the Lord wound up hiring me.”


      “…Father.”


      Eltiel gave a deep sigh. Her chest was heavy with a mix of emotions—but that wasn’t important at the moment.


      “Hence, why we were making the rounds of cemeteries.”


      “Right. Whisper was a mad bomber who used gravesites as his base. If he’s been using bombs here, the scent of gunpowder would linger—undetectable to normal people, but you’d be able to sniff it out, right, Eltiel?”


      “Well, sure…but what if he’s changed his M.O.?”


      “Then we’ll just have to expand the scope of our investigation.”


      Lonsday shrugged and let out a plume of smoke.


      “Whatever you might think, most detective work comes down to plain old observations stacking up. The payoff comes when those observations fit together and reveal the truth—but getting there involves a lot of dead ends.”


      “Huh. I don’t get the sense Lord Norman does that sort of thing.”


      “He and I differ on the art of deduction.”


      “Oh?”


      “Like I said, my deductions are based on facts and statistics. I sift through evidence and narrow it down to the outcome that’s most likely.” She went on. “But in Norman’s case, he ignores probability and statistics to base his reasoning on what would happen in the worst-case scenario… You could say he uses intuition more than anything.”


      “Amazing! That’s Lord Norman for you, able to reach the right answer with just his gut…!”


      “Your subconscious is to thank for your intuition, so I suppose it isn’t undeserved praise…”


      “Oh. Miss Lonsday?”


      “Is it Whisper?”


      “No. But please stop about twenty paces ahead.”


      “Got it.”


      They did as Eltiel directed. The passageway branched, and the right side was…


      “It’s collapsed and flooded.”


      Not only had debris accumulated, but the ground had also collapsed, and the area had filled with water. Even with the lantern, they couldn’t see to the bottom. It was quite deep.


      “Is this why it’s sealed off ?” Eltiel asked.


      “Must be. There are multiple catacombs in the city. They’re all dilapidated, and more than half are collapsed or submerged from flooding.”


      “Flooding… Does Bardium have an underground water source like that? I know there’s a lake.”


      “A river cuts through town from that lake, and the groundwater seeps out from there. Supposedly, there’s even an underground lake, but the water is highly acidic and isn’t potable, so most of the townspeople don’t know about it.”


      “Wow. You really know your stuff.”


      “It’s in my nature. When I first came to this city, I looked into everything I could.” Lonsday sighed and flicked her cigarette into the water. “The city’s records are hopelessly sloppy, though. For example, there’s barely any mention of things that have been here forever, like the walls surrounding the town. They just show up out of nowhere. These catacombs are the same—no record of when they were built.”


      Her frustration was visible as she lit another cigarette.


      “All it says is that around hundred years ago, the flood damage spread, and the catacombs were shut down during sewer maintenance. You’d think they would take recording history a bit more seriously, eh? What’s your take, Eltiel?”


      “I think you littering in such a historic place is improper.”


      “…Who cares?”


      Still, Lonsday seemed uncharacteristically ill at ease as she smoked. Eltiel shrugged and looked back at the un-collapsed branch as if directing them to continue.


      “Let’s press on. History is all well and good, but right now our concern is a mad bomber.”


      “Yeah, fine. Guess I got a little sidetracked. Anyway, Owen Whisper is a clever and dangerous opponent, and if he came to this city, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s become an Unlaw.”


      “That…”


      Tilting her head thoughtfully as she digested the words, Eltiel paused before responding.


      “…could work in our favor.”
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      They arrived at deepest part of the catacombs: a high-ceilinged hall. There were no coffins, just the crumbling remains of benches. Perhaps it had once been a chapel. In the very center, surrounded by torches, a man was groaning on the one usable bench, a syringe in his arm and his eyes rolled back.


      “Hnnngh!”


      “…”


      Lonsday and Eltiel exchanged glances. Eltiel’s nose had picked up on someone’s presence, so they’d set foot in the hall with caution.


      However…


      “Miss Lonsday.”


      “…What is it?”


      “That clearly drugged up man… Is that Owen Whisper? You said he took pleasure in bombing, not that he was a junkie.”


      “I’m a little surprised myself… Hey! Whisper!”


      “Oooh… Hoh… Oh… Huh?”


      His eyes spun around wildly, and clarity crept back into his dazed expression. He was an intimidating man in his mid-thirties, with well-defined features. The cropped sides of his short hair and his ripped leather jacket made him look like a shady gang boss.


      “…”


      The man eyed Lonsday and Eltiel. His gaze flickered between them, then settled on Lonsday alone.


      “…If it isn’t Rosalind Slaney,” he said.
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      “…Hm, haven’t heard that in a while.”


      Lonsday clenched the cigarette she’d been holding between her lips at the mention of the name Rosalind Slaney. It had once been her own.


      “Oh…that’s not right. It’s Lonsday Enhancedia now. What a joke of a name they gave you, Detective.”


      “?”


      Lonsday frowned, and Eltiel next to her seemed just as taken aback. Suspicion stirred within her. How did he know her name had changed? Unlaw were given a new name when Cartesius took control of them—the same way one named an ability in order to stabilize it. It served as both proof they had turned from a human into a monster and a constant reminder they were different from everyone else.


      However, only those involved with Cartesius knew about the system. Shizuku and Clareth were both from Bardium, and, apparently, maintained they’d changed their names without mentioning anything about becoming Unlaw.


      But…


      “And you, the blond with red eyes… Wow, it really is Shelia Rubivas. You Unlaw are amazing. Little Miss Puppy, who was famous for looking like a brat in her twenties, got big, huh?”


      …Whisper was clearly too well-informed for a mere escaped convict.


      “…You.”


      Something was off. Lonsday, who had spent the past year and a half dealing with Unlaw incidents, instantly realized it. Her mind raced, eyes searching for information, which she spotted immediately. He was thinner than she remembered. That was fine. His hairstyle had changed, too, which she didn’t care about.


      The problem was with his surroundings.


      Whisper was a mad bomber.


      He built bombs, customizing their blast radius and power, and after he was arrested, they had found a bomb workshop.


      And yet, here, there were no bombs to be found. Instead, there was a bag by his feet and a burlap sack carelessly dropped next to him, out from which a red cylinder filled with liquid peeked.


      “…?”


      Strangest of all was the club-like object propped against the bench. It had countless gears sandwiched between rectangular iron plates and a handle—even a mechanism similar to the trigger of a gun. It resembled a cricket bat, but Lonsday couldn’t identify what it was.


      The object was engraved with something that resembled a plant vine, and although this didn’t seem lethal enough to be a weapon, it was too strange-looking to be a cane. It wasn’t odd enough to be called abnormal, but she couldn’t ignore it, so Lonsday asked the first question that came to mind.


      “Did you…become an Unlaw?”


      “Wrong. Don’t lump me in with you monsters.”


      He picked up the club and rose unsteadily to his feet.


      “Hey, Detective. Do you remember the last time we met, when you got in the way of my life’s purpose?”


      “When you said you’d kill me as a parting shot? It was so pathetic. I remember it well.”


      “Ha! You sure told me. Well, I won’t deny it. It was amateurish behavior, in hindsight. But…” Whisper bared his teeth. “I’m back to get my revenge on you, Detective. It was real thoughtful of you to deliver yourself to me.”


      Then the bloodthirsty man lightly swung his club, and Lonsday was struck and burst into flames.


      “?!”
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      “Miss Lonsday?!”


      Eltiel couldn’t grasp what had happened—right after Whisper had swung his strange club, Lonsday had been sent flying in an explosion so powerful she’d slammed into the wall behind them and been buried under its crumbling debris.


      That was fine. She didn’t think Miss Lonsday would die from that. The problem was—


      “How about I blow you up, too, Puppy?”


      He was no Unlaw, but he was clearly exhibiting something abnormal.


      Her nose twitched. There was no scent of gunpowder. Eltiel’s keen sense of smell hadn’t picked up any hint of an explosion. However, there was the scent of…


      “Blood…?!”


      “Hey, now! You really are a dog, huh?”


      The club swung again sharply, but Eltiel’s sideways dodge was even quicker.


      “Black Dog: Hellhound!”


      She used her ability to transform into a hulking beast. Her enormous body tore her dress apart, her belt became a collar, and her coat fluttered behind her like a cape.


      Once again, there was the smell of blood. Upon further inspection, she could see fresh blood splattering along the trajectory of the club’s swing. When she next dodged, the blood scattered into the air, then exploded.


      “!”


      She didn’t understand. It smelled like blood, but was it actually? Was he not truly an Unlaw? The club’s true nature was unfathomable to her, but…


      “Knowing the blood explodes is plenty……!”


      …even if she didn’t understand the underlying principle, knowing what was happening was enough. She crouched, poised to spring into action.


      “Now you’ve done it!”


      Lonsday burst out of the wreckage from behind her, kicking rubble aside. The front of her clothing was singed, but she was otherwise unharmed.


      “Anvilcel Maiden: Unsullied Gem!”


      Enhancing her physical strength, as well as increasing the density and weight any objects deemed part of her person—Lonsday must have activated her ability at the moment of the explosion. That was just what Eltiel would have expected of her, but—


      “G-get out of the way!”


      “Huh?!”


      It was too late, as Eltiel had already launched herself. They were both headed toward Whisper, but the Jewel and Hellhound were on a collision course.


      “Move!”


      “Please get down!”


      Neither of them listened, instead moving on pure instinct. Lonsday slid without losing her momentum, then rose, closing the distance between herself and Whisper. Eltiel jumped and landed on the wall, then immediately launched herself back toward the target. They managed to avoid crashing, instead flanking the man.


      “Tsk…!”


      “Awoo…!”


      The Jewel kicked upward and the Hellhound bared her fangs, both moving at inhuman speeds. The Demon Dog bounded faster than the Jewel sprinted, but reversing course made their attacks land at the same time. Eltiel herself was surprised by the accidental combo.


      Then…


      “Ha-ha!”


      …the demon of revenge, Whisper, laughed, and began to move. He held the club in his right hand, slightly altering its trajectory in order to intercept Lonsday’s right high kick. While his body was reeling sideways from the shock of the impact, he leaped into the air.


      “Wh—?!”


      He dodged, slipping past the astonished Lonsday, and…


      “Oops, hand slipped.“


      …lightly tapped Lonsday’s back with the handle of his club, causing her to lose her balance.


      “Agh!”


      “Hey!”


      The deflected kick struck Eltiel directly in the muzzle as she bounded forward.


      “Guh?!”


      The shock reverberated through the crown of Eltiel’s head, striking her nose, which was more vital than her eyes or ears. Though its power was diminished by Whisper’s parry and Lonsday’s loss of balance, the Jewel’s high kick was still intense. For a moment, Eltiel’s consciousness went hazy, her sense of smell paralyzed.


      “Ah!”


      “Why, you…!”


      Eltiel charged straight at Lonsday and toppled her.


      “Stop messing around! I’m not into that sort of stuff ! At least turn back into a human first! Actually, that’ll just piss me off ! I hate girls with bigger boobs than me!”


      “Wh-what do you think you’re doing, kicking someone in the nose?!”


      Her sense of smell had returned, and it detected something foreign. There was blood clinging to Lonsday’s foot, pinned underneath her—by the time Eltiel realized what was going on, it was already too late.


      “Revenge is a dish best served…”


      Whisper, who had already put distance between himself and them, spread his arms wide and shouted.


      “…explosive!”


      And explosive it was.
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      “Mm… That feels great.”


      Whisper enjoyed the trembling in the atmosphere, then exhaled slowly. It wasn’t enough payback for ruining his joy in life a year and a half ago, but the afterglow of an explosion was still satisfying. The cloud of dust rising in front of him made it impossible to see what had happened to the woman and dog, but Whisper wasn’t worried. He had been told an explosion of that caliber wouldn’t take out those two.


      “Cough! Cough!”


      The dust slowly began to clear.


      “Hey, Eltiel. You weren’t trying to run away and leave me behind, were you?”


      “You’re imagining things. I was caught up in it myself.”


      Both showed themselves: Lonsday, alive and well after being engulfed in the explosion, and Eltiel, returned to human form.


      “Ha-ha!”


      Whisper grinned despite himself. He hadn’t been able to kill them. Lonsday had singe marks on her clothes and body, but nothing more. Eltiel was in a similar state. The floor was even worse than Whisper had expected, but neither Unlaw looked like they had been in a blast. And that was fine. Otherwise, there would have been no point in obtaining the weapon he was holding.


      “Come on, Slaney. How’d you do that? I assume you didn’t just tense up your muscles?”


      “Don’t call me that. It’s annoying. You wanna know how I handled the explosion?”


      “Yeah, I do. Explain it to me all detective-like.”


      Instead of answering immediately, Lonsday took a cigarette from her breast pocket, placed it in her mouth, and lit it.


      “I always thought you smoked too much.”


      “Pheeew… Huff…”


      Lonsday ignored Eltiel’s side-eye and exaggeratedly puffed away.


      “Like I’d spill the beans to you, idiot,” she said over her shoulder. “I’m the one with the questions here. What’s with that weird club? I don’t know of any technology that can do that without using Unlaw abilities. Was making the blood stick to my foot a trigger mechanism?”


      “Ha! Like I’d tell you, dummy.”


      “I see. Fine, then.” Lonsday tousled her hair roughly and sighed. “Doesn’t matter. I have a pretty good idea, anyway.”


      “Oh really, Miss Lonsday? In that case, I forgive you for kicking me earlier. Pray tell?”


      “You do realize I shielded you from that explosion, right?”


      “Yes, but you weren’t trying to,” Eltiel shot back. “Coincidental saves do not count.”


      “…Geez. Pretty quick wit from an assistant.”


      “And?”


      “Well… I haven’t got a clue,” Lonsday admitted.


      “Excuse me?”


      Lonsday stared fixedly at Whisper. “None of it makes any sense. Not just the weapon, but the fact you move like you’re an entirely different person from a year and a half ago. You were never that good. What the hell happened to you?”


      “Right back atcha, monster.”


      “Ha! Got me. I’m just not on my A game today. Maybe my new assistant is throwing me off ?”


      “Please don’t try to pin it on me.”


      “Assistant, huh?” Whisper couldn’t help but snort. “You two clearly have no chemistry. Even for a makeshift team, you’re terrible. You could never cover each other on a real battlefield.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from someone who blew up his own comrades in arms.”


      “That’s a different matter, missy. Besides, the real knee-slapper is that you’re the assistant.”


      “What does th—?”


      Because…


      “You’re the one who caused the detective here to turn into a monster, are you not?”
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      “Huh?”


      “Tsk.”


      Eltiel was taken aback by Whisper’s words, and Lonsday clicked her tongue in irritation. He’d said too much, but it worked in Lonsday’s favor that Whisper’s attention had shifted away from her. She took advantage of the opening to swing one leg high, a faintly glowing red pattern coming to the surface of her skin.


      “Anvilcel Maiden—!”


      She swung downward with the extra mass.


      “?!”


      The massive impact shattered the floor and kept spreading. The move had originally been designed to create a shockwave, but the Jewel was improvising, driving the impact deeply downward.


      “You idiot! Do that here and you’ll—!”


      “You’re one to talk, Mad Bomber!”


      The floor shook. Then, the walls and ceiling. Soon, the entire hall trembled violently.


      “You caused an explosion and an impact in a flooded, decrepit catacomb. What did you think was going to happen?”


      A sharp crack ran along the wall and spread.


      “Sorry, Whisper. I don’t get that weapon at all, so I’m gonna run. Feel free to get buried until you finally croak!”


      Their surroundings collapsed, and a flood came rushing in.
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      Silence reigned in the pitch-black sewer. It was around ten meters wide and three meters high, with sewage flowing along the center, flanked by narrow passageways. Maintenance came through just once every few weeks.


      “Pfff! ”


      Lonsday stretched out from the water’s surface into a passageway.


      “Wheeze… Huff…wheeze…”


      She grabbed the edge with her right hand, which was holding her jacket, and hoisted her upper body forward.


      “Oof.”


      “Cough, cough…!”


      With her left hand, she hauled up Eltiel.


      “Ah, damn it, you’re too big! Come on, get yourself moving! Dogs are supposed to be good at swimming!”


      “Ugh… M-my nose…is going to fall off…”


      “Quit whining. At least we managed to swim to a better area.”


      Crawling into the passageway and dragging Eltiel with her, Lonsday slumped down weakly. The cigarette she pulled from her breast pocket was, naturally, soaked and ruined.


      “Good grief.”


      “I’m the one who should be saying that… What were you thinking? Must you destroy every place you set foot in? Did we really need a repeat of the museum from last month?”


      “I had no choice. I can’t figure out Whisper or that club. It was too risky for us to fight like that. We needed to withdraw so we could reassess our information and reorganize.”


      Lonsday shook the water out of her hair, sending droplets flying into Eltiel’s face.


      “Ugh… I knew I should have come with Lord Norman.”


      “I’m the one who should be saying that…”


      They sighed. The fight hadn’t tired them too much, but swimming away from the wrecked, flooded underground graveyard to the sewer had been grueling.


      “…By the way, did you really know the catacombs and the sewers were connected?”


      “Of course. I wouldn’t have done that otherwise. I told you about the flooding and sewer maintenance, didn’t I? The sewer system was built to avoid the catacombs, but some sections had to be run adjacently. Normally, no one would be able to hold their breath long enough to get through there and out into the sewers, but you and I can manage about ten minutes, right?”


      “The stench is worse than not being able to breathe. We can’t go back to the agency smelling like this.”


      “You sure complain a lot…”


      They sighed—again in unison—and just as Lonsday was pondering what to do next…


      “Eltiel.”


      “What is it?”


      “Someone’s coming.”


      A dim light approached from the end of the corridor. They couldn’t hear any footsteps, but the light gradually intensified.


      “You can’t…identify them by smell? Figures, at an important time like this.”


      “I feel like I’m about to vomit… Is it Whisper?”


      “How should I know? We’ll find out soon enough.”


      The two stood and waited for the owner of the light. Just like Lonsday had said, it didn’t take long to figure out who it was.


      “Hey, you’re that homeless kid…”


      “…”


      A child holding a lantern appeared. They were dressed in shabby clothes, and their androgynous features made it hard to discern their gender. Lonsday recognized them.


      “Isn’t that the child who loiters around the office sometimes?”


      “Yes. Lord Norman got some information from them just last month.”


      “Right…the homeless network. He never uses that when I’m around… Hmm.”


      The child watched them idly before saying, “…Both of you, follow me.”


      With that, they headed back the way they came.


      “…”


      Lonsday and Eltiel exchanged glances.


      “…That kid can talk?” Lonsday asked.


      “This is the first I’m learning of it.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Lonsday and Eltiel followed the child through the sewers for a while, then emerged into a wide-open space. It seemed as though the cavern hadn’t originally been so spacious, but rather that it had been excavated and reinforced later on. It was patched with wooden planks and corrugated iron sheets here and there.


      Lonsday had one thought when she looked around.


      “Is this…a marketplace for the homeless?”


      “My goodness…”


      In the spacious subterranean cavern, shabbily dressed people and small huts were crammed together, giving the space the lively atmosphere of a market. Homeless people were a frequent sight in Bardium’s back alleys. They normally blended into the shadows, keeping out of sight, but here, it was a different story. They openly ate, drank, smoked, laughed, and went to and fro in the narrow passageways. Torches and lanterns were placed on the ceiling and the outsides of the huts, providing ample light.


      “…This way.”


      Their small guide walked quietly on, unfazed by Lonsday and Eltiel’s amazement. Dry though they were, they still reeked from the sewers, but no one paid them any mind. They probably didn’t look that different from most homeless people. Further parting the crowd, they arrived at a hut noticeably bigger than the others.


      The child entered without a word, not even sparing a glance back at the girls.


      “…What do we do?” Eltiel asked.


      Lonsday shrugged. “We’ve come this far, might as well go in. Besides, I think they have booze and smokes.”


      “Is that seriously all you think about…?”


      The inside was fashioned like a typical tavern, with liquor shelves, a counter, and several tables lined up, but it was quiet—there was only one person inside.


      “I brought them, mister.”


      “Thanks, Vee.”


      He wore a threadbare coat and felt hat, his slightly long hair tied in a low ponytail. He leaned his L-shaped cane against the counter.


      “Lord Norman?!”


      “Norman.”


      Norman eyed the two and shrugged like always. “Seems like you guys have been through the wringer.”


      He didn’t exactly sound empathetic.
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      “Haaah… I feel alive again.”


      Immersed in water up to her shoulders, Lonsday enjoyed the warmth. The tub was large and made of stone. An entire hut had been fashioned into a bathhouse spacious enough for a dozen people to use at once. Baths of this type were almost never seen in Bardium, let alone the nation of Bristen. They were widespread in the great nation of Romula, which was located on a continent across the ocean and had an inland sea of its own, but Lonsday had only heard of such baths before, and this was her first time experiencing one.


      The two girls had the bath all to themselves.


      Lonsday leaned back against the edge of the tub, her whole body relaxed, while Eltiel curled up her large body, hugging her knees.


      “Geez, what kind of homeless people are these? Pretty luxurious spot for someone without a home. Norman says he knows their leader… Do you know who it is?”


      “I’ve no idea.”


      “Me neither. His connections are so shady.”


      His social network was unusually wide, and even Lonsday couldn’t keep track of it—not that she wanted to.


      “Whew, whatever. This water feels great. Think we could build one of these baths at the agency? We could use the bar’s basement…but probably not.”


      “…Miss Lonsday.”


      “What?”


      “What was Whisper talking about before?”


      “…”


      Lonsday raked back her damp hair.


      “It doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past.”


      “All the more reason why you can tell me about it.”


      “…Y’know, you’re pretty eloquent.”


      Lonsday sighed for the umpteenth time that day, then laughed at that very fact.


      Then…


      “It’s just like Whisper said. A year and a half ago, after I nabbed him in Rubivas, your father hired me to search for his daughter, who’d gone to Bardium. That’s why I came to this city and became an Unlaw.”
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      Memories resurfaced in Eltiel’s mind—not of her life as Eltiel Siriusflame, the Unlaw who lived in Bardium, but memories as Shelia Rubivas, the eldest daughter of the reigning family of the Rubivas domain.


      Rubivas had prospered thanks to its metallurgy. It was about three days by train from Bardium. Sheila had been born and raised there. Being the daughter of a feudal lord, she had been wealthy, wanted for nothing, and received an education far beyond the reach of commoners—by all rights, she had been destined for a happy life.


      The problem had been her appearance. Her physical growth had practically halted after the age of ten. That had been her single, greatest problem. Sheila had believed a noblewoman’s greatest duty was to marry and form alliances with other families, but no one wanted a bride who couldn’t mature. The family had occasionally been approached with proposals from those with a preference for young girls, but her father despised such people and rejected them all.


      She had been loved by many. By her father, the lord of the domain. By her elder brother, who’d been made mayor of the major city Ruby Smith at a young age. By the mother who supported them both, and even by the servants at home. Though the townspeople had dubbed her Little Miss Puppy, Sheila had understood the nickname was born from affection, not mockery.


      That was all the more reason why she couldn’t bear it—she had been loved but couldn’t repay their affections. That was why, a year and a half ago, Sheila had run away and drifted to Bardium. She’d just now come to understand it hadn’t just been her appearance that was childish: only a child would run away from home because they felt they didn’t belong.


      She’d wound up awakening as an Unlaw soon after coming to Bardium, taking the form of a dog, while her human form grew too large. She’d become Eltiel after meeting Norman. It was thanks to him she was able to accept herself as the monster she had become.


      “If…if it’s my fault you became an Unlaw, Miss Lonsday, then…”


      “Hey.”


      There was a splash as Lonsday stood. She stepped toward Eltiel, the water lapping around her knees, her light brown limbs on full display.


      She came right up to Eltiel.


      “Don’t you dare underestimate me.”


      “Oof…?!”


      She grabbed Eltiel’s chin and raised it, eyes locked, their breasts crushed together. Her emerald-green eyes sparkled just like her name implied—an unblemished jewel.


      “It’s too late. Far too late for that, Eltiel. It’s your fault I became an Unlaw? That’s presumptuous as hell. Quit using me to try to live in the past. It’s offensive. Listen here,” she began. “My father was a detective.”


      And there it was.


      “My mother made her way here from some other country, and she worked in some house as a servant. She met my father during a case, they got together, she gave birth to me, and then she died of illness. My father raised me alone. I admired him, and I wanted to become a detective, too. As you well know, I’m clever, so I was able to make my dream come true. I was eighteen when my father passed and I started working alone.”


      Rosalind Slaney laid her past bare.


      Lonsday continued before Eltiel could respond.


      “The Whisper case and searching for you were no different than any other cases I’d been on. The only difference was the location: Bardium. I turned into an Unlaw after coming here, too. Do you get it?” she asked. “I was just living my life. That led me here. You may have set the wheels in motion, but you’re not why I am who I am now.”


      Eltiel sensed fury in Lonsday’s eyes. It was the first time she’d seen that emotion from her.


      “I’m the only one responsible for who I am. Not you,” Lonsday added. “So, what? If you were the cause, then what? Say what you were going to say.”


      “…Um, I’m sorry.”


      “You’re sorry? Ha, what are you even apologizing for?”


      “No…it’s just I didn’t think you’d be so angry…”


      Eltiel hesitated for a moment. She didn’t meet Lonsday’s gaze.
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      “Um…perhaps I’ll add some brandy to your tea next time.”


      Eltiel was immediately slammed brutally into the water’s surface.
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      “Grrr…!”


      “No, I really am sorry. I’m serious. It’s my fault.”


      With her breasts pillowed on her folded arms, Lonsday growled ferociously at Eltiel, who was profusely apologetic. Lonsday was filled with a different fury than before.


      “You…are you actually for real? Is that really your personality? You’re blindly devoted to Norman, but the rest of you doesn’t match up with that.”


      “Well, that’s because it’s Lord Norman.”


      “That’s what I mean!” Lonsday shouted, then felt embarrassed—this was the result of her overthinking things, blabbing about her past, and lashing out in anger.


      “Speaking of which…,” Eltiel added. “You surprised me, too.”


      “…How so?”


      “I wasn’t expecting such rage from you. I thought you only cared about Lord Norman, alcohol, gambling, cigarettes, and solving cases.”


      “You really piss me off…”


      Everything Lonsday thought she knew about Eltiel was being rewritten, bit by bit. That was when it dawned on her.


      “Come to think of it, we don’t know squat about each other outside of Norman, do we?”


      Eltiel’s eyes widened in surprise. “…Y-you’re right.”


      Neither of them had realized how central Norman had become to their identities. Eltiel only knew Lonsday as a detective, and while Lonsday was aware of Eltiel’s circumstances, she didn’t know anything about her character, or to be more accurate, she hadn’t cared. It had already been a month since they’d started the detective agency, and this was where things stood.


      “I have to admit…I’m at a loss.”


      Lonsday couldn’t help but look at the sky in exasperation.


      “No wonder we couldn’t work together.”


      “We actually did better than I expected.”


      “I thought so, too… I feel like that was because we were each doing our own thing, though. You’re used to being a detective’s assistant. I’m used to my part, too. That’s why we didn’t have any issues.”


      Combat had been a different matter, however.


      They each had their own style of fighting, and when they hadn’t tried to coordinate, they’d nearly collided from the start. They’d chosen to retreat for lack of information, but what would have happened if they hadn’t? Nothing good, most likely.


      “A month ago, I would’ve killed you if you got in my way.”


      Before now, they’d all—Shizuku and Clareth included—kept their distance from each other and avoided clashing. They knew Norman loved and wanted to protect each of them. That was why a bizarre four-way standoff had ensued last month when they’d gone to rescue Norman from Bardium Tower.


      And now, two of them were sharing a bath.


      “…Hey, Eltiel.”


      “What is it?”


      “What do you think would have happened if we’d met without Norman or Unlaw involved?”


      Lonsday immediately regretted being so sentimental, but Eltiel responded before she could retract her question.


      “Let’s see… If you had taken me into custody when I ran away from home…I think I might have asked to be your assistant.”


      “What?”


      “Well, I only ran away to gain independence.”


      “Are you for real?”


      “Maybe ten percent for real.”


      Lonsday felt like sending her flying again, but…


      “…Heh.”


      …instead, she found herself laughing.


      “Fine. Let’s get revenge—we’ll wing it, but we’ll wing it together.”
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      “Oh? Something seems different with the two of you,” Norman said as Lonsday and Eltiel returned to the tavern after their bath.


      “…You know, sometimes you give me the creeps.”


      “You could say we’ve warmed up to each other.”


      The two girls smirked.


      “…Wow. Glad to hear it.” Norman nodded enthusiastically. “Well then, let’s get down to business. What are you drinking?”


      “Booze! And gimme some smokes.”


      “I can take care of that,” Eltiel offered.


      “Don’t worry about that here, El. Vee will take care of it.”


      Norman pointed to the counter where Vee, the child who had led them through the sewers, stood. They were apparently the attendant—Vee had given them a change of clothes after their bath and was laundering their sewage-soaked outfits. Norman and Eltiel ordered tea, while Lonsday ordered the alcohol she’d been demanding and got her cigarettes from Norman.


      The three of them sat around a table and waited.


      “You two trying out new looks?”


      “Why do you ask? Does it turn you on?”


      They’d both been provided with simple men’s jeans and white shirts. Norman was used to Lonsday dressing like a tomboy, but Eltiel’s large frame made the shirt hang just short of her navel.


      “Can’t say it isn’t easy on the eyes.”


      “…You sound like a dirty old man. Eltiel, is he usually like this with you?”


      “Lord Norman is always looking after us.”


      “C’mon, I know that, but the way he treats you versus me is pissing me off…”


      Vee brought their respective drinks, with some food as well. There were large amounts of fried bread, sausages, ham, and cheese—all donated by the homeless community.


      “Oh my, this is quite tasty,” Eltiel hummed.


      “I’m assuming the bread is fried since it isn’t fresh? Oh, the cheese tastes as good as regular cheese. Hm, sausages and ham keep for a long time, so that’s no surprise.”


      “Apparently. That’s their wisdom around here.”


      They each dug into their food with relish, especially Eltiel, who finished the meat in no time.


      “Well then, getting back to business… Let’s talk about Owen Whisper.”


      “That’s the problem—I don’t understand the guy at all. He’s got a bizarre new weapon, and his physical ability is that of a whole different person compared to a year and a half ago. Norman, would you be able to simultaneously dodge and counter a combo attack from me and Eltiel on your first try?”


      “What? My first try? No way.”


      “Yet he managed it. It’s a mystery.”


      “That’s what gave us a hard time, so we decided to retreat…”


      “Eltiel, we knew we were gonna have a hard time, so we fled tactically.”


      “…? How is that different than what I said?”


      “It’s completely different.”


      “Lord Norman, don’t you find her incredibly difficult?”


      “You little…!”


      “Now, now, now, now,” Norman interceded with a radiant smile. “In any case, the fact that there’s something strange going on with Whisper after the bizarrely slim pickings of information we received on him is a big deal. My sister being cagey was already giving me a bad feeling.”


      “How about you, Norman? You waited for us all the way out here, so you must have some information we can use, right?”


      “I don’t.” He pointed in between Eltiel and Lonsday. “But I brought someone who does. Are you ever gonna speak up?”


      “I have no intention of getting chummy with your group, Hamish.”
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      “?!”


      Eltiel spun around when she heard the voice, and next to her, Lonsday did the same.


      “Miss Iris…?”


      It was Iris Norton.


      Like Lonsday, she had black hair and wore a black suit, but the comparison ended there. Lonsday’s moods swung violently, and she wore her emotions on her sleeve. Furthermore, Lonsday had a cute, sentimental side that she had shown off today.


      “Still the same gloomy broad.”


      “…”


      Iris didn’t respond, standing upright against the wall. She showed no emotion and gave no sign of her intentions. Her expression was unreadable, and her pale, ice-blue eyes pierced anything she gazed upon like a chilling blade.


      “…How long have you been standing there?”


      “The whole time, Siriusflame.”


      Eltiel was unable to hide her surprise at the curt reply. Her nose hadn’t detected a single scent.


      Various things had caused her to drop her guard: seeing Norman, having just finished her bath, getting a little closer to Lonsday, their meal being tastier than expected, Norman approving of the men’s jeans and shirt on her. However, Eltiel’s sense of smell hadn’t dulled so much that she would have missed the presence of a human.


      “…Tsk. I don’t get her, either,” Lonsday grumbled.


      Lonsday was irritated, flicking her cigarette around in her mouth. She had probably missed Iris’s presence, too.
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      Eltiel, Lonsday, Clareth, Shizuku—none of them liked Iris. She was head of information-gathering for the city at Cartesius, and it was rare to get the chance to meet her. They’d only spoken a few times, and Iris hadn’t actually said anything unpleasant, unlike Sufiya and Jim, who looked at the girls like they were lab animals.


      They had no clear reason to dislike her. Simply put, it was a woman’s intuition. Eltiel and the other three Unlaw were, without a doubt, like oil and water with Iris Norton—incompatible.


      “…Lord Norman, does she know something?”


      “Looks like it. Iris, do tell. Please, take a seat.”


      “I refuse to sit at the same table as you,” Iris spat. “Siriusflame, Enhancedia.” She directed her cold gaze at Eltiel and Lonsday. “What you saw was an anti-Unlaw weapon—also known as Nine Herbs.”
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      “…An anti-Unlaw weapon? Those exist?”


      Lonsday nearly crumpled her cigarette at the words. It was her first time hearing of it.


      “…Oh, now that you mention it, it’s coming back to me.”


      “Norman, you knew about this?”


      “No, the idealistic older guy who attacked me and Clareth last month mentioned it. He said the Twins in the capital were developing something like that.”


      “Those brats, huh…?”


      The Twins—the Meister and the Doctor. They were a pair of Unlaw conducting technological development at the Bardium headquarters in the capital. Lonsday had met them once, and it hadn’t been a pleasant experience.


      “Hamish is right… Just saying that gives me the chills, though.”


      “Sounds rough.”


      “We’ve previously employed Unlaw to deal with other Unlaw, but the risks to that were obvious. So Cartesius sought alternatives, and the Twins responded by creating a weapon capable of dealing with a Category Three Unlaw.


      “One of those is called Vibrato. It’s the name of the weapon Whisper has in his possession.”


      “Vibrato… Plaintain? Nine Herbs… I see… Right. What a tacky name,” Eltiel murmured. “It would be weird for something with that name to explode.”


      “Care to explain?” Lonsday asked.


      “It comes from the nine Druidic herbs. It’s an old legend from Blisten—nine varieties of herbs that can cure illness and curses. Plaintain is one of them,” Eltiel explained.


      That actually answered one of Lonsday’s questions.


      “The Vibrato had a plant motif. Was that plantain?”


      “It caused a massive explosion. Isn’t plantain a medicinal herb?”


      “I agree. Either someone had zero naming sense, or they picked it at random. What do you think?”


      “I couldn’t say. I’m only here to tell you the technical specs and history of Vibrato.” Iris spoke hesitantly, yet her tone of voice remained the same. “Nine Herbs consists of both weapons and modifications to human bodies. The Doctor tailors the body to a dedicated weapon, and the Meister creates a weapon tailored to the modified body.”


      And…


      “The bearer of Vibrato has undergone physical modifications which allow his blood to become combustible.”


      “Isn’t that somehow…more unhinged than Unlaw?”


      “Well, there was also a guy who was still chatty after he became a severed head.”


      “…There was.”


      Lonsday remembered the unpleasant man. Now that she knew about this, she could almost understand him.


      “Alongside the explosive blood, his physical performance is also enhanced: the five senses, athletic ability, reaction speed—it’s like the basic strengthening Deviation Types have.”


      Lonsday nodded in understanding. That explained how he’d dealt with the unintentional combo attack.


      “You two have already laid eyes on the dedicated weapon. The club uses a blood-filled cylinder set into the handle, and the gears in the paddle section release the blood. He can regulate the swing speed of the weapon, as well as the amount of blood and how quickly it releases, by how much pressure he puts on the trigger.”


      “Cylinder? Then he wasn’t high, just tripping on his own blood? Seems pretty demented.”


      “Someone who gets off on explosions is demented to begin with.”


      “And how would you describe the freak’s explosion?”


      “Just a drop would blow the average person to smithereens.”


      Lonsday recalled their earlier battle. The first time she was blown away, she’d merely activated her ability to withstand the impact. Then a few drops of blood had clung to one of her feet—that had caused the second explosion.


      “Since I was pinned by this mutt over here, I shoved my foot into the ground and wound up detonating the blood. It was definitely a flashy blast. My ability should handle it up to a point, but I’m not sure about a large volume.”


      “I’m sorry, can I hear a little more about how El had you pinned—“


      “Shut up and die, Hamish,” Iris interrupted.


      Lonsday agreed with the first half of that order.


      “In any case, now that I understand what Vibrato and Whisper are all about, we just need to deal with them accordingly. But—”


      That was where the real issue began.


      “Iris, why was that information withheld? And why does Whisper have that weapon to begin with?” Norman asked.
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      “After Owen Whisper was captured by Enhancedia and imprisoned in Rubivas, he was transported somewhere.”


      Eltiel listened without thinking of cutting in. Brainwork wasn’t her strong suit, and it was better left to those for whom it was. In that sense, her current partner was a perfect match.


      “He was transported to—”


      “The capital?” Lonsday muttered.


      Iris nodded softly. “Nine Herbs requires the wielders to be compatible, both due to the physical modifications and the difficulty of operating the dedicated weapons. ‘Nine’ may be in the name, but in truth, the users don’t number that many.”


      “So, when Whisper lost his civil liberties as a prisoner, he became a guinea pig and was found to be compatible.”


      “Correct. Afterward, he fled the research facility in the capital and came to Bardium.”


      “And? Why was that information withheld?”


      “It’s a weapon meant to kill you Unlaw. There’s no point in explaining the particulars.”


      “I bet. You people at Cartesius always play dirty.”


      It was a loaded comment, but Iris’s expression still didn’t change.


      Eltiel listened on, and a thought came to her. She scooted closer to Norman.


      “Lord Norman, Lord Norman,” she whispered.


      “What is it? You got a secret?”


      “Yes.” She nodded and spoke quietly so the other two wouldn’t hear. “Don’t you think they sound alike? And they have similar clothes, too.”


      “Pfft!”


      Norman burst out laughing, and the two lookalikes shot them cold stares.


      “We heard that, Eltiel.”


      “Did you?”


      “You little… Norman, discipline her better.”


      “No, I don’t think that’s necessary.”


      “Lord Norman…!”


      “…”


      A gaze colder than ice was directed at Norman alone, but he acted like he always did and brushed it off with a shrug.


      “Tsk… Anyway, as far as we’re concerned, all you had to do is quickly take out Whisper. After that, you should have retrieved Vibrato, even if it was destroyed.”


      “Making us do all the dirty work, right…”


      “Why not? Well, it may have been wishful thinking. I didn’t expect you’d turn tail and run so quickly.”


      “Ha, you suck at riling people up, Iris. I knew we weren’t similar.”


      So it was bothering her, Eltiel thought.


      “Go back and wait for our report. The Hellhound and Jewel will get this done without a hitch.”
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      “By the way, Norman, how did you convince that woman to come here?” Lonsday asked Norman after they’d seen Iris off.


      “I’ve been following her around since yesterday, asking ‘You know something, right?’ over and over until she finally folded and came with me.”


      “You…”


      “That’s Lord Norman for you—so persistent…!”


      “You…”


      Norman found Lonsday side-eyeing Eltiel funny. There had been a shift in their relationship, either yesterday or in the bath earlier. Even if it was a small change, it made Norman happy.


      “Now then, Miss Lonsday, El. We’ve identified our enemy’s weapon and traits, and we have a good grasp on the situation…”


      “All that’s left is to take down Whisper, but now we don’t know his whereabouts,” said Lonsday. “I didn’t have high hopes for him being dead to begin with, but the conversation just now makes it even less likely.”


      “Vee!”


      They had been waiting quietly, and when Norman called out to them, they answered immediately.


      “An individual matching that description was seen in the city’s southern catacomb. Their clothes will be dry soon, too.”


      “Good work. Now all that’s left to do is go take him out. Do you want me to go with you guys?” Norman asked.


      “No. You stay at the agency.”


      “Please rest easy, Lord Norman.”


      They responded as one.


      “This one’s for me and the demon dog with the surprisingly nasty mouth and snarky personality. Give us some space.”


      “She’s more of an emotional pain than I thought. I’ll babysit her in your stead.”


      “Good grief. I’ve got a headache just thinking about dealing with you. Anyway, that okay with you?”


      “Of course.”


      Since that was the case, Norman only had one thing to say.


      “Best of luck.”
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      “Hmm-hmm, hm-hm-hm, hm-hm-hm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm.”


      Whisper’s humming echoed in the deepest recesses of the southern catacombs of Bardium. Using a bucket, he was scattering a murky liquid mixed with weeds. Though located underground, the space was vast—it was big enough for a hundred people to gather with room to spare. The ceiling was supported by evenly spaced stone pillars, and suspended torches and candles placed on the edge of the pillars cast a faint light.


      It struck Whisper as truly strange that such a space had been left to decay without any repairs. One would expect religious frescoes or carvings in a catacomb, or at least some form of ornamentation—but there was nothing. What a peculiar city. It was surrounded by massive walls above ground, yet underneath the city there were open spaces like this one that the townspeople were never curious about, nor thought to make use of.


      Not that any of that mattered to Whisper.


      “…That should about do it.”


      He flung the bucket into the center of the space.


      “I went to all this trouble, so you’d better enjoy yourself !” he shouted over his shoulder, to the passageway extending into the hall. His gaze was fixed on the duo who had appeared there. They stood twenty meters away and looked at each other.


      “What do you think of a guy who talks like that?”


      “He’s not Lord Norman, so I don’t care.”


      “Oh, I think that’s the first time I’ve really understood that blind devotion of yours.”


      “Cold, Slaney. Ice cold. You too, Little Miss Puppy.”


      Both immediately frowned at his words.


      “Don’t call me by that name. I gave that up a long time ago.”


      “And ‘Puppy’ isn’t even a proper name. Don’t you think that’s a bit disrespectful?”


      “Ouch, ha-ha!” Whisper laughed. “Well, names don’t matter. You really did a number on me before, Detective. Put me through the wringer, and I lost something important. I’m actually pretty pissed off.”


      “Oh, yeah? Not my problem. You should’ve stayed dead,” the detective replied, unamused, taking a puff of her cigarette.


      In truth, there was something potentially useful among the items Whisper had lost to the earlier cave-in, so he was thinking of going to retrieve it after he killed the two girls.


      “Would’ve been a real buzzkill if you’d actually died from that. No matter, though. As long as I have this, I’m good,” he said, taking the mechanical club from his back and giving it a light swing.


      “Vibrato.”


      “Oh, you’ve done your research? Figures. Then you already know how I got this way?”


      “More or less.”


      “Good! Then do your thing, Detective!”


      “Huh?”


      “Don’t play dumb! Now’s the part where you explain everything, right?! When you nabbed me a year and a half ago, you laid everything out plain as day: motive, details, method, everything!”


      “Miss Lonsday, do you always do that?”


      “Shut up. That’s how detectives get to show off.”


      Ignoring Eltiel’s side-eye, Lonsday shrugged nonchalantly.


      “I’m flattered you were looking forward to that, believe me. I’m afraid I have nothing to say, though,” the detective added disinterestedly to the Mad Bomber, who furrowed his brows in confusion. “If you want a whole explanation, come up with a more interesting case. You were at a gravesite, just like before, getting revenge on me, just like in the past. That’s it, right? What’s there to say? ‘Boring and derivative,’ is my only comment.”


      “…Ouch. That stings a little. I thought you were gonna be all smug and boast about it.”


      Ideally, Whisper wanted to blow her to smithereens as she basked in the glory of a solved case. Revenge against the woman who’d disrupted the bombings that had been his passion. He thought it would feel incredible. Murdering because he wanted to—for spoiling that, he’d kill her in the most satisfying way possible.


      But his wish for revenge seemed unlikely to come true.


      In that case…


      He looked up at the ceiling.


      “Okay, then. Let’s go straight to blowing you to bits.”


      He slammed Vibrato into the floor, and the entire hall was engulfed in flames.
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      “Hey, Miss Lonsday! He just set the whole place ablaze thanks to your reckless provocations!”


      “Quit being such a damn nag!” Lonsday shouted, taking stock of the situation.


      The whole hall went up in flames when Whisper slammed the weapon into the floor. There was blood splattered all over—not enough to make an impressive blaze. You couldn’t call it an explosion. It was a brushfire at best. The fire was similar to Vibrato’s known capabilities, but not quite.


      While Lonsday was trying to make sense of it, Whisper yelled from the eye of the flames, “If you’re not going to give us a big finish, I will!


      “You know about my blood by now, right?!” he continued. “It explodes on impact or when it comes into contact with oxygen, but through trial and error I found out that if you dilute it with water, it just bursts into flames! I busted my ass spreading it all over this hall before you came! And to counter the Hellhound’s keen sense of smell, I mixed in dirt and grass to mask the scent! Well?! Surprised?! It feels damn good to reveal my hand like this! I totally get why you detectives love your long reveal speeches!”


      “Y-you went to all that trouble…?!”


      “Aaand…!”


      He raised his club again.


      “If I dump one hundred percent pure blood on top of the diluted stuff that’s burning, guess what happens?”


      He swung the club down, and fresh blood spattered all the way to Lonsday and Eltiel, but the attack was slow enough for them to dodge easily. Behind them, a pillar of flames stretched all the way to the ceiling.


      “As you can see, it’s a bigger explosion than ever before!”


      He flung more fresh blood from the club.


      “Tsk… Let’s do it, Eltiel!”


      “Woof! ”


      The Hellhound and the Jewel advanced.
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      Eltiel, in her black dog form, raced alongside Lonsday through the blazing hall as pillars of flame rose.


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha! What a sight! Beautiful, isn’t it?” Whisper laughed maniacally. While the fresh blood he flung about seemed random, it was aimed precisely at Eltiel and Lonsday. Normally, they’d have been able to close the twenty-meter gap in seconds. However…


      “What’s wrong?! You’re not gonna come at me?!” Whisper dashed backward at full speed while swinging Vibrato.


      “Miss Lonsday, don’t you think he’s kind of meticulous for a thug?!”


      “That’s how he is! Get your head in the game, he’s coming!”


      Eltiel crouched low, then used her whole body to spring sideways. She had speed on her side, but her large body made her a bigger target for the explosive blood.


      “What a hassle. My fur gives me a good bit of defense, but it still hurts when the blood hits!”


      “Getting hit once or twice is fine, but it’s no joke when it happens over and over! That precious coat of yours’ll be toast!”


      Wanting to avoid that, Eltiel zigzagged as she jumped, watching Lonsday, who, unlike her, didn’t avoid the fresh blood, brushfires, or explosions. Instead, she relied on the durability she gained from Anvilcel Maiden, charging straight ahead. The attacks slowed her down slightly after each explosion, but they didn’t stop her. Eltiel and Lonsday were traversing the hall at nearly the same speed, unlike Whisper, who had already reached the far end.


      The two were a few seconds away themselves, but…


      “Tsk… This is bad…!”


      “What is?!”


      “ ‘What is?!’ Do you see any bright side to this?!”


      “No, that’s why I’m asking!”


      “Ugh…! Norman! I take it back; be my assistant!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Looks like you guys are having a blast! Let me join you!”


      Five seconds before they reached Whisper, the Mad Bomber swung Vibrato high above his head.


      “…Is this the bad part you mentioned?”


      “Look who caught up. Jump straight up! And forgive me while you’re at it!”


      It was a demanding set of orders, but the Hellhound leaped straight up without hesitation, deciding whether or not to forgive Lonsday right away.
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      Lonsday chose a simple course of action once Eltiel had jumped.


      “…”


      She jumped as well and landed on Eltiel, grabbing ahold of the Black Dog’s collar with her right hand and hooking her boots around the beast’s leg. All that was left was for her to use Anvilcel Maiden to adjust her mass, making herself as light as possible so as not to be a physical burden.


      At the same time, the Mad Bomber scattered fresh blood to carve a horizontal line into the floor like he was creating a boundary between himself and the jumping girls. By now, Lonsday had more or less figured out his blast radius. Taking Eltiel’s jumping strength and speed into account, she judged they could leap over the blast before the fire and impact spread to them.


      If they could pull that off, they’d be able to close the distance in one go and take things to close combat. No matter how powered up Whisper was, they’d have the advantage there.


      There was just one problem: whether the Hellhound would allow Lonsday to ride her during the leap. Taking the bath together had seemed to bring them closer, but when Lonsday thought about it, she had her doubts.


      She’d been annoyed at Eltiel’s show of guilt and grabbed her chin—thinking back on it, pulling in Eltiel had made her breasts bounce dramatically, which was also annoying—and afterward, Lonsday had inadvertently sent her flying her because she’d finally agreed to put brandy in Lonsday’s tea.


      Objectively speaking, could that be called bonding? It was doubtful.


      She’d never seen Eltiel give anyone a ride in her black dog form. She may have permitted Norman to do it, but while she was the loyal hound with him, she could also be a mad dog. Lonsday was nervous she had made the wrong choice. Until…


      “Woof! ”


      …she heard the Demon Dog bark—her version of a wry giggle.


      “…Ha.”


      “You’ve had me dancing to your tune all day.”


      And yet…


      “I suppose I don’t mind, partner.”
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      Whisper saw two things: the wall of explosive flames caused by his own blood, and…


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me…!”


      …Eltiel bounding over the wall of flames, Lonsday clinging tightly to her side.


      The Hellhound’s trench coat and the Jewel’s jacket fluttered wildly in the blast. What was more, yellow flames danced in Eltiel’s eyes, and glowing red patterns marked Lonsday’s limbs. The badges on their respective collar and breast shined, illuminated by the dual-colored light.


      “Oof…!”


      Lonsday jumped sideways, altering her trajectory sharply. It was probably due to Lonsday’s ability to manipulate mass, but Eltiel tumbled to the opposite side like she’d been pushed.


      “Ha-ha-ha… I see.”


      The Jewel and Hellhound touched down, flanking Whisper.


      “What’s this? Is the detective I swore revenge on gone? I never thought anyone could stand next to her as an equal.”


      “Miss Lonsday, just how evil a character were you?”


      “Beats me. I forgot all about the past.”


      “Damn, that’s cold,” Whisper sighed. “And here I never forgot you.”


      It had taken Whisper months of being experimented on to become a wielder of Nine Herbs, and months of training to freely use Vibrato, all to get revenge on the detective who had spoiled his passion in life.


      “Ain’t that just the way…”


      “What’s this? Giving up on your revenge?”


      “Yeah, I’m done.”


      “Huh?”


      “What?”


      They lost their balance a bit from where they’d been poised to strike.


      “I’m kind of curious about how you’ve changed, but I’ll call it quits on my revenge plot.”


      “…?”


      The two of them were visibly confused as Whisper spread his arms and shook his head.


      “Um… What do we do now…?”


      “Right…I’ll keep it simple.” He spoke clearly and deliberately as they hesitated to move. “Revenge is boring. I’m back to being a mad bomber, ready to blow up you two for the love of the game!”


      The Jewel and the Hellhound sprang into action.
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      As she leaped forward, shattering the floor beneath her, Lonsday sensed a change in her body—the red patterns flaring on her limbs were proof of that.


      Critical Case: Stable State.


      This was a protocol designed to control the powers of an Unlaw, devised by Norman and kept secret from most. The glowing indicated that her ability’s output level was rising. These warning lights allowed her to prevent a full-on rampage. Even a Category One going out of control could be catastrophic—if a Category Two lost control of their abilities, no one knew what would happen.


      That was why Norman always referred to the light as a control valve. She was able to remain in Stable State, but passing her threshold would get her frozen on the spot and require a major lecture afterward. It was Norman’s way of showing affection, so they had no choice but to accept it.


      “Time to crank this thing into high gear…!”


      Her ability was definitely getting stronger. She closed the gap in an instant and landed a straight punch with her right fist.


      “Ha-ha!”


      In response, the demon of revenge now known as the Mad Bomber brandished Vibrato like a shield, making use of its width. Impressed again by his reaction speed, Lonsday sped up her punch, aiming to break through his defenses.


      “?!”


      She was deflected by a strange, deep booming sound.


      “That hurt…! Not really, but still!”


      It felt as though she’d punched a wall without her abilities. However, having Critical Case activated meant her abilities were, too. She still hadn’t been able to break his guard.


      “Ha-ha! What, you don’t know?!”


      The Jewel was taken by surprise and retreated instinctively, and the Mad Bomber gave chase, swinging his club.


      “Apparently, this here’s made of a metal called dordrinium!”


      He swung at the Jewel’s face, and she blocked it with a raised arm. The heavy bass rang out again, and Lonsday was caught in the shock wave. The unfamiliar sensation threw her off balance.


      “They say it’s a special alloy made by the Meister! It diffuses, amplifies, and reverberates on impact, making it harder than any existing metal by multiple times over! And every part of this baby is made of it!”


      Whisper kicked at the Jewel’s stomach, and it landed.


      “Tsk…!”


      The damage itself wasn’t bad, but the blow had been powerful enough to force her back. She rode the momentum, jumping backward and regaining her balance with a backflip. She grumbled to herself about the expressionless woman who had sent her there.


      “You didn’t mention anything about this, Iris…!”


      But when Lonsday thought it over, since Vibrato was built as an anti-Unlaw weapon, its sturdiness was to be expected. If it were easy to break, its whole purpose would be moot. Even so, had Iris withheld the information out of spite, or had she simply forgotten? Probably the former.


      “Ha-ha-ha, that broad, huh…?”


      “Hm? You know her?”


      “Kinda. I thought for sure she’d come to get this back, but…” As he spoke, Whisper shoved a hand into the pocket of his leather jacket and produced the thin cylinder he’d had in his arm when they first encountered him.


      He pulled Vibrato’s trigger. An empty cylinder popped out of the handle, and he reloaded it with a new one filled with explosive blood.


      “I’m fine with this, too! Here, have some fresh blood!”


      The Mad Bomber raised his club and cackled.


      “…?!”


      A pitch-black shadow dashed between them.
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      “That was—”


      Cautiously, Whisper stopped moving for a moment. He saw the shade before him. The pitch-black haze seemed to swallow the light of the fire even as it raged around them. Within that darkness, a pair of eyes glowed with yellow flames.


      “The Hellhound, huh?”


      That was certainly Eltiel. Yet what Whisper saw before him was no jet-black demon dog, but an amorphous mass of black mist. The Mad Bomber was distracted—Lonsday wasn’t about to let that opening go to waste. She delivered a high kick.


      “Anvilcel Maiden: Burst!”
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      Eltiel had used Black Dog: Curtain. When transforming from human to dog, a thick mist formed around her. She made use of that mist, wrapping her body in it and creating the distraction Lonsday needed. Despite being a Category Three, Eltiel’s Black Dog ability wasn’t very flexible. As impressive as Curtain looked, it was only used to intimidate or frighten, or to hide her own weak spots. Now, however, she was using it for a different purpose.


      She just wanted to distract him with an ability he hadn’t yet seen. Nothing more.


      “It’s impossible for a skilled fighter to ignore the unknown,” the Demon Dog murmured to Whisper, who found himself sent flying into the center of the hall by the Jewel’s kick, accompanied by a thunderous roar.


      Owen Whisper was strong. As cliché as it sounded, he was indeed a master. Whether it was from his body modifications or his dedicated weapon, being able to engage her and Lonsday in close combat and gain the upper hand was extraordinary. The number of humans capable of that in Bardium, Norman included, could probably be counted on one hand. Having seen many Unlaw over the past year and a half, Eltiel was genuinely impressed—Whisper was a cut above the rest.


      However, a simple obstruction like being invisible usually only worked once. Once the cat—or, perhaps, dog—was out of the bag, it was best to assume the enemy would adapt quickly. That was why…


      “Well done, Miss Lonsday.”


      Eltiel stood next to the detective and stayed focused on Whisper. The play had gone just as they had drawn it up—Eltiel had created an opening, and Lonsday had delivered the knockout blow. The two of them had very little experience working together, so they had decided on a strategy that would be simple but reliable.


      However, the words Eltiel heard from beside her weren’t what she expected.


      “…Job’s not done.”


      “What?”


      “Look.”


      “Yeeeouch!”


      Aside from the blood dripping from his head, Whisper was perfectly fine.


      “Are you for real?!”


      Eltiel was shocked. Lonsday’s Burst was immensely powerful.


      Among the abilities of every member in Elementary, Burst ranked within the top two for sheer destructive force. Even a Category Three—unless proficient at personal combat—would be disabled or killed by a direct hit. Apparently, she had destroyed a museum with it last month.


      And yet, Whisper was still alive and kicking. There was only one explanation they could think of.


      “Could he be immortal, like that pervert who was clinging to Lord Norman…?!”


      “No, idiot! Tsk… Dordrinium, huh? It’s unimaginably durable… So, it absorbs and diffuses impact? How do they even make a metal like that?”


      “…Did he block Burst in that split second?”


      “Yep. It was intercepted by Vibrato, and most of its power was dispersed.”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Hey now, give my reflexes some credit! I seriously thought the arm I was blocking with was going to get blown off !” He guffawed and brushed back his blood-soaked hair. “That Hellhound’s mist aside, you guys knew you couldn’t work together, so you planned around that. I would have died without Vibrato. Nice going. Ha-ha!


      “Phew! This is great,” he continued. “Now this is getting fun! This is how it should be!”


      He held Vibrato with his right hand and twisted the pommel with his left. Eltiel wondered briefly if he was replacing the cylinder—but, no. It hadn’t been used much since he’d replaced it.


      The pommel separated from the handle, revealing a three-pronged blade—but it hadn’t actually detached. A thin clear tube stretched between the pommel and the handle, connecting them.


      “Haaah…!”


      Whisper thrust the blade into his heart.


      “Wh—?!”


      Crimson blood immediately flowed through the tube into the club’s main body. But that wasn’t the only change.


      “Limit Break!”


      When the blood flowing from his heart reached the weapon, the gears sandwiched between the iron plates shifted and protruded from the tip. Blood spurted from the gears’ teeth, and between the teeth, short blades sprouted. They spun rapidly, emitting a piercing sound that sliced the air.


      “Ha-ha!”


      The Mad Bomber continued to cackle.


      “Ha-ha-ha! Ha-ha!”


      His voice only grew louder.


      “Vibrato: Morrigan!”


      He raised the club-turned-chainsaw. The blood leaking from his head instantly burst into flames, igniting the upper half of his head, including his hair. He paid it no mind.


      “The Second Herb! I shall exterminate the unlawful plague with the path of blood!” He cringed. “Oh, I didn’t come up with any of this crap! The Meister told me to say it while using it! Gotta admit, my noggin straight up being on fire is pretty funny, and they said that using this for over three minutes with the blood supply directly from my heart would kill me, but who cares?! Ha-ha, ha-ha-ha!”


      The blazing demon bellowed, “Ha-ha-ha! Here we go! Time to get cookin’!”
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      “What the hell?!” Lonsday shouted uncharacteristically.


      She couldn’t understand the sight before her one bit. They hadn’t been briefed on the Limit Break—not to mention the blades sprouting from the gears and Whisper’s flaming head. She didn’t comprehend a thing. She’d been dealing with the incomprehensible all year—she thought she had grown used to it.


      Unlaw. Apart from people, apart from everyone. Monsters that couldn’t be understood.


      “This is still pretty messed up…!”


      Owen Whisper wasn’t an Unlaw. He was human, if you could call someone who was brandishing spinning blades and whose head and blood were on fire human. He was no longer the Mad Bomber or a demon of revenge. An image of a sorcerer flickered in Lonsday’s mind.


      “Ha-ha-ha!”


      The sorcerer approached her, swinging the saw. Before now, he’d just been shooting explosive blood from a distance.


      The situation had changed.


      “Ugh…?!”


      A flaming slash came flying at her—its center a deep red, its edges a pale yellow, creating a gradient within the flames. It was probably blood that had ignited immediately after being ejected from the gear’s discharge mechanism, combined with blood that ignited later due to insufficient air and impact.


      “Tsk…!”


      “Grr…!”


      Lonsday and Eltiel respectively jumped to the right and left, and as the flaming slash attack passed between them or hit the ground, it exploded. Grimacing at the stronger explosion, Lonsday yelled:


      “Eltiel, get back!”


      “What are you—?”


      “Damn mutt! Try charging into that saw he’s swinging and you’ll get torn to shreds!”


      “But…!”


      Eltiel hesitated on the other side of the flames, but they didn’t have any time to continue planning.


      “Your little chat’s over!”


      Whisper lunged. As his slash came down, Lonsday stepped back with her left foot and turned her whole body, barely avoiding it. At the same time, she jabbed with her right foot, but she struck only air. The sorcerer had ducked as he slashed downward. Then he rotated his right hand, which held Vibrato.


      “Time for a fountain of blood!”


      He pulled the trigger. The blood spurting out at point-blank range exploded into flames aimed straight at Lonsday.


      “Don’t underestimate me…!”


      She’d coordinated her moves, too. She added more weight to her fist, then lightened the rest of her body to its absolute limit, proceeding to push off the ground as she did so. Pivoting on her right hand, she avoided the blast with a high-speed aerial cartwheel. The fire licked one foot, but it wasn’t serious. She landed, shifted her weight, and did one more cartwheel. Then she rose quickly and struck Whisper from behind.


      “Wh—?”


      Then she saw it.


      The saw was stuck straight into the ground. The sorcerer sat perched atop the weapon.


      “Nice. I love a shocked look on a detective’s face.”


      While Lonsday had maneuvered with her cartwheel, Whisper had driven the spinning saw into the ground and used it as a fulcrum to leap upward. Vibrato’s ejection mechanism was now aimed at her.


      “Uh-oh.”


      “Let it all spurt out!”


      The blade of explosive blood slammed into Lonsday.
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      The explosive flames were a direct hit to the Jewel, blooming into explosions right after. Though she immediately crossed her arms, they still hit her full force. She was blown backward, her back slamming into a stone pillar.


      “Gah…!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Bet you felt that one!”


      Whisper immediately leaped to pursue her, but he kept an eye on his surroundings. If the Hellhound tried to rush him, he’d simply counter with his spinning blades. Eltiel wasn’t much of a threat—countering her large body was easy. Like the detective had screamed, just placing Vibrato in the path of her attack could land a fatal hit. Even if her claws or fangs were to rend the sorcerer’s flesh, he’d just be soaked in exploding blood, giving him plenty of openings.


      Eltiel was smart enough to see through that.


      “Ha-ha-ha!”


      That was why he stayed alert when he lunged at Lonsday, who was leaning against a stone pillar. With his right arm, he swung wide with Vibrato, thrusting forward.


      “…!”


      Just as he expected, the Jewel crouched to avoid the attack. Vibrato was buried deep in the stone pillar, and he instantly pulled the trigger, producing an explosion from inside the rock.


      “Are you trying to blow yourself up using all that blood?!”


      “Are you an idiot? I’m doing what I want, the way I want to do it! Of course I’d risk my life for that! Don’t you get it?!”


      “I don’t even understand what you’re saying…!”


      Lonsday didn’t avoid the explosion behind her, trusting the strength of her body’s hardened structure to withstand the impact and heat. Even the sorcerer had to admit, he was impressed by her toughness. But she’d stopped moving because of that decision.


      “Mad Slash!”


      “Anvilcel Maiden!”


      The sorcerer swung Vibrato’s blade. It was a direct hit. The dordrinium blade sliced into the red-patterned left arm that Lonsday had instinctively raised, tearing flesh.


      “Ha-ha-ha! No way! Your arm’s too hard?!”


      Blood spattered, but he was unable to sever the bone.


      “Guh…ahh!”


      “Gahhh!”


      The Jewel roared and swung her left arm down. The rotating saw, embedded in her flesh, followed and sank in deeper. Whisper lost his balance, and Lonsday’s kick struck upward into the opening.


      “Ugh…!”


      Whisper had thrust out his left forearm in defense, and the bones were pulverized in one strike. Despite Lonsday’s gouged left arm and the fact she shouldn’t have been able to amass that much strength in her position, she had that much destructive force.


      She truly was a monster.


      However…


      “Tearing your flesh is enough!”


      The Jewel’s left arm exploded, triggered by the blood that had spurted out when her arm was gouged.


      “Ugh!”


      Lonsday was blasted away to tumble to the ground, but she quickly stood, her left arm mangled—even with reinforced physical density, an explosion inside the body took its toll.


      “Huff…huff…huff…!”


      Her left arm hung limply, and it was all she could do to breathe hard. The bones in Whisper’s left arm were also shattered, but with his face on fire, it didn’t seem to matter much.


      “Are you done already, Detective?” he shouted and dashed forward, trying to land another attack—and saw red eyes burning yellow behind the Jewel.


      “There you are!”


      It was the Hellhound.


      There was no way she could abandon the struggling Lonsday, but that worked just fine for Whisper.


      “Come on!”


      Whisper felt confident that with his exceptional reaction speed, he could handle any incoming attack—it didn’t matter whether she tried to help the Jewel or attack him. He waited for the Hellhound with razor-sharp focus.


      “Excuse me.”


      “Guh?!”


      The Hellhound pinned the Jewel to the ground with her large forelegs.


      “What?”


      For a moment, he stopped thinking. He hadn’t expected her to do that. While Whisper privately thought the Jewel making a sound like a squashed frog was a little funny, what he saw next was—


      “Arooo!”


      —the Hellhound’s opened jaw.


      His body reacted instinctively to the grip of his foe’s fangs.


      “Black Dog: Roar!”


      Her roar shook the sorcerer’s entire body.
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      “Good grief… You pushed yourself too hard, Miss Lonsday.”


      “Shut…up. There had to have been a better way to save me! And don’t use Roar in an underground space like this unless you want it to collapse again.”


      “With all the explosions we’ve had, it’s pointless to worry about that now.”


      Sighing, Eltiel removed her leg from Lonsday’s back. Lonsday scowled but managed to stand, grimacing.


      “Damn, this really hurts.”


      “Are you still able to fight?”


      “I don’t have a choice.”


      Sighing, the two of them looked in Whisper’s direction. He rose unsteadily to his feet, surrounded by flame. He was staggering, but most likely still able to fight. Eltiel had fired Roar at close range, but he’d used Vibrato as a shield, significantly dulling the damage despite being blown away.


      “He’s too much. Those spinning blades, and that bursting, exploding blood—there are no openings. No, if that were all, it wouldn’t be so bad…” Lonsday sighed. “The biggest problem is those reflexes of his. If my Burst or your Roar could score a proper hit, we’d be able to take him out, but that fire-head reacts to everything and dodges or blocks at the last second. The dordrinium’s sheer durability is a problem, too, but unless we beat his reflexes, it doesn’t matter.


      Calling him an anti-Unlaw weapon was no exaggeration, Lonsday decided. With his reflexes, he could likely nullify most abilities of Deviation and Shapeshifter Types.


      “He said earlier that he would only last three minutes. If we wait him out, won’t he just die on his own?”


      “… I wouldn’t count on it.” Lonsday continued, pulling a sour expression. “He’s completely lost it. At this point, he’s completely beyond wounds or pain. We could turn tail and run and hope he self-destructs, but…honestly, I can’t shake the feeling that he won’t die.”


      “…Indeed. All that talk about him being an Unlaw seems ridiculous now.”


      “Stop. I was thinking that myself.”


      Eltiel and Lonsday exchanged strained smiles. Then Lonsday glanced at her bleeding arm and added, “Anyway, the important thing is that we have to outpace his reflexes. I have a plan.”


      “I’ve been waiting for you to say that.”


      “The stakes are going to be high, though.”


      Eltiel unconsciously let out a little growl from her throat. They’d been discussing that very thing right before they teamed up, and the thought made her uneasy.


      However…


      “Well, that’s fine.”


      “You sure? I thought you hated gambling.”


      “I do hate it. But I can’t think of a better plan.”


      Besides…


      “My partner says so.”


      “Ha!”


      “Please don’t laugh. You’re the one who called us partners first.”


      “Ha-ha, that’s true. But it’s still funny.”


      “…Woof.”


      “Come on, what’s that supposed to mean? I’m not Norman. I don’t speak dog.” Lonsday looked over at Whisper while she grumbled, and Eltiel looked at him, too. It was a mystery how he was still moving with the flames now engulfing his entire upper body—but he remained firmly on his feet, gripping Vibrato.


      “Eltiel.” Her partner spoke next to her. “Don’t think about anything and charge straight in—hit him with the most powerful Roar you have at close range. Really focus and hit him with everything you’ve got.”


      “Focus…how? Making the Roar go in one direction was difficult enough.”


      “Look carefully and think. What’s important is how you visualize it. And see, there’s a great example right in front of you.”


      “…Oh, I get it.”


      “Then we’ll do that—and get scolded by Norman later.”


      Lonsday smiled with a kindness Eltiel had never seen before and patted the Hellhound on the head. Something about the gesture reminded her of Norman, so she accepted it.


      “Hey now, ain’t you two getting along well?” the sorcerer shouted, brandishing Vibrato. “You’re flames and diamonds, aren’t you?! Should you really be getting all warm and cuddly?! Get more fired up and burn your soul! Heck, I’m so lit, my noggin’s on fire!”


      The two girls looked at each other.


      “Ha, you’d never understand.”


      “You’ve been obsessed for a long time,” Lonsday said, laughing. “There’s nothing wrong with being warm. Her heat exists to warm Norman, after all.”


      “And her justice was given to her by Lord Norman. Nothing can break it.”


      Then—


      “Anvilcel Maiden—”


      “Black Dog—”


      —they spoke the forms they embodied.


      “Critical Case: Deepen!”


      Two-toned lights erupted.
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      Critical Case: Deepened State. This was a tipping point, where their special abilities were pushed to the brink of going out of control. It wasn’t meant to be activated intentionally, but rather to spontaneously activate during combat. This was the first time it had been activated by the spoken word—at this moment, the Jewel and the Hellhound had attained the Deepened State of their own accord.


      The patterns etched on Lonsday’s limbs spread to her whole body, glowing a deep crimson.


      The yellow flames spilling from Eltiel’s eyes wrapped around her pitch-black fur, shining gold.


      This powerful light, which wouldn’t succumb to the darkness of the underground or the surrounding flames, was the ascension beyond Category Three that Norman Hamish had revealed and Jim Adamworth had discovered.


      “Ha-ha-ha! So you’ve got an ace up your sleeve, huh?!”


      The sorcerer laughed, even when faced with the light, uncaring that his life was being shaved away by the moment. There was something he wanted to do, no matter what. It was a craving that no one else could understand—savoring the moment another person exploded. That was why he’d killed his war buddies, his neighbors, and people he didn’t know at all. And now he was trying to kill monsters. Because he couldn’t help himself. Because he couldn’t bear it otherwise. He’d burn his life away to achieve it.


      I won’t stop until I’m ashes, Will-o’-the-Wisp.


      “Ha-ha-ha!”


      “Aroo…!”


      As the sorcerer burst into raucous laughter, the golden Hellhound had already reached him, charging forward with the crimson Jewel on her back. With her physical abilities enhanced by the Deepened State, she traversed the distance in less than a second, trailing shock waves and opening her massive jaw.


      “Exploding Blood!”


      But the sorcerer responded to their divine speed. He countered by slashing with his high-speed spinning blade, expelling the maximum volume of explosive blood. The fiery, spinning saw triggered a massive explosion the moment it touched the Hellhound.


      The burst ruptured the air around them, shaking the floor, stone pillars, and ceiling. The shock hit the sorcerer himself, but he stood his ground.


      “Aroo…!”


      “Agh…?!”


      The sorcerer witnessed the Hellhound withstand his blade and the explosive flames. To his astonishment, the Hellhound was unharmed. And the Jewel was no longer on her back. The golden fur of the Hellhound was overlaid by a crimson pattern. To the sorcerer, it looked like the same pattern etched onto the Jewel’s body, but he quickly realized it wasn’t the same.


      The pattern was…


      “Blood?!”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      When the explosion erupted, the Jewel had launched herself off the Hellhound’s back and landed behind the sorcerer, smiling.


      “Let’s call it Anvilcel Maiden: Blood Coat.”


      Lonsday’s ability, Anvilcel Maiden, was able to manipulate physical density and mass, making it possible to not just harden her skin, but reinforce her bones, joints, and even viscera. Naturally, that included blood.


      “Well, I’ve never used it this way before, but your blood gave us a run for our money. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and blood for blood.”


      As she’d ridden on Eltiel’s back, Lonsday had spread the blood from her left arm onto it, activating her power. It had been a gamble whether Eltiel could withstand it, even enhanced by the Deepened State as she’d been, but—


      “See, Eltiel? Beating the odds feels amazing, right?”


      Overwriting Black Dog and Anvilcel Maiden was a combo move that had never crossed either of their minds before.


      The revealed truth gleamed even in the midst of Hell.


      “You bastards—!”


      “Can you really afford to turn your back?”


      And then everything happened rapidly.
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      Eltiel inhaled deeply. Honestly, her entire body hurt. Even though Lonsday’s blood had protected her, Vibrato had still bitten into her shoulder. Some of her fur had been blown off, too. However, the Hellhound ignored her injuries and did what needed to be done. Airborne vibrations rippled out over a wide area, so they’d guessed that Vibrato’s power would be dispersed at close range. That was why the Hellhound put more strength and depth into her power.


      An Unlaw’s power hinged on visualization: how to use it, the kinds of the effects it caused—a strong visualization allowed the ability to evolve and be applied in reality.


      Eltiel needed to focus on her Roar.


      What Lonsday had pointed to was the Unlaw-killing Herb currently embedded in her own body: a convergence mechanism that directed liquid in a specific direction. She had the great example. All that had been left was to imagine her own take on it, then replicate it.


      The yellow flames of her Deepened State gathered on Eltiel’s lips.
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      For a moment, Lonsday relaxed her body. It was close to the breaking point, despite her Deepened State, having been caught in multiple explosions and with her left arm torn and heavy blood loss from armoring the Hellhound.


      That was why Lonsday lightly tapped the sorcerer’s back with her uninjured right hand. She closed her eyes, honing her focus. The timing was important. They would only have one chance. Whisper, surrounded, had to decide who to deal with first, leaving himself open while he hesitated.


      The crimson patterns on Lonsday’s body emitted a strong light.
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      The yellow flames spiraled out of the Hellhound’s jaw and struck the sorcerer directly in the chest. She focused her roar to follow the path of the shock wave. When the Jewel exhaled, she increased her own mass dozens of times over and slammed her right fist into Whisper with full power. The shockwaves from the huge impact spread out from her feet, opening a gigantic fissure in the floor.


      Their double pincer attack exploded in Whisper’s heart.


      “Guh…?!”


      It wasn’t a simple attack. Both enormous impacts collided inside the sorcerer’s body and ravaged it.


      Blood spurted from Whisper’s mouth like a fountain.


      “…Ha, ha, ha-ha. Never…thought my body would explode from the inside.”


      Vibrato rolled to the ground with a clatter just as the tube piercing his heart disconnected. Blood gushed not only from his mouth, but from his eyes, nose, ears, and everywhere else.


      “Mmm… That feels great…!”


      Life faded from the Mad Bomber’s body, his lifeless face frozen in an ecstatic smile.
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      “Eltiel, we’re getting out of here, now!”


      Lonsday’s shout caused Eltiel to look up when she was about to sink to the ground in front of Whisper’s unmoving body.


      “What? I’m quite tired, you know…”


      “Don’t be an idiot! I’m the one about to drop dead from overwork! No, really, look!”


      Lonsday pointed straight up. Puzzled, Eltiel directed her gaze to the ceiling. Blood was clinging thickly to it.


      “Detective, that’s…!”


      “This place is going to explode any second! We both overdid it!”


      As soon as Lonsday had spoken, the entire area around them shook. The shaking felt familiar. Moments later, the ceiling erupted.


      “It’s going to cave in!”


      “Again?!”
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      “…Miss Lonsday.”


      “What?”


      “Have you ever considered changing your name to ‘the Slayer’?”


      “Because I was Slaney? That’s lame,” Lonsday replied immediately. “Actually… Hm…”


      The Jewel and Eltiel sank down side by side on the dimly lit ground and turned to look over their shoulders. Before them lay trees and soil swallowed by sunken ground. A small stone hut, also sunken, had served as the entrance to the catacombs.


      Tombstones stood outside the collapsed area. It was the cemetery on the western side of the city. Since the collapse occurred under the forest, the two girls hoped the cemetery itself had suffered little damage.


      Lonsday ripped the sleeve off her jacket and used it as a makeshift bandage to staunch the bleeding of her left arm.


      “Huff… Well, we can leave the cleanup to Sufiya or Iris. Iris… That damn broad left out the most important part…”


      “There’s no point in telling her that. Let’s hurry and get out of here. We’re both covered in blood. If someone sees us, they’ll report us to the authorities just for that. Look at my coat—it’s mostly your blood,” Eltiel said, standing up and struggling to walk.


      “Miss Lonsday?”


      “…Yeah, yeah. Hang on.”


      Lonsday remained collapsed where she was. Her face was pale, and she was breathing heavily. Standing didn’t seem like it was going to happen right away.


      Eltiel knelt by her side again. “I guess I have no choice.”


      She looped Lonsday’s right arm over her shoulder and helped her to her feet.


      “…Thanks.”


      “Think nothing of it.”


      Letting Lonsday lean on her shoulder and placing her hand on Lonsday’s waist, Eltiel started to walk.


      “…We didn’t get to retrieve that weapon, did we?”


      “We had no choice with that cave-in. With that kind of power, it won’t have broken from being buried. They can dig it up.”


      “That’s very cavalier of you.”


      “Our job was to stop Whisper. And they’re the ones who withheld information to begin with.”


      Eltiel gave a wry smile. For a while, the two Unlaw walked in silence. The surrounding area was dark, but light was slowly breaking through beyond the far eastern wall. The duo had been underground for so long they’d lost track of time, and it was already morning. The shadow of Bardium Tower loomed in the distance.


      “Hey,” Lonsday said. “Do you ever think about going back home?”


      “What?”


      “Just making small talk. This whole case was my past catching up with me, right? Well, that’s what happens. I don’t have any family or a place to go back to, but you do. Sure, Cartesius prevents you from leaving the city, but you…”


      “I don’t think about it,” Eltiel replied quietly.
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      Eltiel squinted in the sun that was beginning to peek out above the city wall.


      “Lord Norman says we’re human. That’s our salvation, but…it’s exactly why we have to be aware that we’re monsters.”


      Eltiel knew that no matter how much Lord Norman saw her as human, she had irrevocably changed into a beast cloaked in darkness, her roar and breath bringing destruction. A monster, apart from people, from everyone. That was what Eltiel was now.


      “Even if I returned to my family and was welcomed with open arms, I don’t think I could accept it. So…well.”


      She remembered what Norman had said a month ago, under a morning sun just like this one.


      “There’s no need for me to go anywhere, because the man I want to serve is right here in the city. Yes, my heart has already made its choice.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “…I see.”


      Lonsday nodded, still supporting herself on Eltiel’s shoulder.


      “You’re right. The past is the past, and we definitely have a present.”


      At least, that was how Lonsday and Eltiel felt.


      No family, no place to go back to. Lonsday had been slightly mistaken, since she’d gained those things in the city. That was an unshakable truth for her.


      “Being stuck in the past would make us no different than Whisper.”


      “Hardly—you’re overthinking it. His mind was broken in a completely different way than ours are. What was even with him, anyway? He said he was going to give up on revenge, then lost it completely.” Eltiel let out a heavy, long sigh. “Good grief… I knew you were emotional, but you’re sappier than I thought. How do you manage as a detective with that mindset?”


      “Shut up… Well, maybe I manage because I’m a detective.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Detectives expose the truths others want to hide. That’s fine if the target’s a homicidal maniac like Whisper, but sometimes the truth is meant to stay hidden.”


      Should crimes committed for another be forgiven? Since becoming an Unlaw, the scales of justice had become completely unbalanced to her.


      “…When I think back, I was troubled before I became an Unlaw. When I’m with Norman, I leave stuff like that to him. Maybe I overthought a few things this time around.”


      “I see.”


      Eltiel nodded.


      “Well, don’t concern yourself with me. I’ve written a letter to my family.”


      “Huh?”


      “I wrote that I found my soulmate in Bardium, so I won’t be able to return home for a while for our marriage to be a success, and I asked them to please not worry about me. My family was delighted for me, and someday, when I can freely leave the city, I’ll go back home like I’m going on a trip.”


      “You little—!”


      “Wh-what?!”


      They jostled each other for a bit, arms still around each other’s shoulders, until they were out of breath several minutes later.


      “Wheeze…wheeze… Enough already…”


      “Huff…huff… All right…”


      After they caught their breath…


      “…Pfft.”


      “…Hee-hee.”


      …they laughed together.


      “Ha-ha! We’re both beat to hell. What are we even doing?”


      “Hee-hee. Good grief… I agree.”


      The Jewel laughed loudly, and the Hellhound gave a faint smirk.


      They walked toward the sunlit road, supporting each other all the while.

    
  


  
    
      Interval One


      “I see. So Whisper is dead and Vibrato is unaccounted for?”


      Sufiya Hamish asked the question in her windowless office, teacup in hand. Iris faced her across the desk and nodded in response.


      “Yes. We’ve been excavating the catacombs to search for it since midday yesterday, but it may take some time.”


      “Well, that’s fine. Number Two is far too unwieldy. The lower numbers in Nine Herbs are just too risky.”


      Shaking her long ash-colored hair, Sufiya smiled sweetly. Her gaze was fixed on…


      “That’s why, as long as Number Seven has been retrieved, we have nothing to worry about.”


      …the bag Iris was holding—the bag that had originally belonged to Whisper.


      Inside the bag was Number Seven’s dedicated weapon, which had been caught in the original collapse of the catacombs. Whisper hadn’t been able to use it, which had made him careless. He hadn’t bothered trying to retrieve it himself.


      “We weren’t expecting him to steal Number Seven in addition to Number Two… Thanks to that, we had more clean-up to handle, and the Hellhound and Jewel destroyed two catacombs… Did you give them my present?”


      “Yes. As per your instructions, I kept dordrinium and Limit Break a secret.”


      “Good. I’d hoped they would die, but I suppose that was expecting too much.”


      Sufiya smiled, and Iris remained expressionless.


      “Setting aside the matter of Whisper for now, I’d like to give Number Seven a trial run. I hope we can find a suitable Unlaw.”


      “I have just the one in mind.”


      “Oh?” Sufiya chuckled. “In that case, let’s experiment a little. What say we use a monster to kill a monster?”
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      Sandwiched between unremarkable looking stone and brick residences was a cobblestone road called Benedict Street, located just outside the heart of Bardium. Locals enjoyed afternoon tea at a roadside café as a carriage stopped in front of a nearby building. On the door was a sign for a billiards bar, and below, another smaller, newer sign.


      “All right, we’re here. This is the detective agency.”


      Clareth Airystep touched the badge attached to her hat as she stepped down off the carriage.


      “R-right…”


      A girl in a school uniform followed her. They were both in uniform, Clareth’s was white and the other girl’s was brown. Clareth’s was also somewhat flashier, with tiny buttons and embroidered details.


      “Off we go, Rebecca. The office is on the second floor. The first floor is a bar, but it’s closed at this time of day. Come back at night if you want a drink.”


      “A b-bar? How vulgar…”


      “Hee-hee, you’re so uptight.”


      Clareth wore her usual smile as she entered the building. Walking straight from the entrance would show you the door to the bar, and on the right, a staircase. At the top of the stairs was the foyer and door to Norman’s lodgings.


      Clareth rested her hand on the doorknob.


      “Rebecca, would you wait here a moment?”


      “Hm? Oh, yes. Of course, Lady Clareth.”


      “Thank you. I won’t be long.”


      With that, Clareth slipped inside, opening the door as little as possible.


      “Oh, Clareth. Welcome back.”


      Norman came to greet her, half-naked.


      “…Mr. Norman, what’s with that outfit?”


      Norman wore only pants, with nothing on his upper half, and a towel draped around his neck. His hair was wet; he looked like he had just come out of the bath.


      “Were you fooling around so early? Shizu seems to be sleeping in her room.”


      “No, Shizuku’s been asleep all morning. I went out for a bit and got pretty sweaty and gross, so I took a shower is all.” Norman said with a shrug. “Shizuku’s been complaining that you’re peeping on her from outside with your Hand, you know.”


      Clareth’s ability, Spriggan Hand, allowed her to manipulate air as a solid. That meant she could perceive her surroundings through air currents and even see through closed doors.


      “Not much peeping to be done on a girl who’s always unconscious.”


      “I suppose.”


      He smirked and went to the kitchen for a glass of water.


      “…Hm.”


      Clareth stared at him for a moment.


      It was hard to tell because he usually wore a coat, but Norman was quite well-built. He had a broad chest, sturdy shoulders, and high muscle mass. His physique was symmetrical and without waste—a body that maintained strength while giving an impression of suppleness. He usually had his hair in a ponytail, but it now clung to the nape of his neck.


      He was definitely eye candy—candy Clareth might not have been able to resist. She felt a twinge of desire, but…


      “Could you put some clothes on, Mr. Norman?”


      “Sure?”


      “I brought someone. A young maiden, at that. You look much too tempting.”


      “Hm… I guess.”


      He glanced down at himself, catching sight of the faint scar he’d gotten last month and a large, older scar that ran across his chest. Slipping his arms through his shirt sleeves, he asked Clareth, “It’s not every day you bring someone with you. Is she a friend?”


      “I’d say she’s more of a client than a friend.”
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      After putting on his shirt and tying back his hair, Norman faced the client in the living room. Norman and Clareth each sat in one of the two armchairs in the room. The girl was seated across from them and held herself with beautiful posture. Aside from her long brown hair and the freckles dotting her cheeks, nothing stood out about her. She was graceful, and likely had a good upbringing.


      Her expression was stiff, and she seemed nervous.


      “My name is Rebecca Cornwall. I’m a second-year student at Evergrace Academy and a member of the Philanthropy Club.”


      “Hm.”


      Norman nodded at her introduction, then gave a quick glance to Clareth.


      “What is it, Mr. Norman? Is there something on my adorable face?”


      “Never mind. We’ve had a lot of different clients this month, but you’re the first we’ve had from Evergrace Academy.”


      Norman knew the institution very well.


      “Um… Are you familiar, Mister Hamish…?”


      “Of course. Evergrace is a prestigious school attended by the daughters of Bardium’s aristocracy. Not only is the courseload ridiculous, but they also offer bridal training, sports, general education, and even music and the fine arts. You could say they craft proper ladies, right?”


      “Hee-hee. You’re certainly well-informed, Mr. Norman.”


      “It’s common knowledge around here. But I’ve never heard of the Philanthropy Club before. Is it new?”


      “Y-yes… You are quite well-informed.”


      Rebecca eyed Norman as though he were something unusual. Norman, however, had been publicly unemployed until a month ago—he was used to looks like that and found them quite easy to ignore.


      “Come to think of it, I’ve seen girls distributing food to the homeless in the city, as well as putting on recitals at police stations and hospitals. Could that be you all?”


      “Y-yes. You really do know a great deal.”


      “Didn’t I tell you, Rebecca? He’s a brilliant detective.”


      “Hardly. I just happened to see them while wandering around the city. I’ve had my fair share of encounters with the homeless, police, and hospitals.”


      The strange look Rebecca was giving him grew more intense.


      “…Um. As you say, the Philanthropy Club’s mission is to contribute to society. We focus on food distribution to the homeless and less fortunate, and we play music to entertain public servants. We started the club a little over a year ago.”


      “I see. That sounds like a wonderful cause.”


      He was sincerely impressed.


      Norman had become intimately involved with Evergrace Academy a year and a half ago, when he’d met Clareth, but he didn’t know much about what had happened since then.


      “So, what’s a student who diligently contributes to society every day doing here? A nasty stalker, maybe?”


      “No, that’s not it…”


      With her fist clenched against her chest, she lowered her head like she was choosing her next words carefully.


      Her tightened hand was trembling, but she appeared more frightened than nervous.


      She looked down for a moment.


      “…It happened five days ago.”


      She gazed at Norman, inviting him closer.


      “She appeared…at Evergrace Academy.”


      “What appeared?”


      “…The Banshee.”
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      “It started late at night last week, when a security guard on night patrol heard a scream. He rushed over and found a student had collapsed.”


      Rebecca’s expression darkened for a moment.


      “It was one of the Philanthropy Club’s founding members…and my best friend. She’s still in the hospital.”


      Sounds bad, Norman thought. He figured voicing his sardonic thoughts to a girl who was clearly suffering might have been a bit cruel.


      “The faculty looked into it right after she—Molly—collapsed, but they found nothing. Then, three days later, the day before yesterday—”


      “Someone else collapsed?”


      “Exactly. This time, two girls. They were also founding members of the club. Also hospitalized.”


      “Oh?” Norman cocked an eyebrow. “And a scream?”


      “Yes. The teacher on night patrol heard it, apparently.”


      “I see. I guess ‘banshee’ is an apt title.”


      A banshee was a fairy or evil spirit from Bristish folklore. There were regional variations, but the basic legend said anyone who heard their screams died. There had yet to be any casualties at Evergrace, but the screams and the victims remaining unconscious for several days were enough for people to make the connection.


      “Three founding members of the club went down, one after another… How many members does your club have?”


      “There are nine of us. I’m the only founding member still unharmed, though.”


      “I see. Hence, you came to us.”


      “Yes.” Rebecca nodded. She was still trembling slightly. “That’s why I consulted Lady Clareth, and she referred me to you, Mr. Hamish.” She spoke as though the words were being forced out of her. “Please, I’d like you to solve the case of the Banshee.”


      “Okay.”


      “Right, of course, you’d be concerned with regards to payment. I—wait, what?”


      “I’ll take the case. And I don’t need you to pay me a thing. I’m certain the headmaster would throw some money my way if I asked.”


      “A-are you sure?!”


      “There’s no reason for me to refuse a referral from Clareth.”


      “See, didn’t I tell you, Rebecca? Leave it to Mr. Norman and everything will be fine. Flawlessly! He’ll solve the case so flawlessly that he’ll go down in Evergrace Academy history!”


      “Ha-ha-ha, that’s a lot of pressure.” Norman laughed. “But Rebecca, there’s just one thing I want to ask.”


      “Y-yes! Anything!”


      “It’s simple. All three victims were founding members from your club, so it only makes sense you’d be targeted next.”


      Rebecca tensed, but Norman pressed on.


      “Do you have any idea why you four would be targeted?”


      “W-well…”


      The girl’s trembling intensified. She looked away and clenched her hands in front of her chest.


      “I think you do.”


      Norman had no conclusive proof. He thought she might get angry at him for suggesting such a thing, but his intuition told him to ask anyway. However, her reaction was intense—first, nerves, then increasing terror as she trembled. And now, Norman saw a surprising emotion take center stage.


      “…Are you feeling…guilty?”


      “…”


      Rebecca deflated and looked down silently for a moment while Norman and Clareth waited.


      “…I do have one idea.”


      Rebecca raised her face, the trembling gone.


      “Um… That’s why I came to you, Mr. Hamish. Molly collapsed, then the other two, and I have reason to think I’m next.” She explained the reason haltingly. “We used to bully a student named Cecile Barker. She took her own life a year and a half ago… I’m afraid this incident might be her ghost seeking revenge.”


      Suddenly, a new voice entered the conversation.


      “Huh? What kind of nonsense is that?”
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      “Wh—?”


      Clareth followed Rebecca’s gaze. A silver-haired girl was in the hallway that connected the living room and bedroom. It was Shizuku. Standing there in only casual clothes, without her usual parka, she fixed Rebecca with the expressionless gaze that Clareth was accustomed to.


      “Cecile was bullied? Suicide? I thought that was an accident. And a ghost? I don’t know who you are, but if you keep spouting bullshit, I’ll get you nine-tenths of the way to the afterlife.”


      “Ti—”


      “Yes?”


      “Tiana Crumb?”


      “…Yeah?”


      Shizuku frowned. Clareth smirked to herself, seeing Shizuku befuddled by the name. Still firmly in place, Shizuku started to speak.


      “…What the hell is this even about?” Shizuku spat, and Norman and Clareth both shrugged.


      Rebecca’s eyes rolled back in her head—the girl fainted. It was as if she’d seen a ghost.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “Cecile Barker was Tiana Crumb’s only friend,” Shizuku said, looking up at Norman. They were on the bed in his private room, and she was using his lap as a pillow.


      Cecile Barker, now passed on, had once been her best friend. Tiana Crumb had been Shizuku’s name when she was just a normal person. Shizuku hadn’t uttered either name in a long time.


      Norman stroked Shizuku’s long hair. “Right.”


      That was all he said. Shizuku was grateful for his concision.


      “Cecile was a normal girl. So,” she continued, “Evergrace allows anyone to enroll, but its student body is mainly made up of aristocratic girls. That meant I, a poor commoner who commuted to school, stuck out like a sore thumb—but Cecile talked to me anyway.”


      She had almost no memories of talking with anyone besides Cecile. She didn’t remember the student from earlier—Rebecca—at all, though they’d apparently been classmates until a year and a half ago.


      “I heard she was from some noble lineage, but she didn’t have a stuck-up or nasty bone in her body. She seemed to be absentmindedly focused on her surroundings, like a small animal—but she didn’t have the same nose for danger.”


      Yes, Cecile was…


      “She was a lot like you, Norman.”


      “Is that…a compliment?” He smirked.


      “The highest compliment I can give.” She smiled in return. “That’s why I can say she wasn’t the kind of girl who’d let some bullies drive her to suicide and become a ghost bent on revenge.” She looked him square in the eyes. “Cecile did die a year and a half ago, but it was in a carriage accident. She was just unlucky. This whole mess about a ghost is ridiculous.”


      “What do you think about the Banshee, then?”


      “It’s obviously an Unlaw. Haven’t you heard anything from your sister?”


      “Nothing yet. Maybe they’re busy with something else.”


      “Useless… So? Are you going to investigate?”


      “Well, sure. Clareth introduced us—I can’t exactly ignore her. And I did tell Rebecca I’d take the case.”


      Norman continued stroking Shizuku’s hair.


      “What will you do?”


      “I’ll go to the academy,” Shizuku declared, and straightened up briskly. “I could care less about the Banshee or whatever, but it pisses me off that Cecile’s being treated like some evil ghost. I’ll clear her name and make that Unlaw kneel at her grave.”


      “Scary.” He gave a weak smile. “I never expected to see you acting on anyone else’s behalf, though.”


      “She’s not anyone. You know, I’m the kind of woman who’d do anything for a friend.”


      A smile bloomed on her face. She paused and added one more thing.


      “I’m full of surprises.”
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      “Sounds like we’re all set, then.”


      Clareth burst into Norman’s room. She was grinning, as usual. Norman and Shizuku stared at her from the bed—she’d been eavesdropping on the whole conversation while nursing the unconscious Rebecca.


      “Looks like it’s me, Shizu, and Mr. Norman on the academy squad. Man, talk about a throwback—the junior-senior duo is back!”


      “…Uh, we didn’t even know each other when we went to the academy.”


      “Don’t sweat the details.”


      “Oh, sorry, I actually can’t set foot on academy grounds.”


      The two girls stared blankly at Norman.


      “The headmaster himself banned me. I’ll back you up however I can, but you two are going to be doing most of the legwork.”


      “Banned… First I’ve heard of it. Is it my fault?”


      “No. The headmaster told me I was ‘toxic to his students,’ and to ‘stay away.’ Pretty harsh, if you ask me.”


      Clareth and Shizuku couldn’t say a thing.
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      Evergrace Academy was in northern Bardium, on the very edge of an aristocratic neighborhood. The gothic-style school had a courtyard, complete with a fountain and lecture halls on its flanks. There were dormitories and a greenhouse, all backed by a small forest. Compared to the city’s heart, this chunk of land seemed frozen in the past.


      One of the classrooms was filled with a strange tension.


      There were rows of long desks, and each of the schoolgirls seated at those desks had the same puzzled expression. Over the past week, the mystery and hospitalization of their classmates had set them all on edge.


      The sight before the students now, however, was even more surreal than the Banshee.


      “I’m Shizuku Teardrop.”


      The silver-haired girl’s introduction stopped there.


      Her name was an odd jumble of words. Her shirt was part of the standard issue uniform, but she wore a long parka instead of a jacket, earmuffs around her neck, gloves, and tights underneath her skirt—every part of her body except her face was covered. What caught the girls’ attention even more was the badge pinned like a brooch to her chest. They’d seen the design before, months ago, on the hat of an upperclassman they all knew well.


      “…Miss Crumb?” someone murmured.


      Shizuku was staring aimlessly, away from the students. They all knew her. She was their classmate who suddenly stopped coming to school a year and a half ago, then dropped out. Since no one had heard from her, rumor was that she’d died. However, the girl who they knew as Tiana had now returned to the academy under a new name. Even the name itself reminded the students of their former upperclassman.


      “U-um… Miss Teardrop? Is that all?” the homeroom teacher asked, unable to hide her puzzlement.


      “Mhm.” Shizuku nodded once and smiled. It was a lopsided smirk that raised only a corner of her lips. “I won’t be having any sort of relationship with any of you. I’m going to disappear soon, so please don’t talk to me.”
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      The same day Rebecca had visited the agency, they’d decided Shizuku would transfer into the academy. Norman had negotiated with the headmaster of Evergrace Academy and managed it. The next day, Shizuku had been on the roster. She was honestly surprised by the speed of the process—either the headmaster was taking things seriously, or Norman was just that good of a negotiator.


      Shizuku didn’t particularly care about the details. She’d come back to Evergrace to track down the truth behind the petty rumors about Cecile—for that, she’d known she’d have to plunge into this spiteful sandbox infested with rich girls.


      “…This sucks.”


      Being forced to sit in real class was a hassle and a half.


      Shizuku was currently in the fencing hall of the gym. Sitting in a corner in her parka and school uniform, she took stock of her surroundings. Long mats were spread over the wide space, and on them, classmates in fencing gear swung their foils. Among them was Rebecca.


      I feel like I’ve done that before…, Shizuku thought. She remembered it not being a match, but basic footwork and lunging practice.


      “Sigh.”


      She didn’t particularly wish to take classes, but since the headmaster had insisted they were required, she didn’t have a choice.


      “I’m participating. I’m participating…”


      Sitting in the corner was technically attending, even if it was a fencing class. She was mulling over the idea of just sleeping through the lesson, when…


      “Do you have a moment?”


      “…”


      “…Excuse me.”


      “…”


      “Are you listening to me, Miss Cru—Teardrop?!”


      “…I believe I told you not to talk to me.”


      Shizuku looked up to see a girl standing in front of her. She had red hair styled in thick curls and was the very image of a wealthy young lady. Shizuku didn’t recognize her, but figured she was a classmate.


      “Are you…not going to join us?” the girl asked Shizuku.


      “Seems pretty obvious to me.”


      “How am I supposed to know, when you don’t speak to anyone and even the teachers avoid you?”


      “Sigh.”


      I’ve just found more trouble, Shizuku thought.


      She hated people, but especially wealthy, aristocratic young women. Social status dominance games, clique rivalries, malicious gossip, and bullying were the norm for these girls. She despised that sort of thing, which is why she hadn’t interacted with other students in the past.


      “And?”


      “Miss Teardrop, may I say something?”


      “Sigh. I told you from the beginning I’m not interested.” A lopsided grin rose on Shizuku’s lips. This was going exactly as she’d expected. “Let’s see… A complaint about my attitude, a cutting remark about how I act in class, or a snide joke about my transfer. Which of the three are you gonna go with?”


      “…Miss Teardrop.” The schoolgirl exhaled. “Are you feeling unwell?”


      “…Hn-wuh?” That caught Shizuku off guard, and she made an embarrassing noise.


      “I’m sure you have your reasons, but if you’re not feeling well, you should be able to rest in the infirmary. I can talk to the teachers for you if you’re apprehensive.”


      “…”


      “Miss Teardrop? Are you okay?”


      “…No, um. Sigh. No… I’m feeling fine.”


      “Oh? Is that so? I suppose I overstepped. Please excuse me.”


      The girl bowed to Shizuku, who was astonished, and took her leave.


      The red-haired girl glanced her way as she spoke to a chestnut-haired girl. Shizuku assumed they were talking behind her back, but the soft smiles on their faces showed no hint of malice. She was able to tell even from a distance—they were relieved Shizuku was all right.


      “…Huh?”


      Her classmates had genuinely been worried about her.


      Stunned by the unfamiliar experience, she heard a shrill voice ring out from the gym entrance.


      “…Ugh.”


      Clareth had entered the gym.


      “Oh, hellooo, girls, how’s everyone doing?” She slowly moved forward, her usual smile pasted on. In one hand she held a wand, and in the other—for some reason—a long pole.


      The change in the atmosphere was electric. The students who had been wielding their foils flocked around her immediately.


      “Lady Clareth! How are you?”


      “Oh, Cathy. You look wonderful.”


      “Thank you for trying my new dessert the other day!”


      “Oh, Patricia, you’re going to make a great wife someday. I’d love to take another taste.”


      “Miss Airystep! The hand cream you told me about worked wonders!”


      “I’m glad. You have lovely hands, Anne—take good care of them.”


      Clareth replied politely to each and every onlooker. Even though she’d interrupted the class, the teacher merely watched and didn’t try to rein in the students.


      After spending a few leisurely minutes responding, Clareth crossed the gym floor.


      “Hey there, Shizu. How’s class?”


      She stood in front of Shizuku, who instantly answered, “Suddenly a whole lot worse.”


      “Sounds like you’re doing great, then.”


      “Tsk…”


      Shizuku clicked her tongue in annoyance, but Clareth’s smile stayed firm.


      “You must be finished investigating, right? You’re sitting around observing in such leisure, after all.”


      “Excuse me? I’ve only just started. Don’t make it sound so simple.”


      For a moment, Clareth raised her eyebrows in rare surprise.


      “Hm. So that can happen.” She nodded, coming to a conclusion that only she knew.


      “Since you’re here, why don’t you get in uniform like everyone else and practice your fencing?”


      “No, thank you. Don’t you have your own classes? Must be nice to be able to slack off.”


      “The headmaster asked me to support you. How about it, Shizu? Why don’t we have a match?”


      “I’ll pass. I’ve never fenced before.”


      “Oh, I thought you’d at least learned the basics?”


      “Did I? I don’t remember.”


      “Good thing.”


      “Huh?”


      “I’m glad I brought this. It’s just a pole with the drama club’s flag taken off, but it should be good enough for class, right?” Clareth said, raising it high. It didn’t seem like it could be used as a weapon.


      “If you’re serious, you’re an idiot, and if you’re joking, you’re not funny,” Shizuku spat, getting to her feet.


      Wanting to avoid the hassle of getting involved, she stepped right past Clareth.


      “Oh, so you’re scared to lose.”


      Shizuku stopped in her tracks.


      “I can’t blame you. Mr. Norman gave me intimate fencing lessons. It’s only natural that a weak shut-in like yourself would chicken out. Oh well.” She spread her arms theatrically and shook her head. “I guess I was asking too much, Shizu. Now then, I’ll be on my way.”


      “Wait.”


      Shizuku turned around and lunged at Clareth.


      “Oh? Goodness, what’s wrong?”


      “Give me the pole.”


      “Hm?”


      “Don’t push your luck, hotshot. I’m trying not to embarrass you in public, but if you wanna force my hand… Also.” A grin crept onto Shizuku’s face. “If you think you’re the only one Norman instructed, you’re dead wrong. Allow me to show you.”


      “Hee-hee. Oh, Shizuku… I think you were just perfect for this place back in the day.”
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      The tension in the gym was palpable—the students gazed anxiously at the face-off.


      In one corner was Clareth Airystep, the Fairy everyone at the academy knew. She was the special upperclassman who always responded to students’ troubles and worries. Despite Evergrace Academy being known for its strict rules, she was allowed to modify her uniform and even skip class. She was the best fencer at the academy.


      In the other, Shizuku Teardrop, who’d just transferred back in. She held a long, thin stick that didn’t look like a weapon in an expert grip.


      “Rebecca, can you give the signal?” Clareth asked.


      “Y-yes…! Miss Teardrop, are you ready?”


      “Ready whenever.”


      Rebecca took a deep breath.


      “In that case…begin!”
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      Clareth stepped forward at the cue.


      She had honed her simple movements through repetition, resulting in fluid, sharp actions. The practice foil she’d borrowed from another student had a blunted tip, but a direct hit from it to Shizuku’s vitals could still cause major injury.


      That was why she thrust the foil right at Shizuku’s throat.


      “Aaaiiieee!”


      Screams rang out from around them as her juniors imagined the foil piercing Shizuku’s throat—but that didn’t happen.


      “Phew.”


      Shizuku stepped forward and spun to dodge. While turning, she used her momentum to swing the pole at Clareth’s shoulder.


      “Oops.”


      Clareth flicked her wrist and shot the pole upward to repel the strike. The pole was light and Shizuku was small, but the centripetal force generated by the strike forced Clareth to step back and reposition. Shizuku immediately spun and followed with another strike.


      “You love to be roundabout, huh?”


      “And you’re ridiculously direct, even with your twisted personality.”


      The sharp sound of strikes rang out while they exchanged barbs.


      Shizuku deftly spun the thin pole, using it to strike at the back of her neck, then twice at her flank, followed by her elbow and fingertips. It was a series of strikes using that same centripetal force—not thrusts—to make sweeping, slamming attacks. She spun dramatically to avoid Clareth’s attacks, shifting straight into countering.


      “You…don’t move like a shut-in.”


      Smirking, Clareth delivered three thrusts to Shizuku’s face, throat, and solar plexus.


      “And you’re…quite bloodthirsty for a well-bred young lady.”


      Shizuku avoided the first strike by turning her head, the second by stepping back, and the third by calmly spinning to defend and attack simultaneously. Striking while on one knee made thrusting with the foil difficult, and she also spun the pole to begin a responding slash.


      Clareth thought she had a good reach. Shizuku was constantly adjusting where she held the long pole and regulated the distance based on the rotation of her body and the pole.


      While attacking, Shizuku gripped the end of the pole, and while dodging, she held the middle to keep her movements small.


      “How about we go a little wild?”


      Clareth grinned from ear to ear. She then rose and faced the girl swinging the pole.


      “Hey, pass.”


      “?!”


      She snapped her wrist, tossing the foil from right hand to left, and briefly raised her right arm to defend. This surprised Shizuku, who froze for a second; Clareth took advantage of the moment of confusion by crossing her left arm over and grabbing the foil out of the air.


      “Oof !”


      She swung her right fist down toward Shizuku’s face.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “Quit belittling me…!” Shizuku spat as she kept moving.


      If anyone looked down on her, she’d kill them—that was Shizuku’s creed. She let go of the pole mid-swing, locked her legs, and swung her arm toward Clareth’s fist.


      “Oh?”


      And she didn’t stop there.


      She kicked off the mat, slipped the pole between Clareth’s legs, and vaulted.


      “Ha, this is what going wild means…!”


      Shizuku slammed Clareth to the ground and kept on going.


      She’d already dropped her weapon. She pinned Clareth’s chest with her left hand and raised her right arm while on top of her.


      “This is payback.”


      Shizuku punched her.


      “Two can play that game.”


      “Guh…?!”


      Clareth slammed her fist into Shizuku’s jaw in a vertical counter.


      The heel of Clareth’s palm deflected Shizuku’s first, which struck the mat instead. Shizuku’s vision wavered. The force of the push was so strong she almost blacked out for a moment. Her body slackened and started reeling toward Clareth.


      “You little…!”


      Shizuku then hopped to her knees and drove them right into Clareth’s stomach.


      “Ugh…?!”


      “Ha-ha…!”


      The guttural sound Clareth produced made Shizuku smirk. Good. She never would have made that sound normally. It was a shame Shizuku couldn’t put her full weight into it after the earlier counterattack, but Clareth must have been in a decent amount of pain, because her ever-present smile—the one that Shizuku hated—faltered.


      “Music to my ears!”


      Still, that wasn’t enough. Now that she’d come this far, Shizuku wanted to mess up the Fairy’s smug face. She raised her fist high, and just as she was about to bring it down…


      “S-stop right there!” someone shouted.


      “Ugh!”


      “Guh!”


      Ignoring the sudden interruption, the two girls rammed their fists into each other’s faces simultaneously.
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      “Miss Teardrop, Miss Airystep—let me be perfectly clear. Young ladies from Evergrace Academy don’t straddle and brawl with others! It’s improper! Especially you, Miss Airystep. If you believe you can do whatever you please, you’re gravely mistaken!”


      Shizuku and Clareth were being lectured in the gym storage room by their homeroom teacher, a short young woman in instructor’s robes. Her braided long, dark red hair and her round glasses made her come across as harmless, but she was radiating anger from every pore.


      Her name was…


      “Right…yes…Ms. Lake.”


      “It’s Clake! Ms. Natalia Clake! I introduced myself earlier, and I was your homeroom teacher for a year and a half !”


      “Oh.”


      “Oh?!”


      “Now now, let’s calm down, Ms. Natalia.”


      “You’re just as bad, Miss Airystep! I know the headmaster asked you to look after Miss Teardrop, and I haven’t said anything about you skipping classes, but that doesn’t mean you can melee with others like some street thug!”


      “Yes, I’m very sorry, Ms. Natalia.”


      “Hilarious. She’s super-pissed, and you’re giving a normal apology.”


      “Miss Teardrop!”


      Natalia then went on and on about how Evergrace Academy students should conduct themselves, but Shizuku was barely listening. To her surprise, Clareth listened to the lecture in earnest—Shizuku had thought she would just smile and argue right back.


      “Well then, do you understand, Miss Teardrop?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “All right. You may return to class. As for you, Miss Airystep…”


      “Yes?”


      “…No, never mind. You may leave, too.” She looked at Clareth with a bitter expression but ultimately dropped the matter.


      Shizuku and Clareth exited the storage room together.


      “Ms. Clake is scary. She’s kind, but she lays down the law when she needs to. I think she hates me.”


      “Wow, so she’s a good judge of character.”


      “Piss off,” Clareth shot back.


      Ignoring Clareth’s smile, which didn’t seem angry at all, Shizuku went to leave the gym.


      “Miss Teardrop! That was amazing!”


      “Whoa.”


      However, Rebecca blocked her way—and it wasn’t just her: The rest of their classmates in the gym swarmed the two Unlaw.


      “You really gave Miss Clareth a run for her money!”


      “Where did you learn martial arts like that?!”


      “Are you okay? Should I take you to the infirmary?”


      “Great job, Lady Clareth!”


      “You handled your foil magnificently!”


      “Both of you were amazing!”


      “Hey… Wh… Don’t come any closer.”


      Overwhelmed by their energy, Shizuku pulled her hood down further and tried to back away, but there were people behind her, too. She was trapped.


      “All right. Calm down, everyone. Shizu is shy. No touching.”


      “M-Miss Clareth.”


      “Keep your distance and just talk to her. Think of her as a stray cat.”


      “Miss Clareth…!”


      The students politely kept their distance. They continued peppering Shizuku with praise and questions about her technique with the pole until the period was over. Natalia had come out of the storage room, but neither she nor Clareth tried stopping them like Shizuku hoped they would. Instead, they watched quietly.


      Shizuku had rarely been in a crowd since becoming an Unlaw a year and a half ago—in fact, she’d avoided them.


      Mostly importantly, in their eyes, she only saw pure, bright, and kind emotions. It was completely different from when she’d been a student. Back then, what she’d felt was suffocating malice and envy and the darkness of animosity.


      The bright, pure smiles of the girls in front of her felt surreal.


      It was as though she had been sucked into a fairytale.
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      Shizuku returned to the academy. She was staying in the dorms for the time being. She had to—the Banshee appeared at night, after all.


      “So I guess that makes us temporary roomies, Shizu. Here’s to us?”


      Shizuku couldn’t help but wonder if being paired with Clareth was some kind of punishment. What she’d noticed first upon entering the room was how big it was, and how much stuff there was. It dwarfed the living room of Norman’s lodgings and seemed almost too large for a student room. On the far end of the room was a large sliding glass door, which led to a balcony.


      On the right side of the room, there was a study desk, a bed, a large suitcase, and two violin cases. The left side was crowded with various things: another desk, a dressing table, and shelves holding books and various small knickknacks. Shizuku’s eye was drawn to the cello case in one corner. She took one last look at the half of the room that overflowed with stuff, then back to the half that was empty.


      “Miss Clareth… I didn’t know you were so bad at interior decor. I feel for you.”


      “Hee-hee. I cleared out everything just because I knew you’d be coming.”


      “How considerate. Not that I’ll be staying for more than a few days.”


      “But if I’d left my things where they were, you would’ve complained, right?”


      “Now then, my suitcase…”


      Shizuku went through her luggage, ignoring her roommate’s chatter. Her suitcase held several days’ worth of clothes and some basic toiletries. The two violin cases contained one folded-up sniper rifle and one actual violin.


      She checked the cases’ contents and confirmed everything was in order, then took a seat on the bed.


      “Well? Gotten anywhere in the investigation?”


      “…I’ve only been here half a day.”


      Shizuku sighed. She considered ignoring Clareth, but Clareth was the type who’d probably keep on talking until she got a reaction. When Shizuku sat, Clareth sat down on her own bed, and they faced each other from across the room.


      “The Banshee only shows up at night, right? It’s impossible to investigate during the day,” said Shizuku. Then something occurred to her. “This academy is basically your playground, isn’t it?”


      “I can’t say I like your phrasing, but I won’t deny it.” The girl with the heterochromatic eyes smiled, waving her wand.


      “How much have you looked into the incident?”


      “I spent the first two nights after monitoring the academy with my ability.”


      “Two whole nights…”


      Clareth frowned at the curt reply. “Like I said, from sunset to midnight, I used my Hand to monitor the school building, along with the teachers and security guards.”


      “…That’s crazy.” Shizuku cringed a little. She’d fought against Distortion Types who manipulated the properties of surrounding matter before, but she didn’t know any Unlaw other than Clareth who could keep up such a wide range for twelve hours straight.


      “It’s not as hard as you think. I didn’t find any abnormalities, either. At least, not for those two days.”


      “What about the night on the third day?”


      “I was pretty worn out by then—or rather, the headmaster yelled at me to get some sleep.” The way Clareth shrugged made Shizuku think she looked a bit like Norman.


      “…You actually listen to the teachers here?”


      “Well, I am a student. At that point, I thought it was a one-off incident. I had no idea there’d be two victims the second time. We never even confirmed the involvement of an Unlaw.”


      “But then the second round happened.”


      “Right. And it happened just as I was resting.”


      “Doesn’t that seem a little too…convenient?”


      “Mr. Norman always thinks of the worst-case scenario first, too.”


      “Urgh…”


      “The Banshee Unlaw knows I’m one and is tracking my movements to some degree, and she has her guard up—at least, that’s what I believe. That’s why I went to the detective agency for help.”


      “…Makes sense.”


      “It was also to reassure Rebecca.”


      “Hm.”


      “Problem?”


      “No, it’s just…you’re really popular with people here, and you actually seem to care about them.”


      “Just how awful do you think I am?”


      “Do you want to know?”


      “Hee-hee. Better not. I’ve had enough pointless fighting.”


      She brushed it off with a smile, and Shizuku didn’t press on. She knew she tended to snap back when provoked, but she didn’t particularly like fighting. She just didn’t want anyone to look down on her.


      “Anyway…did you find out anything about that friend of yours?” Clareth asked.


      “Do I have to tell you?”


      “You do realize how well-connected I am around here, don’t you?”


      Shizuku hesitated for a moment. She didn’t like talking about what really mattered to her with anyone but Norman—and she especially didn’t want to share with Clareth. Still, if it meant finding a lead on Cecile, she couldn’t risk holding back.


      “After fencing, on the way back to the classroom, Rebecca told me how they used to bully Cecile.”


      “…Right there? Didn’t it make things awkward?”


      “Sure it did.”


      Rebecca, of course, and all the students surrounding Shizuku had been speechless. But Shizuku could have cared less about their feelings.


      “And here I bothered to crash your class and set up this whole ‘the mysterious, foul-mouthed transfer student is talented enough to go toe-to-toe with everyone’s favorite’ schtick for you,” Clareth boasted.


      “Huh…? I never asked you to do any of that…”


      In any case, after listening to Rebecca, one thing became clear.


      “…The bullying definitely happened.” Shizuku still couldn’t believe it. “As for the particulars, it was your usual stuff. Gossip behind her back, hiding her belongings, splashing water on her in the bathroom… Petty things.”


      “Did anything come to mind?”


      “…Well, I always thought she was clumsy. She often lost her things and claimed she had tripped and fallen. That’s why she was wet and muddy.”


      “But in reality…”


      “Now, I wonder why I didn’t pick up on it.” Shizuku looked away from Clareth and out the window. She could see the faint reflection of her face in the glass, and beyond that lay the darkened forest. Tiana Crumb’s appearance hadn’t changed much in a year and a half, but back then, her hair had only reached her shoulders, and she had never tried to cover up as much of her body as possible by wearing earmuffs, gloves, an oversized parka, and tights.


      She had just followed the dress code and worn her uniform. That’s how she’d looked when she’d stood beside Cecile.


      “When we were together, she didn’t seem like she was being bullied at all.” That was the part that didn’t ring true to her. “Wouldn’t there have been signs?”


      “Like what?”


      “I’d traumatize anyone who bullied me so badly. They’d faint just from seeing my face.”


      “You’re more of a punk than a gloomy rich girl.”


      “Rude. Anyway, Cecile never seemed angry or depressed. That’s why I think the idea of her seeking revenge is ridiculous. Besides…”


      “Besides?”


      “…No, it’s nothing.”


      “Hmmm.”


      When Shizuku looked back at Clareth, her cheeks were forming a familiar curve that Shizuku was sick of seeing—that unreadable fairylike smile. Normally, Shizuku would have scoffed and brushed it off, but those eyes of Clareth’s seemed to see right through her—it was unsettling.


      “Speaking of worrisome signs, what happened to those girls? It’s all sunshine and rainbows now. When I asked them about the bullying, they didn’t even seem bothered by it. That’s not normal.”


      “I don’t think you have any sense of what’s ‘normal.’ ”


      Clareth looked down and twirled her wand. That was all the proof Shizuku needed.


      “You’re a Distortion Type… You did something to them, didn’t you?”


      “What an awful thing to say.” Clareth shrugged. “I won’t deny the academy was an awful place to be in the past. All I did was persuade them to take a good look at themselves. Thankfully, everyone took my advice, reformed, and the academy is at peace.”


      “Peace? Sounds more like brainwashing to me.”


      “Oh please, Shizu. All I did was ask with a smile.” Clareth flashed her trademark grin. She was as shady as could be.


      “Well, whatever.” Shizuku sighed and stopped thinking. It didn’t matter to her why Clareth had done what she did.


      “Things aren’t so bad anymore, are they?”


      “It just gives me the creeps.”
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      The academy was tranquil beneath the moonlight. Shizuku enjoyed the quiet night air—it was clear, with nothing unnecessary. At home, she liked to crack a window late at night to take a deep breath. She despised working with Cartesius, but walking through the streets late at night with Norman was enjoyable. Free of her hood, she could feel the night air more intimately.


      “…And yet, here I am, stuck with you.”


      Shizuku walked down a dark hallway alongside her fellow Unlaw, Clareth, who replied, “You’re cold as ice. You even went and changed out of the uniform.”


      In response, Shizuku looked down at her own chest. The flat terrain was covered not with the school uniform she’d worn during the day, but her own clothes.


      “This is easier to move in. And I don’t like matching with you.”


      “Then why did you wear it during the day?”


      “If I keep it, it might turn Norman on. Like cosplay.”


      “Huh, what a thing to do to the uniform of a historic academy.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from someone who’s completely remodeled theirs.”


      “Isn’t it stylish?”


      “If you call attention-seeking stylish, then sure.”


      “Tit for tat. Let’s make nice, Shizu.”


      They listened to their echoing footsteps.


      “How would you define ‘making nice’?”


      “Who knows? I don’t have any friends myself, so I can’t say. I heard that Miss Lonsday and Miss Eltiel got along so well they caused two of the city’s catacombs to cave in—but I’d rather not do that here at the Academy.”


      “There’s really something wrong with you.” Shaking her head, Shizuku adjusted the strap on her shoulder. Connected to it was a sniper rifle as tall as she was.


      “That just seems out of place at a school.”


      “Says the person walking around with a hidden sword.”


      There was no answer, just the rap of Clareth’s wand. Shizuku knew that inside that emerald-green wand lay a sharp blade. She’d even been slashed with it a month and a half ago—though she’d returned fire with her bullets.


      “So, why are we here in the middle of the night?”


      “A stakeout,” the Fairy said curtly. “Mr. Norman negotiated with the headmaster to have all patrols pulled starting yesterday. I also told Rebecca not to go out during nighttime and sealed her door and windows with my Hand. She can’t get out of her room at night.”


      “You imprisoned her…”


      “I’d like to say I protected her. In any case, the Banshee may be targeting the founding members of the Philanthropy Club, but she won’t be able to touch them directly. The question is, what will she do then? Judging from what happened to the victims, I’d say she’s a Lurking Type.”


      Shizuku agreed with her. The abilities of Unlaw were diverse, but the only kind able to inflict mental damage without causing physical injuries were basic Lurking Types.


      “Exploiting Cecile’s death to cause an incident is also a method devious enough for a Lurking Type.”


      “Shapeshifting Types and Deviation Types would leave physical injuries or traces behind at the crime scenes themselves. If it was a Distortion Type…”


      “Then what?”


      “Whatever their objective, I’d be the first target.”


      “That makes sense.”


      To a Distortion Type that sought to interfere with its surroundings, Clareth, who had an enormous amount of influence over the Academy, would be a major inconvenience.


      “And? What would a Lurking Type do at a time like this?”


      “They would stealthily attack the two idiots wandering around the school at night.”


      “I’m actually hoping for that outcome. I’d like to wrap this up tonight. So.” Clareth stopped deliberately and smiled at Shizuku. “I’m counting on you.”


      “…This sucks.”
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      After wandering through the school, Shizuku stopped in front of a door.


      “That’s the music room. Is something the matter?” Clareth asked from right next to her.


      “…”


      Shizuku ignored her and pushed open the door, which was heavy with soundproofing, and went inside. The music room was eerily empty. The first thing that caught her eye were the long desks for students. There was a blackboard in front of them, and a grand piano next to them. Portraits of past musicians hung on the walls. Various instrument cases had been left on a shelf near the window.


      “…”


      Shizuku found herself standing in front of the row of instrument cases, trying to calm her breathing.


      “Shizu?”


      “There was a cello in your room. Do you play?”


      For some reason Clareth hesitated for a few seconds before replying, “…I guess. I sometimes play it during classes or events.”


      “Cecile was the reason I took up the violin.”


      Shizuku instantly regretted saying that. She hadn’t even shared that info with Norman. Telling Clareth about it didn’t feel very good. If Clareth started teasing her like usual, Shizuku would shut it down with a sarcastic reply.


      “…”


      Behind her, Clareth stayed uncharacteristically silent. Shizuku kept talking even though she found it strange.


      “Back then, I couldn’t play the violin, but Cecile invited me to play with her in a recital. I did give her the unreasonable task of composing a piece first, though.”


      Shizuku traced the instrument cases in front of her with a finger. They gleamed coldly under the pale blue light streaming through the window.


      “You didn’t want to do it?”


      “…Well, I guess. But if she actually went to the trouble of composing something, then I’d have to give it my all, too.”


      “I see.”


      Shizuku sensed a smirk, but chose to ignore it. However, she was troubled. Back then, she’d demanded full effort from others so she could give her all, too.


      “She was a strong girl.”


      But she was ordinary, and she’d always kept her ordinariness despite her strength—which Shizuku had liked about her. At least, Cecile had given more of an impression of strength than the previous students of the academy, who had altered their attitudes based on social background or physical appearance.


      “…Strong, huh.”


      When Shizuku looked back, Clareth had melted into the shadows. The light from the window didn’t reach her lower half, and her eyes shined eerily in the darkness.


      “!”


      Shizuku gasped involuntarily. Clareth always wore a pasted-on smile. Even a single day after returning to the academy, she’d seen it enough to be sick of it.


      But the eyes that looked out at her from the darkness weren’t smiling at all. Their gaze was sharp and seemed to pry into Shizuku’s very soul.


      “Shizu, are you—?” the Fairy tried to ask Tear Blossom.


      “!”


      But Clareth suddenly turned her attention toward the music room door.


      “Wh-what is it?”


      “…Someone entered the school building.”


      “…The Unlaw?”


      With a tap of her wand, Clareth said, “Definitely. They deflected my Hand. Like I thought, it feels like a Lurking Type.”


      “And what does that feel like?”


      “A Lurking Type ability used on others feels like the air is undulating. Same as yours. That’s probably just how I sense it, but when my opponent’s a Distortion Type, it feels like we’re fighting for territory.”


      “Huh… To me, your Hand just feels like a cacophony.”


      “Hmm. Interesting. How do the other types sound to you?”


      “More cacophonies.”


      “Do you even know what that word means?”


      “Unpleasant sounds, right?”


      “…All right, well, how about we go see the Banshee together?”
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      Shizuku and Clareth walked down the hallway. Clareth said the Banshee was in the courtyard, and when Shizuku asked how Clareth had sensed her, Clareth replied, “I read the flow of air. Even sealed rooms still have some airflow. But I can only sense shapes, so if someone I know is dressed differently than usual, I might not be able to tell it’s them. I can still detect presences even from far away, though. You have an ability like that, too, right?”


      “Yeah… Ripple?”


      Shizuku thought about her own ability. Echo Howling: Ripple was directed at a single target—a weaker version of her primary Echo Howling skill.


      “I guess you would say I’m just provoking them with sound. It’s different from sensing them. When I’m dealing with Unlaw, our abilities clash and interfere with each other.”


      “Hm. Could it be a matter of visualization? It seems useful for searching, though. What did Mr. Norman say?”


      “He said if I could pick up the interference in the target I used Ripple on, I might be able to use it for recon—but we don’t have any solid proof.”


      “Hm… Like a tuning fork? The sound waves vibrate together.”


      “That’s… Ripple echoes between things that are far apart. A tuning fork shakes because the prongs are close together, right?”


      “Could be. Well, I guess it’s all about how you visualize it.”


      “Yes.” Shizuku nodded, feeling a strange sense of unease. She never imagined discussing her ability with Clareth, who was as chatty as ever today, but also strangely kind.


      The image of Clareth’s eyes in the music room flashed through Shizuku’s mind. She’d always thought Clareth had an aloof personality, but something seemed different. What had the Fairy been thinking then, and what had she been about to say? Shizuku didn’t know. She’d never been good at reading others. After all, she hadn’t even noticed Cecile was being bullied.


      “…Sigh.”


      Her thoughts became jumbled, and Shizuku found it difficult to think.


      Just then, she heard a sound.


      “?!”


      It was unlike anything she’d heard before, piercing directly into her head instead of her ears, and making her heart flutter.


      “Shizu, did you feel that?”


      “…I did. What was that sound?”


      “Sound?” Clareth stopped. “I didn’t hear anything.”


      “What? Didn’t you hear that crazy noise just now?”


      “Not at all. I just felt an odd quiver in the air.”


      “…”


      They’d sensed two entirely different things. Things that couldn’t be explained, but certainly existed.


      “An Unlaw.”


      “Yep. We were just attacked, or we’re about to be.”


      And then it came.
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      Shizuku hadn’t recognized it as attack. Standing at the end of the hallway was a single silhouette.


      “What?”


      A girl wearing the academy uniform, ordinary except for her light orange hair. This girl was no longer of this world. She’d died. It was Shizuku’s friend, Cecile Barker.


      Cecile stared dimly at Shizuku and Clareth from the end of the hallway.


      “Why?” Shizuku asked, and she realized what a foolish thing she’d said as soon as the word left her mouth.


      This was obviously the work of an Unlaw ability. It wasn’t clear if Rebecca’s fears had been correct, but if the enemy was a Lurking Type, illusions were possible. What Shizuku had heard and Clareth had felt earlier was an attack by the Banshee. Experience told them that much.


      “…!”


      But Shizuku couldn’t move.


      “Tiana.”


      Next came a voice from behind her. Before she knew it, something was embracing her. Silver hair entered her vision, and a familiar voice made her glance back over her shoulder.


      “…Mom?”


      The woman looked just like Shizuku but older. It was Tiana’s mother. Her heart screamed this couldn’t be possible. Unlike Cecile, her mother was still alive. A year and a half ago, however, she’d been caught up in Echo Howling’s rampage and now lived in the royal capital. There was no way she could be here; she had to be an illusion.


      “But…I can feel it…”


      She definitely felt the sensation of being hugged from behind.


      “Tiana, how could you do that to me?”


      “…!”


      Voice cracking, she pushed her mother away and turned around, gripping her sniper rifle.


      “This is worse than I imagined, Shizu.”


      She stood next to Clareth, who also had her wand at the ready. She noticed an older man standing next to her mother.


      “Who’s that?”


      “My daddy.”


      “…He’s pretty attractive for an older guy.”


      “Your mom’s pretty, too… This is bad. Our words have no bite anymore.”


      “Who cares about that? What’s going on here?”


      Shizuku was positive it wasn’t real, and by the looks of it, they were both seeing the same thing.


      “I actually felt something touch me.”


      “Me too. This is no mere illusion.”


      As they spoke, the illusions changed. Shizuku’s mother held a kitchen knife, and Clareth’s father gripped a short sword. And that wasn’t all.


      “…At your six.”


      “Right.”


      Footsteps sounded behind them, and when they turned, new illusions had shown themselves.


      “…Dad.”


      “My mommy’s there, too.”


      Shizuku’s father and Clareth’s mother. They held an ax and long gun respectively.


      “Doesn’t…that seem like quite the crowd?”


      It wasn’t just their two parents who had been added. There were over a dozen figures standing in the hallway. Shizuku recognized about half the faces.


      “Half of them are my neighbors—armed to the teeth, with vacant eyes, though.”


      “The others look a lot like servants from my parents’ home, or family. They’re not dead or anything, but they shouldn’t be here, especially at this time of night.”


      “…I’ve gotten used to a lot of odd stuff, but this is too creepy.”


      “I agree. Now, next we should have…”


      With that, the phantoms suddenly pounced.
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      Shizuku and Clareth’s parents, neighbors, and relatives. All of them illusions created by the Unlaw’s ability. But Shizuku had no intention of holding back against them. Neither she nor Clareth would go easy on illusions just because they looked like loved ones.


      They raised their respective wand and gun—


      “?”


      —and froze. They couldn’t move.


      Shizuku tried to, but when she did, she was hit by a strange sensation—hesitation, or perhaps aversion. The kind of feeling where she knew she had to move, but didn’t want to. She gave Clareth a sidelong glance and saw she was similarly paralyzed.


      “Miss Clareth? Are you really the type to hold back from attacking your own relatives?”


      “Ha-ha-ha. If I were, my life would’ve been a lot easier. I’m in a bit of a pinch, though. I can’t seem to attack. Seeing as you can’t either, I’d wager this is our enemy’s ability.”


      Shizuku didn’t have time to ponder what Clareth meant. From front and back, the illusions approached them with hollow eyes. Their pace was only a brisk walk, but when Shizuku thought about how being embraced from behind by her mother had felt, she realized they must have substance and would be able to inflict damage.


      “Oh, that knife is my mother’s favorite! She broke it after a month of living by herself…!”


      “Yeah, that’s a problem. The sword Daddy’s holding is the one that used to hang in our foyer.”


      Clareth touched her hat.


      “How about this?”


      She rapped her wand on the ground.


      “?!”


      The illusions suddenly stopped in their tracks, but Shizuku couldn’t tell what had happened.


      “Hey, explain this to me. I don’t know what your ability’s doing.”


      “Oh, just go with it. I can’t see your ability with the naked eye, either.”


      “So what did you do?”


      “I made a wall. Hm, I don’t think they’ll be able to break it, given they’re illusions.”


      As directed, Shizuku looked at the illusions. They were pantomiming, but seemed to be stopped by the wall. However, it didn’t get to the root of the problem.


      “Let’s get out of here. This is making me sick.”


      “…I couldn’t agree more.”


      Unlike Shizuku’s mother earlier, these illusions didn’t speak. Instead, they moaned as if in delirium.


      Clareth headed to the classroom directly next door, crossed the room and opened the window wide.


      “We’re gonna jump.”


      “Um, we’re on the third floor!”


      As soon as the words left Shizuku’s mouth, Clareth tapped her wand on the ground.


      “Spriggan Hand: Label!”


      “…That name doesn’t give me any clue as to what the plan is.”


      “You complain a lot. I lined up some Labels in the shape of a staircase outside. Come with me.”


      “That makes sense. Why didn’t you tell me the name in the first place?”


      “Where’s the elegance in that? My Hand has the advantage because it’s invisible. I only tap the wand to control things, or to let to Mr. Norman know I’m using it.”


      “Sigh. You’re a pain.”


      “Right back at you.”
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      After their brief mid-air walk, they found themselves in the greenhouse outside of the school building. They reinforced the outer walls with Clareth’s Label to create a temporary safe zone.


      “…Why is there a tea garden in the greenhouse?”


      Various flowers bloomed in the square, twenty-meter-wide greenhouse, and at its center sat a chic table and chairs. There was even a stove for boiling water.


      “This is where I come to skip class or counsel students. Besides, it’s basically my greenhouse at this point. I even take care of the flowers.”


      “Huh… Must be nice to have a setup like this.”


      “Thanks. I’d love to brew some tea, but I don’t think we have the time for it. I’ve got water and snacks, though. Want some?”


      “Got any chocolate?”


      “There are cookies with chocolate chips in them.”


      Clareth took a basket containing an assortment of baked goods from the shelf and showed it to Shizuku, who sat down. Clareth sat across from her, and the two began eating the baked goods.


      “…Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve seen you eat anything,” Shizuku mused, watching Clareth tear off a piece of a sugar-coated madeleine and put it in her mouth.


      “Oh? Really?”


      “Yeah. I’ve seen you drink tea at the agency, though.”


      “Hm. Mr. Norman gives a lot of good advice, but he gets angry if I eat whatever I want.”


      “I know.” Shizuku liked chocolate candy, but lately she only ate the low-sugar kind that Norman got for her. She didn’t mind them, though.


      “And?”


      “Well, it’s pretty simple. I only want to eat sweets. I hate vegetables, and I can barely stand meat and fried foods.”


      “…”


      Shizuku was stunned by the childish remark. It didn’t match the Fairy’s image at all.


      “Hang on. Don’t you gain weight?”


      “I don’t. It’s just how my body is. Mr. Norman still says it’s bad for me to only eat sweets, though.”


      That wasn’t a satisfying answer.


      “Well, whatever. Anyway, what’s your take on what happened back there?”


      Clareth answered the question with a question of her own: “What kind of ability do you think it is?”


      “I think it’s similar to mine,” Shizuku shot back immediately. Given their history together, they had a decent idea of each other’s abilities—and now they were comparing notes.


      “The initial sound I heard must be a trigger to interfere with supernatural abilities. The basic function seems to be inducing hallucinations based on guilt or trauma.”


      “There are two secondary effects: making you believe the illusion is real and causing hesitation when you try to attack. It made me…not want to fight. Same with you, yes?”


      “It was the same feeling as when you have so much homework to do: You just give up. You have something to do, but don’t want to—that feeling amplified dozens of times over.”


      “So says the shut-in. Anyway, it’s a pretty clever combo.”


      “A Category Three Lurking Type.”


      “That sounds about right.” Clareth shrugged and took another bite of the madeleine. “The real issue is how it makes us hesitate to attack. For us Unlaw, the strength of our powers is tied to our emotions, so amplifying that feeling of not wanting to attack is a real problem. And even if we did attack illusions of our families, we wouldn’t feel very good about it.”


      “Maybe my Echo Howling can offset that.”


      “Can it?”


      “If it uses sound to trigger trauma in a similar way, it should work.”


      “Hm… I hope so.”


      “What? You picking a fight with me?”


      “It’s not your ability that worries me. Remember what happened first? Cecile Baker—can you manifest your ability to attack an illusion of her?”


      “Well…”


      Shizuku faltered and looked down.


      “Hold on.”


      She raised her head quickly and saw the Fairy smiling in front of her, surrounded by flowers and bathed in moonlight, her heterochromatic eyes shining like they had in the music room.


      “Did you know Cecile?” Shizuku asked.


      Cecile had never mentioned Clareth, or vice-versa, so Shizuku had assumed they hadn’t known each other.


      “Yeah. I just didn’t mention it.”


      “Why?”


      Shizuku wasn’t even sure what she was asking.


      Why had Cecile been acquainted with Clareth? Why had Clareth said nothing about it? Cecile and Clareth had attended the same school, so it wouldn’t be strange if they had been acquainted, but Shizuku was unsettled.


      Before she could regain her composure, Clareth said, “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, too, ever since the music room.”


      “What is it?”


      “So, Shizu… You came here to defend Cecile’s reputation. To that end, you questioned Rebecca and the others about her behavior and investigated.”


      Shizuku rose to her feet without thinking. She had a bad feeling.


      But Clareth ignored her and kept going.


      “Why didn’t you use your Vision?”
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      “Well…”


      Clareth saw Shizuku sway slightly.


      The reason was simple—Shizuku, a shut-in, hadn’t come to the academy to stop the Banshee. She’d come to clear up the rumors that Rebecca and the others believed about Cecile Barker seeking revenge.


      “You’re the one of us most qualified to uncover the truth about what happened. No matter how great the detective, they still need to deduce things from remnants of the past. But you can just touch your surroundings.”


      Vision, which heard the echoes of the past.


      Cecile Barker was human—she was no invisible Unlaw. Clareth was well aware of that.


      “If you want to clear her name, you should’ve just used Vision. To be honest, when I saw you in class or in the room at dusk, I was surprised you were just watching the lessons and doing normal questioning.”


      It was the kind of thing a normal detective did—but Shizuku was no normal detective.


      If she’d used Vision, she wouldn’t have had to question anyone to get close to the truth. Except she hadn’t done that.


      “Well, that’s fine. If you want to go through that process to reach your best friend’s truth, then I respect that. But if the Banshee meddles with your memories or trauma, that’s a whole different kettle of fish. I don’t want your reason for not using Vision to make us vulnerable.”


      Clareth stared at Shizuku, who was deathly pale and biting her lip. She looked like a child caught hiding something.


      “…Good grief. I feel like I’m bullying you.”


      Sighing, Clareth rose and headed to one of the nearby flower beds. She held up a pale orange blossom blooming in the darkness of night.


      “This is a pale orange ranunculus.”


      “…What about it?”


      Clareth started digging in the soil of the flower bed and quickly found what she was looking for. In the bed was a small candy tin, slightly larger than the palm of her hand. She brushed the earth from it and lifted the lid. Inside were several folded pieces of paper.


      “Cecile’s composition.”


      “?!”


      Shizuku was stunned. Clareth stepped closer.


      “How…did you get that…?” Shizuku asked.


      “This will tell you everything.” Clareth handed over the music score. “If you look at this, you can find out what you wanted to know about Cecile’s past, and I can put my fears about the Banshee to rest. If you think you can handle it, I’ll leave it up to your ability, and if not, I’ll come up with another way.”


      Clareth waited while Shizuku stared at the sheet music for a while.


      Then…


      “…Fine.” She took off her gloves. “This is terrible. I haven’t even told Norman yet.”


      “By the way, I didn’t tell him directly about Cecile, but just enough that if he hears about it, he’ll think, ‘Oh, so that’s what she meant.’ ”


      “Tsk…”


      Shizuku placed her bare hands on the sheet music.


      “Echo Howling: Vision.”


      The two listened to history’s reverberations.
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      Clareth saw the past reconstructed in sound.


      They were in the foyer of an apartment. An orange-haired girl in a uniform was speaking to the door.


      “Hey, Tiana, why don’t you come out? There’s no one in the apartment, and your mom and dad are…”


      Several seconds passed.


      “ ‘Go home’… Why?”


      Clareth assumed Shizuku had said something from the other side of the door.


      Vision didn’t show Unlaw, meaning this was probably after Shizuku had awakened. She’d caused an incident of group psychosis at her home and had trembled alone in her room until Norman had become her guardian.


      “Don’t say that. We’re friends. Listen, I’m almost done with that piece I talked about, and I somehow managed to get that upperclassman to help, so why don’t we—”


      There was another short pause. The girl’s breath hitched, and she looked down at her feet.


      “…That’s not true. Hey.” She smiled, speaking through the door and on the verge of tears. “I need you, Tiana.”


      The world suddenly shifted.
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      Shizuku looked at the changed world. They were somewhere on school grounds.


      “…You’re persistent. I told you I didn’t want to do it.”


      “Don’t say that. I’m begging you!”


      Cecile was chasing after the girl at a quick pace. It was Clareth, but unlike the present, she had no hat or modified uniform, and no wand. Above all, she wasn’t smiling. She walked without even a glance at Cecile; her gaze was cold, disinterested.


      “I want to perform at the recital with you and my best friend! I’ve even written a piece!”


      “I guess you don’t get it. I’ve only played an instrument in class and I’m not very good at it. I have no interest in the recital. Besides…”


      Clareth stopped and turned to Cecile, rejection clear in her heterochromatic eyes. Her gaze was detached, as though she’d given up on the world. For Shizuku, it was like seeing herself reflected in a mirror.


      “I’ve heard about you. You’re the girl who’s totally dependent on her friends, right? So what brought you here alone?”


      “…Tiana’s a little busy right now. She’s not even coming to school.”


      “Oh, I see. Then you can’t do the recital, anyway,” Clareth said dismissively, then turned her back on Cecile and walked off once again.


      Cecile still called out after her. “Miss Clareth, I won’t give up! It’s because Tiana’s not here that I—I…have to try my best!”


      The world shifted again.
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      “Huff…huff…”


      “I see…this…uh…feels strange…”


      The strain that immediately followed Vision had hit Shizuku. Clareth was smiling but also sweating profusely.


      It was more exhausting than the Vision Shizuku normally used—perhaps because she was listening to the pasts of two people simultaneously. No, more importantly—


      “…It was you? The one Cecile said she spoke to…?”


      The upperclassman Cecile had mentioned when inviting her to the recital just before Shizuku became an Unlaw had been the very woman before her now.


      “Well, yeah… I knew her because I’d blown her off like that.”


      “Why didn’t you say anything?”


      “I thought you’d figure it out on your own faster.” She shrugged and changed the subject. “Was just now the reason you didn’t want to use Vision?”


      “…I wonder myself. I wasn’t even aware of it until you pointed out I should have used Vision. I was probably unconsciously avoiding it.”


      Shizuku smiled softly, like she was talking about someone else.


      “If nothing else, that’s the exact reason I believe Cecile didn’t take her own life. Do you get it?” she asked. “She wouldn’t try and get revenge on Rebecca and the other girls, because…” Shizuku smiled. “If she had really killed herself and wanted revenge, she’d come for me.”
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      Her smile is just like a flower, Clareth thought. A bud in the darkness, refusing to bloom around anyone who couldn’t endure it—after all, its blossoming would hurt others.


      “I told her back then we weren’t friends anymore. I told her to leave me alone. That I didn’t need her. I said those things and rejected her. Then she died the next day. They said it was an accident, but I couldn’t help thinking it was my fault.”


      She let go of the sheet music, her long silver hair shimmering under the moonlight as she bared her soul.


      “Vision shows what happened, but not what anyone was thinking. I believed Cecile wouldn’t have killed herself over what I’d said, so I convinced myself it was an accident.”


      “Why did you think that?”


      “Because she was strong,” Shizuku said. “She became friends with someone like me, even though she was being bullied. That’s why I didn’t believe she’d take her life over something so trivial.”


      “…I see.”


      In the night, surrounded by countless flowers, Shizuku’s twisted smile could even be called beautiful, so much so that Clareth thought she might be better suited to the name Fairy than herself.


      “Were you scared?” she asked.


      “…Maybe,” Shizuku replied. “I was afraid that if I used Vision, I’d find out it was my fault she died. It’s laughable. I didn’t do what I should have done because I was afraid of getting hurt, like some normal girl—”


      “That’s not true,” Clareth blurted out despite herself. It felt uncharacteristic, yet like something she had to do.


      “Hey, Shizu?”


      “…What?”


      “It’s okay to let yourself feel things.”


      “…”


      Shizuku’s eyes widened for a few seconds.


      “You sound just like Norman.”


      “Yeah, I actually stole that line from him.”


      “Pfft… Ha-ha… That’s so dumb…”


      “Hee-hee. I guess it didn’t work.”


      Shizuku shook with laughter, and Clareth did the same, covering her mouth with her hand.


      “I know.”


      “All right. So? What are we going to do?”


      “Let’s go see the Banshee.”


      Shizuku frowned in puzzlement. “So, the Banshee really is related to Cecile.”


      “Of course. Every bit as much as you.”


      “…Um, do you know who the Banshee is?”


      “I do.”


      “Since when?”


      “Since she deliberately projected the illusion of Cecile at us. That was a message in its own way. Either way, we have to stop her.”


      “You make it sound like she has some other agenda, too.”


      “She does.”


      “Huh?”


      “Shizu.”


      What Clareth needed to do was…


      “We’re going to clear up your little misunderstanding.”
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      The Banshee stood in the center of the vast courtyard, with her back to the fountain. Shizuku cocked her head in puzzlement when she saw her.


      “…Who’s that?”


      It was a short woman with long, tangled hair that hid her face. Her chest filled out her white dress impressively even from far away, but Shizuku couldn’t place her.


      “…You know, that’s not one of your more endearing traits,” Clareth muttered beside her.


      “Huh?” Shizuku started to reply, when—


      “She’s right, Tiana Crumb.”


      At the voice, Shizuku’s eyes snapped to the Banshee. Shizuku knew the voice. In fact, she’d heard it just today. The hairstyle and clothes were completely different, but if she focused, there was only one person who came to mind.


      “…Ms. Clake?”


      “Oh, well done. I didn’t even think you’d remember my name.”


      It was Natalia Clake, Tiana’s old homeroom teacher, now Clareth’s, who’d lectured them earlier.


      “…I see. So that’s how it is.”


      “You’re not surprised?”


      “I am, but I guess I was unconsciously narrowing down the options. It makes sense. A year and a half ago, you were my homeroom teacher—and hers, too.”


      In hindsight, it wasn’t so surprising anymore to Shizuku. Everyone had known about Cecile being bullied…except Tiana. It was only natural that her homeroom teacher would know, too.


      “So…you took it upon yourself to punish Rebecca and the other girls who were bullying Cecile, is that it?


      “You make it sound so cliché.” Natalia spat out the words with a twisted smile. Gone was the person who had scolded Shizuku and Clareth. Her eyes flared with hostility from beneath her bangs.


      “…No.”


      However, Shizuku didn’t understand the malice.


      Natalia being the Banshee made sense. Shizuku could understand why she was punishing the members of the Philanthropy Club who had bullied Cecile. However, she didn’t understand the problem Natalia had with them, or the misunderstanding Clareth had spoken of. She tilted her head in confusion.


      “That, right there! That’s exactly why Cecile…!”


      Natalia exploded in anger. Her disheveled hair and wailing made her the perfect image of the Banshee.


      “…What are you trying to say?” Shizuku frowned. The sudden shouting didn’t surprise her. Emotional outbursts were common for Unlaw, especially the Lurking Types, but she didn’t comprehend the anger directed at her.


      “Let’s compare answers, Shizu.” Clareth rapped her wand, more to signify the end of the conversation than to activate her ability. “You don’t mind, do you, Ms. Natalia? Even you must find it interesting how thickheaded Shizu here is.”


      “…Very well. Speak some sense into her. Maybe then she’ll realize her wrongdoing.”


      “All right. That’s what I was planning to do, anyway,” Clareth said, looking at Shizuku, her pasted-on smile appearing somehow forlorn.


      “Shizu,” the Fairy said, “Cecile wasn’t the girl you thought she was.”
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      “Excuse me?” Shizuku’s small mouth hung open as she listened to Clareth.


      “You thought that Cecile was a normal, strong girl,” Clareth continued. “She wasn’t.”


      It was he truth behind Shizuku’s misunderstanding that Clareth needed to clear up.


      “She wasn’t as strong as you thought. She was tormented by the bullying and put on a brave face in front of you.”


      “W-wait a minute!” Shizuku cried. “Cecile was… That can’t be. What’s the point in telling me this now?!”


      “It means you’re a monster with no blood, tears, or human heart, Crumb.” Natalia’s voice was filled with strong anger and pity.


      And…


      “You might have considered her your best friend, but you didn’t know the real Cecile at all.”


      There was a slight sense of superiority. Lurking Types were always quick to assert dominance, Clareth thought.


      Cecile Barker had been a good, quiet girl. She was ordinary and unremarkable. Her family wasn’t very well-off, and she hadn’t been especially gifted at athletics or study. She hadn’t fit in at the academy, with its cliques and feuds over social status. The law of the school was, when bullied, bully back.


      Even the name of that morose garden—Evergrace—sounded like a bad joke. Cecile hadn’t been able to adapt to such a place. She wasn’t strong enough to push others down, nor weak enough to sabotage them.


      “Soon after she started here, she was already being bullied.”


      Then…


      “Then she met you, Tiana Crumb. An aloof girl who didn’t care what others thought and never bowed down to anyone.”


      “So what?” Shizuku was flustered.


      “…Heh-heh-heh.” Natalia laughed darkly.


      Clareth didn’t find it amusing. It was like she was a detective, cornering Shizuku. Natalia probably thought so, too, which was why she wasn’t stopping Clareth.


      “I mean, you have this bratty edge to you, like you’d never bow down to those mean rich girls, right? What do you think, Ms. Natalia?”


      “Oh, definitely not. We’d never seen the likes of you at this academy before. You came up often in staff meetings, you know. Do you remember punching the upperclassman who teased you right after your admission?”


      “Huh? That was because she called my family commoners. She insulted them. I don’t care if someone talks bad about me, but my family is a different story.”


      “Ha-ha-ha. Yes, that’s the attitude.”


      “Anyway, Cecile liked your rebellious vibe from the moment she met you, but she wasn’t very confident. She molded herself into someone she thought worthy of being your friend.”


      “That’s why everyone else has a different impression of Cecile than I do…”


      “It’s not that they’re wrong—it’s that you’re the only one who got a different version of her.”


      That had been Shizuku’s first misunderstanding.


      “…Ha-ha. I get it… I knew I was bad at reading people, but I didn’t realize I was this bad… What a joke.”


      Shizuku put her hand over her face and smiled, the corners of her mouth curling up as she laughed at herself.


      “Thanks so much for taking the trouble to tell me this, Fairy. Well? Are we done here?”


      “Not yet.”


      There was still the thing Clareth most needed to tell her.


      “That’s right,” Natalia said. “You’re up, Felicity McPherson.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Shizuku was momentarily taken aback at the name Natalia spoke, but she soon returned to her senses. There was only one person there whose name she didn’t know, and Shizuku looked in her direction.


      “…Hey, I wasn’t finished talking,” Felicity—Clareth—griped, her gaze calmly fixed on Natalia.


      Felicity must have been Clareth’s name when she had been human.


      “I don’t care what you have to say. Why do you think I bothered listening to your accusations? From what I saw in front of the music room, I figure I can handle you with my powers—even if you have your own, Ms. McPherson.”


      “…Please don’t call me that.”


      “Denied. While Tiana is still an object of my revenge, you’re the main target. Tiana is still better than you. Her crime was being thoughtless and unintentionally cruel.”


      Natalia glared at Clareth, pouring all of her rage, indignation and hatred into her gaze.


      “You’re a different story, Felicity,” the Banshee told the Fairy. “After Cecile died, I had a mental breakdown, so I took a month off work. I awakened to my powers during that time, and I was frightened because I didn’t know what to do. I went through a lot—and when I returned to the academy, everything had changed.”


      Shizuku couldn’t help but gasp. Natalia’s words struck a chord within her.


      “The students who’d been so malicious and the teachers who’d stood by were all like different people. It was a paradise, where everyone was considerate of each other, respected each other, and accepted each other.”


      Yes, that was what Shizuku had noticed. After a year and a half, the academy was very different than what she remembered.


      “You made it that way,” Natalia said to Clareth, who shrugged.


      “It’s a nice place, isn’t it? What’s the problem?”


      “I’m not criticizing the place itself. Even if it’s a bit too warm and fuzzy now, it’s leagues better than before. Yes, I’ll give you that. Rebecca and the other girls who used to bully Cecile even started the Philanthropy Club and have achieved praiseworthy results. Even the headmaster doesn’t have a problem with it. But—” Natalia’s voice trembled plaintively, as if she was about to cry. “If you were capable of that, why didn’t you save Cecile?”


      “…”


      Clareth looked troubled and smiled bitterly. “You’re putting me on the spot, asking me that.”


      Shizuku didn’t understand what emotion lay behind those words. Probably only Clareth and Norman did.


      “…Ah.”


      And yet, as Shizuku watched Clareth from the side, the girl appeared to be crying. She was like a wilted flower about to lose her petals.


      “It’s just… Everything came too late.”


      “Yes, I suppose. I understand. I don’t think Cecile particularly wanted revenge, either.” Natalia’s voice lacked strength. She lowered her eyes to the ground while she spoke, as if remembering Cecile. “But even if all I’m doing is lashing out in anger, I can’t stand by and do nothing.”


      Natalia opened her eyes and barked a laugh. “I wasn’t able to save her, either. And I didn’t act on this vengeance for a year and a half.”


      That intrigued Shizuku.


      “…Why did you decide to take revenge for Cecile after all this time?” she asked.


      “That’s simple, Tiana.” Natalia laughed at herself. “I knew that Felicity wasn’t normal. It was only recently that I became able to purposefully create illusions with my voice. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to win against the Fairy just by seeking revenge. So I bided my time. Preparing, so no one would notice.”


      Basically, Natalia had trained her powers and raised her Category.


      Smart, Shizuku thought. If she’d wanted to accomplish anything at this academy, Clareth’s influence was too huge to ignore.


      “But in the last month, Felicity has started leaving the academy more and more, hasn’t she? So I started to move. I was able to do a bit more with my voice, too. Honestly, Tiana appearing tonight gave me extra motivation.”


      “…That makes sense. You’ve been going to the agency more often.”


      Clareth dropped her gaze and sighed. “So it’s my fault again.”


      “Well…,” Shizuku said without thinking. “Yeah, that’s right. It’s your fault.”


      “It’s your fault,” Natalia cut in. “It’s Tiana’s fault. It’s Rebecca and her friends’ fault. It’s this academy’s fault. And it’s my fault as well. The only one not at fault is Cecile.”


      With that, she put her hand over her throat.


      “I can’t take any of this.”


      And then:


      “Zaion: Unforgettable Voice!”


      A song that couldn’t be heard echoed through the courtyard.


      “Echo Howling!”


      Shizuku instantly activated her ability to combat the stabbing, high-pitched sound inside her head.


      “?!”


      Something burst, and the world shifted.
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      It was similar to the world seen through Vision, but not quite the same.


      Vision enabled the user to hear sounds from the past relative to what they touched, and to form those sounds into images, so the past was always shown from a bird’s eye view. But this was different. Shizuku was seeing the past through another’s eyes.


      It was a classroom at the academy.


      Her mouth moved involuntarily. No, it wasn’t Shizuku’s mouth, but—


      “Listen, Cecile.”


      She realized it was Natalia’s voice.


      “…I’m fine, Ms. Natalia.”


      And then she was seeing Cecile through Natalia’s eyes. The two sat on chairs in the classroom, facing each other. Shizuku was stunned. The Cecile seen through Natalia’s eyes was very different than the Cecile she’d known. Her expression was gloomy, her shoulders were slumped, and even the very atmosphere around her seemed fragile.


      “You’re not okay, are you? Don’t push yourself. I’ll speak to the other teachers about what’s being done to you. As for Miss Crumb… There’s still a great deal we don’t know, but I’ll try my best to help her, too.”


      Natalia’s words were laden with desperation. Shizuku felt not just what was being said, but the emotion behind it. Natalia was genuinely concerned for Cecile and was trying to help her.


      However—


      “I’m fine. Ms. Natalia.”


      —that didn’t get through to Cecile.


      Her smile was weak and clearly forced. The Cecile Shizuku had known—Natalia’s precious student—Shizuku’s best friend…


      “She’s having a rough time right now. I have to be there for her. She’s always been my savior. She said we weren’t friends, but I won’t give up. And that’s because…” Cecile walked away from Natalia/Shizuku. “I’m her best friend.”


      That was the last time Natalia had seen Cecile.


      She didn’t go after her. She’d thought that if Cecile was trying her hardest, Natalia should, too. That they’d have a better talk the next time Natalia saw her.


      That day, Cecile died.


      The moment Natalia had abandoned someone precious repeated into infinity.
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      “…Aaaaaaaaaah!”


      “Shizu?!”


      Clareth felt an odd tremor in the air. It was probably Natalia’s ability channeling an ultra-high-pitched sound beyond human hearing. She’d felt air tremors emitted by creatures like bats and moths, sounds that were normally inaudible to humans, several times. Thanks to her sound-based ability, she could perceive them.


      And the moment after Shizuku and Natalia simultaneously activated their abilities—


      “!”


      Shizuku collapsed, screaming, and Natalia staggered heavily. Their abilities must have collided.


      “Huff…huff…ahh…dammit, this sucks…!”


      On her knees, gasping for breath, Shizuku wiped her mouth and stood.


      “Are you all right? What was…”


      “I think…you missed…the mark…,” Shizuku said bitterly, catching her breath. “You said that because of my guilt, Echo Howling wouldn’t be effective, but that’s not all. Somehow, it’s resonating. And I’m seeing what she saw. My head’s a mess. This is really rough.”


      “Sounds like you got some good insight. And?”


      “It sucks,” Shizuku repeated. “Both of us can control our powers because of Norman. It’s us he fears going out of control the most. Anyway, I managed to pull myself together by thinking of him, and also some naughty fantasies of things I want to do with him.”


      “You snuck something brutal in there, but I know it worked, so I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it.”


      “But she’s different.”


      Shizuku motioned with her chin to Natalia, who was standing there like a ghost. Her face was hidden by her hair, her back hunched, her shoulders slumped—


      “Ha.” She couldn’t stop laughing. “Ha! Ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha! Truly! You are truly terrible, Tiana! What happened to your heart?! How could you do something so cruel?! Ha, ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      The Banshee’s raucous cackling rang out in the night.


      “Zaion! The one who can’t be forgiven!”


      The next moment, dozens of illusions appeared in the courtyard.


      “Ahh, this really sucks.”


      Shizuku bitterly relayed their situation.


      “We’ve got an out-of-control Category Three.”
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      “Yeesh… This is bad.”


      “What do we do?”


      Illusions generated from Shizuku and Clareth’s memories surrounded them. The difference from the ones in the music room was—


      “There are a lot of lookalikes.”


      “She’s losing control.”


      They could tell there were at least three figures with the same face. They weren’t real entities, but semi-corporeal forms that could interact with the physical world due to the suggestions from Natalia’s voice. The two girls were compelled to hesitate before attacking the illusions.


      “Ha-ha-ha! Amazing! Amazing! Isn’t this amazing?! I have nothing to fear from you two anymore! This is for her sake! Just die!”


      Seeing Natalia laughing with her arms spread wide, Shizuku couldn’t help but shout, “Ms. Natalia! You’ll die too if you use your power like that!”


      “Ha-ha, that’s fine, Tiana.”


      “What…?”


      “I also bear responsibility for her death. Isn’t it fitting that we all die together?” the Banshee said in utter despair, her smile brimming with madness. She had completely lost control.


      “Ah, geez…!”


      “This is bad. I still had things I wanted to say to you, Shizu.”


      “Is this really the time for that?! We’re in deep shit here! What are we going to do about this army of illusions?!”


      “Well, I do have a plan… Things have gotten a little worse than I imagined, though,” Clareth said and rapped her wand. “Spriggan Hand: Scissor!”


      With a snip, one of the illusion’s heads went flying.


      “Oh, it worked.”


      “…Huh?”


      “…What?”


      Shizuku and Natalia were equally stunned. The issue wasn’t that Clareth had attacked an untouchable illusion, but exactly which illusion she had beheaded.


      “Um, that was my mother.”


      “Oh, right. Your guilt toward the illusions is amplified right? In that case…”


      “…If we attack someone else’s illusion, it won’t matter?”


      Shizuku was convinced.


      Sure enough, to her, Clareth’s illusions were of complete strangers, and the reverse was also true. If Shizuku aimed her rifle at one of the unknown faces and put her finger on the trigger—


      “I’m able to shoot.”


      The bullet hit the illusion and made it disappear.


      “H-hey, you two!” Natalia interrupted, flustered. “How can you do that?! Aren’t those illusions your loved ones?!”


      The two of them looked at each other.


      “…Ha.”


      “…Hee.”


      Tear Blossom smirked and raised her gun. The Fairy’s pasted-on smile deepened, and she pulled a slender blade from her wand.


      Together, they declared:


      “This girl won’t leave the one I love alone.”


      “This girl’s all over the one I love.”


      With that, the two of them leaped into the mass of illusions.
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      Shizuku jumped, taking aim at the head of the maid in front of her. She pulled the trigger and the gun fired, blowing off the illusion’s head.


      “Oof.”


      She used the recoil to somersault backward and land in a deep crouch. As she stood up, she kicked the lowered gun barrel to the right and fired with one hand, shooting through the chest of the illusion approaching from the right, and let the gun go, not resisting the recoil. The gun spun from the recoil and skimmed her chest.


      “Being flat-chested is quite useful at times like this.”


      Putting her left hand flush with the center of the barrel, she used her wrist as a fulcrum to guide its trajectory, slamming the spinning stock with a flick of her wrist into the illusion coming from her left. And she didn’t stop there.


      After she took out three illusions, ones born from her own memories began closing in, attacking her using everyday items like kitchen knives and frying pans as weapons. While rotating the gun around her body, she slipped through the familiar illusions.


      “Tsk…!”


      She fired directly at the illusion in front of her, using the recoil to spin her body and hit another illusion nearby. She continued to dodge with footwork, building her momentum for another strike. What she did was no different from when she’d used the pole in gym: coordinating attack and defense by using her whole body as a fulcrum. The difference was in the sniper rifle she wielded, and its recoil.


      Shizuku’s rifle was made to be lighter than your average sniper rifle, but its barrel and the stock were weighted proportionally heavier. If she let go during recoil, the gun itself spun while she used her body to control its trajectory.


      “Ha…! This is the first time I’ve been able to shoot so many people in succession…!” She was able to bounce her body, making three-dimensional combat possible.


      “Phew.”


      She’d defeated about ten illusions at once, yet many remained in her field of vision, and she hadn’t laid a hand on the ones from her memories, nor could she.


      “Good grief…”


      She sighed and started to eject the spent cartridges from the rifle’s spinning chamber.


      “Oh, Shizu. Can I use those?”


      “You’re always welcome to my garbage.”


      She tossed six empty cartridges straight up, and a faint clink rang out.


      “Spriggan Hand: Billiard.”


      The cartridge shot out rapidly, hitting Shizuku’s family and acquaintances.


      “How nice for you.” Shizuku loaded bullets from her sleeve into the magazine as she looked over her shoulder. “All you have to do is stand there.”


      “Oh my, are you picking a fight? Fine, I’ll take you on.”


      The Fairy stood behind her, a slender blade thrust into the ground, and both hands resting on its hilt. Behind her, the only illusion unfamiliar to Shizuku remained.


      “I guess I can’t just stand here with you jumping around so much.”


      “You’ve always been so creepy.”
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      Clareth passed by Shizuku and thrust her blade into the illusion’s chest.


      “Hm?”


      What a strange sensation, Clareth thought as a feeling transmitted through her right hand. Though she’d essentially thrust her blade into thin air, she’d definitely felt something, though lighter and duller than piercing an actual human chest. The human body was a complex structure: Skin, fat, organs, bones, and muscle fibers. But the sensation from the illusions was like slicing through a leather bag filled with water.


      “Well, I guess feeling it makes it easier to work with.” With a broad smile, the Fairy began dancing with her blade as four illusions closed in simultaneously. She slashed her thin sword sideways, snapping it from her right hand to her left. Then she caught it in a reverse grip, crouched, and kicked the legs out from under the illusion on her left. Using the momentum as it went down, she raised the blade in her reverse grip—


      “Two.”


      —and beheaded it in a swift counter. She turned as she rose, to illusions approaching her simultaneously, the right swinging a frying pan and the left something like a laundry pole.


      Clareth shot to the right. She lined up with the righthand illusion, slid even farther, then deflected the arm holding the frying pan with her left elbow, throwing off its trajectory. Apparently, the illusions could interact with each other—the frying pan and laundry pole collided. The two illusions lost their balance.


      “Three, four.”


      She blew past them and beheaded them.


      More came to take their place immediately.


      “Hm, maybe there’s no point in counting?”


      Clareth stayed in motion, taking on multiple charging illusions. She wasn’t like Shizuku, who used her whole body to rotate and land forceful strikes. If Clareth had the first hit, she used her slender blade, and when the illusions attacked her, she used martial arts—fists, elbows, and kicks to break their stances—then used her blade to behead them in the opening she’d created. She always positioned herself at an advantage, even when surrounded by many of them.


      “Five, six, seven, eight, nine.” The Fairy danced, counting the heads she’d severed. If she used her ability, she didn’t move, and they couldn’t get close. If she didn’t use her ability and kept moving, they weren’t able to catch her.


      “Ten—oops.” Mid-count, Clareth stopped and thrust her blade behind her as she turned at—


      “Almost,” Shizuku said, pointing the rifle barrel at her. “We’re even.”


      The fired bullet slipped right past Clareth and pierced an illusion, And Clareth’s blade went through the throat of an illusion about to attack Shizuku from behind.


      “Hey, can you please not fire a gun right next to my ear?”


      “If you were that fragile, I’d have killed you by now.”


      “Wh-what are you two doing?!”
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      The two of them turned toward Natalia, who had just shouted.


      “I mean…how is this possible?! You moved well in fencing class, but how are you able to pull off these insane stunts without using the powers we have…?!


      “Because we both trained like you did—me, and this one over here.”


      “Lurking Types and Distortion Types… Well, those probably mean nothing to you. Anyway, neither you, me, nor Shizu have powers that affect us physically—so physically, we’re just average. That’s why”—Clareth touched her hat with a smirk—“if your abilities clash with an Unlaw of the same or similar rank, you have no choice but to engage in hand-to-hand combat.”


      “Relying on your abilities will get you killed. This is exactly that sort of situation.”


      “That said, I couldn’t have managed a thing on my own. That’s the power of friendship for you.”


      “Ugh.”


      “You little…! If you’re gonna do that—”


      Natalia’s face contorted in rage, and she grabbed at her throat with both hands as if to tear it open.


      “More…more…!”


      The Banshee’s cries produced more illusions, replacing the ones the two had already taken down and increasing their number until they approached a hundred strong, nearly filling the courtyard.


      “Huff…ha-ha… Come on, scream! The Banshee’s screams are born from sinners being punished by their past!” she shrieked, gasping for breath and sweating profusely.


      The Banshee brought sorrow to the garden of learning.


      “…Oh, now I get it. I guess that explains the screaming we’ve been hearing at night.”


      “You were screaming earlier, too. I bet the same thing happened to the other victims.”


      Despite everything, Tear Blossom and the Fairy remained calm.


      “Hey, Shizu.”


      “What?”


      “What do we do about Ms. Natalia?”


      Shizuku thought for a moment before answering.


      “What do you want to do?”


      “Answering my question with a question is no fair… What do we do?”


      “Well…” Shizuku turned her back to Clareth and readied her rifle. “I’ll think about it while we take down these illusions.”


      Clareth turned her back to Shizuku and readied her slender blade.


      “Nice, we’ll go with that then. Let’s do our best, as a team.”


      “Ha. ‘Team’? Funny joke.”


      “Nothing wrong with a little laughter.”


      Standing back-to-back, the two of them leaned on each other—just for a moment.


      A green shimmering light warped outward from the Fairy’s back, and the tips of Tear Blossom’s hair shone blue.


      “Let’s do it, lil’ Tear Blossom.”


      “Let’s go, Miss Fairy.”


      And they did.
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      “Disappear, disappear…! Everyone, die for her sake…!”


      Even as she lost her sanity due to her powers raging out of control, the Banshee never lost her feelings for the deceased girl—even if those feelings were filled with hatred and she herself realized she was in the wrong. Even so, her wailing did not cease, and the illusions themselves began to change, as if her lamenting was triggering something in them. Their number increased, and their slow, lumbering movements became swift enough to be called a sprint.


      “Spriggan Hand—!”


      That was why the Fairy used her ability to the fullest. She swung her sword five times, snapping her wrist.


      “Fountain!”


      Five invisible blades of air slashed through the illusions. The Fairy twirled without bothering to check her handiwork.


      “Time to switch, Shizu.”


      “Yeah, yeah.”


      The Fairy swapped places with Tear Blossom. Even as familiar faces from the first wave of illusions were cut down by blades of air, more were already closing in. She struck down three of them with the body of her sniper rifle as they spun and switched places, then pulled the trigger.


      “Echo Howling: Ripple!”


      Her bullet hit an illusion, and the resulting ripples of sound destroyed those nearby.


      “Oh, so you can do wide-range attacks, too.”


      “On illusions created by an ability, technically. But illusions connected to me that are within the range of Ripple get immobilized.”


      They kept bantering, switching places again.


      Their task remained unchanged: defeat the illusions they were able to defeat. What had changed was their speed and the rate at which they switched places—to counter the faster illusions, they had to up their speed as well. As they changed positions, they used rifle, blade, and their abilities to eliminate the illusions.


      “…Ha.”


      In the middle of it all, they found themselves laughing.


      Considering it was the first time Tear Blossom and the Fairy had fought together, their coordination was shockingly perfect. Both were moving at full speed, and their abilities were boosted even further by Stable State. And somehow, they still synchronized. Wondering why, the answer came to them immediately—


      “Remember those first three months when we were pushed like hell to build stamina and speed?”


      “I remember. Also, he’d throw balls with numbers written on them and make us identify them.”


      “Oh, right, that too.”


      Tear Blossom’s unorthodox method of using her rifle as a staff and the Fairy’s sword and hand-to-hand combat skills had all been taught by Norman—it was no wonder they worked so well together, since they were utilizing the same teachings.


      “Ha!”


      They both watched in their peripheral vision as the other destroyed illusions of their family, friends, and neighbors.


      “Ha-ha.”


      Shizuku’s Ripple ended Clareth’s mother, bullets pierced her nanny, and a bullet from the rifle stock took out the gardener who used to sneak her sweets.


      “Ha-ha-ha.”


      Clareth’s Scissors cut up Shizuku’s father, her Fountain severed the older lady who lived on the same floor as her, and her Labels crushed her apartment’s landlord.


      “Ha-ha-ha.”


      Pulverizing each other’s pasts, they laughed deeply and wholeheartedly, because this scene of carnage—destroying their loved ones—had all begun with the person they loved most dearly.


      “Honestly, you’re really messed up!”


      “You too!”


      The corners of Tear Blossom’s mouth curled up, and the Fairy’s followed suit.


      “Aha-ha-ha-ha!”


      The two monsters danced.
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      When they stopped moving, the illusions had vanished.


      “Whew… Talk about a walk in the park.”


      “Well, us being in sync won the day. Neither of us could have done it alone.”


      Only Shizuku and Clareth could’ve handled the illusions—the idea of normal people caught in the Banshee’s rampage was terrifying. They would have been killed when they couldn’t fight back against the illusions attacking them. Norman had feared a Category Three going out of control so much that he created the failsafe called Critical Case.


      “Huff…huff… Wh…what’s going on…?!”


      Natalia fell to her knees, her breathing rough, looking like she might die.


      “Cough…cough… Damn it!”


      She coughed blood, her throat likely damaged from overusing her power.


      “Let’s stop now, Ms. Natalia,” Clareth said to her. “Losing control over your ability shortens your life. Even you must be at your limit.”


      An Unlaw ability that could produce over a hundred illusions would surely hasten one’s death.


      “Wheeze…wheeze…huff… I guess it was all for nothing. Ha-ha…ha-ha…!”


      Natalia laughed at herself.


      “Go ahead and kill me. If it means I get to see her again and apologize, that wouldn’t be so bad.”


      “Ms. Natalia, that’s—”


      “That works for me.”


      As Clareth was about to speak, Shizuku slipped past her.


      “Hm? Wha—?”


      Shizuku quickly went over to Natalia.


      “…Huh?”


      “Oof !”


      She smashed Natalia’s chin upward with the butt end of her rifle. Natalia dropped with a dull thud and stopped moving.


      “All right, that’s that.”


      “…Hm?” Clareth’s smile froze but she quickly regained her composure and asked Shizuku, “What? Did…you seriously kill her?”


      “No. I just whacked her to cause a concussion and knock her out.” Shizuku heaved a sigh. “Who knows what might’ve triggered her anger next if we kept talking like that.


      “Well…that’s true. It almost sounds like you want Ms. Natalia to live.”


      “Sigh.”


      Shizuku gently lifted the unconscious Natalia, leaned her against the nearby fountain, and covered her with her own parka.


      “I said terrible things to Cecile. I can’t say whether you helped her or not, and it goes without saying that Rebecca and the others bullied her. But”—she smiled softly—“this person alone tried to protect her.”
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      Clareth took in Shizuku’s words.


      “She’s done wrong, but I can’t see her as a bad person. It’s too bad about Rebecca’s friends, but they’re alive, and if Natalia’s ability is anything like mine, they’ll wake up eventually.”


      “So you’re not killing her?”


      “No. It’s not like I want to go around killing people. Do you?”


      “…Well. I don’t feel like killing her, either.”


      “…Then we don’t need to kill her. Actually…” Shizuku paused as she chose her words. “Is there some way we could help her escape?


      “…Are you for real?”


      “Even if we don’t kill her, handing her over to Cartesius won’t end well for her.”


      Neither Clareth nor Shizuku knew what became of the Unlaw dealt with by Cartesius—though Norman’s silence said it was probably nothing good.


      “She was wary of you for a year and a half but did nothing—not even kill you. Well, we’re asking for trouble just by existing, so it doesn’t count.”


      “Are you sure? We’d be betraying Cartesius.”


      “I know that’s not good, but…I can’t just stand by and watch her be treated like another monster. I understand that it’s wrong, but still…”


      Shizuku couldn’t turn a blind eye to Natalia’s plight. She’d hurt Cecile and hadn’t done anything for her, but she couldn’t abandon Natalia, who’d tried to protect Cecile and never stopped thinking of her.


      Clareth said nothing for a while. She looked at Shizuku, who was smiling slightly, her eyes soft.


      “…Oh, I get it.” She realized something. “You’re a kind person.”
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      Clareth felt like she finally understood the girl called Shizuku—a blossom made of tears, unable to bloom among people, who rejected the outside world because her blossoming could hurt them. Her sarcasm, and how she pushed people away—those were her ways of being kind, even if they wouldn’t allow her to seek forgiveness or justification for herself.


      “…Well, maybe that’s in the nature of being a punk at heart.”


      “Huh? What does that have to do with anything?”


      “Of course… Hee-hee. Maybe Mr. Norman’s into that side of you.”


      “Excuse me? Norman finds every side of me attractive, thank you very much…!”


      “Well, whatever. I agree that Ms. Natalia’s a good person. So what do we do about her?”


      “Maybe we get Norman involved. We’ll need a place to hide her.”


      “Hmm, I guess that’s the only way.” Clareth nodded. She felt it made more sense than overthinking the specifics.


      They then heard a voice:


      “Ugh, talk about revolting.”
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      Before they knew it, the woman was standing in the shadow of the fountain—the sight of her black hair and the strangely glossy finish of her long coat sent chills down Clareth’s spine.


      “Iris Norton…?!”


      She was with Cartesius. Clareth had only met her few times, but she’d felt like oil to Clareth’s water. Meeting her now was the worst possible timing.


      “Why are you—?”


      “A foolish question. We were aware of the academy’s Unlaw incident, but our hands were full with other matters. Hamish sent Teardrop in before we could issue orders, so we observed. Had you handled it, we would have had no reason to intervene. But”—Iris turned her icy gaze on Clareth and Shizuku—“this is the outcome. The two of you conspiring to betray Cartesius. Unlike the false charges laid against Hamish last month, I witnessed this myself. Do you two know what happens to Unlaw who betray us?”


      Iris answered the question herself.


      “They’re eliminated.”


      Fear gripped Clareth at the human’s clipped, curt words.


      Iris was a mere human who had shown up to question them out of the blue, radiating hostility.


      “Spriggan Hand!”


      “Echo Howling!”


      The two Unlaw simultaneously activated their abilities and attacked her. It was an act born of instinct that defied explanation—the premonition that if the two of them didn’t attack Iris right then, they would die.


      “…”


      Iris wobbled slightly.


      It was Shizuku’s Echo Howling that did it, raging out of control with a powerful, trauma-inducing refrain. Any Unlaw ranked below Category Two, or any human, would be neutralized without a fight. Meanwhile, Clareth used Spriggan Hand to fire a hardened mass of air at Iris—not especially inspired, but enough to send a normal human flying and render them unconscious.


      However…


      “Ha, what a joke.” Just as Iris seemed about to fall, she stomped on the ground with a thud and stepped forward, straightening her posture.


      Then the two of them saw it: Iris’s coat sleeves had disappeared into thin air, and both her hands were armed in something strange: gauntlets made of metal so thin they might have been mistaken for heavy gloves, covering up to her forearm and etched here and there with a design resembling vines.


      “Weave: Wergulu!”


      Clareth felt a sharp whoosh as something whipped through the air.


      “?!”


      The attack from Spriggan Hand was torn to bits, coloring Clareth’s face with shock.


      ?!”


      Iris had ignored Echo Howling entirely and cut down Spriggan Hand. It wasn’t normal. Iris was supposed to be human… Except Norman had told Clareth what would make such an abnormality possible for a human.


      “Nine Herbs…!”


      “So you know of it. That won’t help you now, though.”


      Iris slipped her arm lightly sideways, and something whipped through the air again.


      “!”


      Clareth instinctively put up a wall of air in front of herself and Shizuku, but it was quickly ripped apart.


      “These are…”


      Clareth recognized what Iris was wielding from the movement of the air.


      “…threads…!”


      Extending from Iris’s gauntlets were ultra-fine metal threads, invisible to the naked eye, that she manipulated freely.


      This is bad, Clareth realized.


      It was correct of Iris to condemn them for betraying Cartesius—that’s why she was trying to take them out without hesitation. Fleeing was the first thing that came to mind in the situation, but turning their backs on Iris would be suicidal.


      In that case, there was only one thing they could do.


      “Threads?! What are you talking about? She has to be an Unlaw! No human can do that! Not to mention her personality seems really awful! What is Nine Herbs, anyway?!”


      Clareth ignored Shizuku and stepped forward.
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      “Phew…”


      Clareth unleashed her maximum speed, using air to propel herself forward, then aiming a stab while arranging the air in an umbrella shape in front of her to defend against the metal threads.


      “…”


      Iris barely moved a finger, and—


      “Tsk…!”


      —ripped Clareth’s air barrier to shreds.


      “Not done yet…”


      With a flash of wind, Clareth landed a strike.


      “It’s insulting that you think you can win in hand-to-hand combat, Fairy.”


      “No way…”


      Iris caught Clareth’s blade between both palms. “I hate playing around, but utterly destroying you isn’t so bad.” With a flick of her fingers, the blade disappeared into the darkness. Clareth didn’t try to hold on to it but let it go herself because Iris had already launched a high kick straight to her face.


      “…!”


      Clareth instinctively raised her right arm to defend herself, but the unexpected impact knocked her off balance. She quickly recovered at the same time as Iris launched a spear-hand strike with her fingers laced together. Clareth struck with the heel of her palm, deflecting it, and countered with an uppercut, but Iris blocked it with her forearm and countered with a strike to Clareth’s throat.


      “…!”


      Feeling a sharp pain in her throat, Clareth pulled back slightly. A thin layer of her skin had been torn.


      “Is this the best you’re capable of ?”


      “How dare you…!”


      Iris’s fingers and Clareth’s fists collided repeatedly. The expressionless woman used spear-hand strikes, hand chops, and even her legs to target Clareth’s vitals with precision. Clareth had seen these movements, calculated to kill efficiently, before.


      Clareth’s cheek was torn when she couldn’t avoid the spear-hand strike aimed at her face.


      “These are the same moves as the Miner…?!”


      “Yes… Cartesius was originally a military medical facility. Anyone training there would learn hand-to-hand combat as practiced by the military.”


      “That’s the first I’ve heard of it…!” Clareth retorted, and crouched, trying to get into Iris’s space to launch an elbow strike.


      “How feeble.” Iris immobilized her strike by trapping Clareth’s elbow between her own elbow and knee. “Perhaps your instructor was lacking.”


      Clareth felt a surge of anger at the remark, but had no time to retort as Iris touched the arm she’d caught.


      “?!”


      And the world flipped upside down. Clareth was already slamming into the ground by the time she realized she had been grabbed and thrown.


      “You’re a nasty piece of work…!”


      Behind Iris, Clareth saw Shizuku raising her sniper rifle.
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      “Ha…!”


      Shizuku praised herself for the flawless surprise attack. The unpleasant woman shouldn’t have had time to react after throwing Clareth. Shizuku spun the gun muzzle, slamming it into Iris in a full swing—


      “How vulgar.”


      “Ahh?!”


      —only to find herself colliding with a roundhouse kick from Iris. For a moment, she was thrown into the air from the impact, but what surprised her even more was the woman’s reaction speed. Hiding her shock, Shizuku shifted the angle of the gunstock she was holding just slightly.


      “…Ugh!”


      She aimed the muzzle at Iris and pulled the trigger.


      “You’re no acrobat.”


      Iris evaded the shot with a slight turn of her body.


      “Wha…?!”


      “Even on a sniper rifle, if I can see the muzzle, I can see the trajectory. Weren’t you taught that?”


      And Iris wasn’t only dodging the bullet. Her pivoting foot kicked off the ground, and—


      “!”


      —her airborne high kick slammed into Shizuku’s head. Intense pain flared, and Shizuku’s vision went black.


      “Guh…hah…ugh…!”


      When she came to, the taste of blood and dirt filled her mouth, and she was collapsed on the ground.


      Through blurred vision, she saw Iris sweeping her arm sideways.


      “How weak. Is that the best you could do under Hamish?”


      Her eyes were cold and sharp as blades of ice as she said, “I knew I should have killed you a year and a half ago.”


      Cold hostility shot forward in the form of thread.
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      “Nn.”


      Iris was momentarily taken aback as she swung Wergulu. Dordrinium threads had the strength and sharpness to cleave through a person’s body—and that’s what she’d intended to happen, but it hadn’t. Instead, what she felt through her gauntlets was—


      “The Fairy’s Hand, huh?”


      Perhaps blowing the Fairy and Tear Blossom into the same spot to finish them off hadn’t been a good idea. But—


      “More like a turtle and some weeds than a fairy and some flowers.”


      Iris merely activated her monster-killing threads with a slight movement of her fingers.
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      “Huff…huff… What is that?!”


      “I wonder. How annoying…”


      Inside the wall of air Clareth had created, the two Unlaw caught their breath.


      “I can hear that swish, swish sound or whatever, but what’s with the thread?! I don’t get the way it moves.”


      “That’s just how Nine Herbs is, I think? I never got the full story from Mr. Norman, though…Well, it’s definitely wilder than I expected.”


      “Wasting our energy on those illusions before didn’t do us any favors.”


      “Guess we’ll have to start doing long training runs again.” Sweat ran down Clareth’s face as she smirked.


      She’d created a wall of air, but it was being worn down by the second, and she’d set up an air barrier around Natalia, too—but Iris was only focusing on Clareth and Shizuku.


      “Echo Howling didn’t work on her, either. Any idea why?”


      “No clue. If she really isn’t an Unlaw…then the only human who’s been able to shrug it off like that before is Norman.”


      “That’s the worst news I’ve heard today. What do we do?”


      “Obviously, we have to beat her,” Shizuku replied testily, rubbing her upper arms, which were exposed since she didn’t have her parka on. “If I unleash my ability in my Deepened State…do you think that would work?”


      “Doubtful, if it didn’t work before. We’ll need to amplify it somehow. In my Deepened State, I should have enough strength to defend against those threads of hers…I think.”


      “Ah, geez… Damn it!”


      “You have a foul mouth, Shizu.”


      “I can’t help it! I’m really pissed off right now!”


      Clareth watched as Shizuku swore.


      Tear Blossom stood, grimacing. “Right when things were winding down, she burst in! I get that it’s kind of justified from her perspective, but it doesn’t mean she can just kill us! And the thing that pisses me off the most is how she keeps dragging Norman into it!”


      “That’s the worst.” Clareth got to her feet, smirking. “Although now you mention it, that’s pissing me off, too. And she’s a little long in the tooth to be here, anyway. This is a place for young girls.”


      “What about the teachers?”


      “They’re teachers. They’re fine.”


      The two of them shared a smile.


      “…Okay, I’ve got good news and bad news.”


      “Give me the good news first,” Shizuku grumbled.


      “The good news is, I think I found a way to amplify your sound.”


      “And the bad?”


      “We probably have to be in sync emotionally. You know how emotions become power for Unlaw, right?”


      Shizuku side-eyed her. Clareth met her gaze and smiled.


      “I don’t like you, you know.”


      “I know. I don’t like you, either. But,” the Fairy continued, “right now, in this moment, we want to protect the same thing, don’t we?”


      Tear Blossom squinted. “I didn’t think anything could be your fairy’s treasure besides Norman.”


      “Same to you. I didn’t think anyone could move your heart besides Mr. Norman. However,” Clareth said, shrugging, “since we’ll never compromise on the most precious thing to us, maybe we could compromise on the others? Whatever second or third place is.”


      “…Ugh. Agreeing with you really pisses me off.” Shizuku sighed.


      Clareth nodded with a smirk. “You wouldn’t be you otherwise.”


      Then, the two of them spoke in unison:


      “Critical Case: Deepen!”
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      Iris squinted at the eruption of two-toned light. The wall of air shattered, repelling Wergulu’s threads as the two monsters emerged. Tear Blossom’s hair shined in a deep, vivid blue, and iridescent wings sprang from the Fairy’s back. The identical badges on their chest and hat reflected the night.


      “…I see.”


      Iris understood with one look. She’d had a vague suspicion that Norman was hiding something about the four members of Elementary, and it was probably this light. Maybe it explained why Jim Adamworth had fixated on Norman last month.


      “But what does that change?” Iris already had a good idea of their skills, and they were no threat to her after being exhausted from their earlier battle with the Banshee. Tear Blossom’s Echo had no effect on her, and the Fairy’s Hand could be easily cut.


      “Ha, don’t you get it?” Tear Blossom responded, thrusting her left hand, middle finger extended, at Iris. “What changes is our attitude! I’m all fired up to beat the crap out of an annoying, sourpuss woman! This form is a thousand percent perfect made with Norman’s love, so it really hypes me up!”


      The Fairy picked up where Tear Blossom’s shout left off. “I’ve accepted that Shizu is vulgar and has a foul mouth, but, well, that’s the way it is.”


      Iris clicked her tongue without meaning to. “That’s why I find you so disagreeable. You lot make my skin crawl.” The deep discomfort in her chest moved her to speak. “So, you’re just relying on Hamish again? Just like before. You bragged about wanting to protect the Banshee, but you can’t even rely on your own capabilities.”


      Iris sighed. “That’s why I hate you Unlaw. You’re always saying you want this or that, complaining about this and that, and using your powers to rampage.”


      She couldn’t understand it. The mindset baffled her.


      “If there’s something you can’t accept, then you do what’s necessary. If it’s almost impossible, you put your life on the line for it—and if that fails, you die.”


      “…Miss Clareth, there’s something wrong with that woman.”


      “That’s exactly why she’s here, isn’t it?”


      “I won’t argue with you there.”


      Iris nodded, spreading all five fingers on one hand. “That’s why I’m going to kill you.”
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      “Spriggan Hand!” Clareth pulled the thin blade that had rolled to the ground to her hand. Then she slashed the air. “Fountain!”


      A web of green lines appeared in her field of vision.


      “Hmph.”


      Iris frowned, but Clareth was equally taken aback. Apparently, when she used the Hand at full power in her Deepened State, even the solidified air seemed to glow. She hadn’t fought much in this form, and it was her first time to her knowledge using a secondary ability.


      One of the Hand’s strengths, its invisibility, was diminished. However…


      “I can do this…!”


      The enhanced strength was clearly deflecting Iris’s threads, which was the most important thing.


      “Shizu!”


      “Yeah, yeah!”


      Next to her, Shizuku fired off all the bullets in her magazine.


      “So what?” None of them reached Iris. The threads of Wergulu intercepted the bullets and deflected them. But that alone was enough.


      “Huff…!” With a sharp inhale, Clareth raised her free hand in the air.


      “Spriggan Hand!”


      She swung it down, her palm aimed squarely at Iris. Then, as if shadowing the movement of her hand, six glowing green pillars fell into place around Iris.
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      “What the—?”


      Shizuku heard Iris’s slightly confused voice.


      The pillars of air Clareth had created had no attack capabilities themselves. The attack had yet to happen.


      “Here we go, Shizu.”


      “Yes, I know.” Shizuku nodded—“Echo Howling!”—and pulled the trigger. She’d already used up all her ammo, but something else fired instead.


      “The Fairy’s Hand… Well, in bullet form,” Clareth said with a smirk. She’d created a bullet from air and it soared straight ahead, streaking blue and green. It didn’t hit Iris, but rather the pillars of air in front of her.


      It struck, and the impact rang out.


      “?!”


      The vibration of the air traveled to the next pillar and resonated. Then it spread to the next pillar, then the next, until all six shook in unison, amplifying and reverberating over and over.


      At the center, Iris grimaced and froze.


      “Is this…a tuning fork?!”


      The sound from the bullet reverberated between the pillars, amplifying before slamming into Iris. But still—


      “That’s really rough…!”


      “I told you, it only works if our emotions are in sync…!”


      When abilities clashed, they interfered with each other and the stronger one usually won—but in this case, they’d deliberately triggered interference and were taking advantage of the resulting side effects. Even supposing the amplification worked, it was incredibly taxing on them.


      “Is being emotionally in sync really supposed to help with this…?!”


      “Who knows?! I’ve never used it like this before…!”


      “And that sloppy attitude is exactly what I hate about you…!”


      “But—”


      “I refuse to let her beat me here!” Shizuku screamed. “I’ve had enough today! I found out about Cecile, realized again that Clareth has a terrible personality and seriously messed up in the past, and wished I’d talked to Ms. Natalia more! Well, a lot happened!”


      Both good things and bad things. That was why Shizuku yelled, “I don’t want what happened today to be for nothing…!”


      “Same here.” Clareth nodded briefly. “I don’t want that, either.”
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      “Wh…?!”


      Iris fell to her knees, overwhelmed by the onslaught of echoes from every direction.


      The pressure intensified abruptly. Then she saw it: Shizuku and Clareth, their hands held up like mirror images. A swirl of green mixed with blue wrapped around the blue-haired Tear Blossom. The green-winged Fairy’s hair shined green mixed with blue.


      “Echo Howling!”


      “Spriggan Hand!”


      Something beyond Iris’s comprehension overlapped.


      To protect the treasure, their hearts trembled.
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      The two colors of light blended, ringing out clearly in the night.


      “Huff…huff…! How’d…we do…?”


      “I don’t…know… But I think pretty good…?”


      Listening to the fading echoes, Shizuku and Clareth couldn’t move another step. They felt something neither had experienced before, but the light from Critical Case faded, leaving them with no strength to hold their rifle or blade. Still, they managed to check on Iris.


      “…No way.”


      “Well…you’ve got me there.” The words came out involuntarily.


      “Huff…huff… Damn. What a repulsive power…!”


      On her knees, Iris sweated like a waterfall, breathing heavily—still, she held on to consciousness, her eyes not losing the will to fight. In fact, she even had the strength to stand up.


      “…This is the worst. Am I going to die with you two?”


      “Looks that way. I’m not too glad about it, either.”


      “I don’t give a damn about how you feel…!” Iris spat.


      Neither Shizuku nor Clareth could imagine what she’d seen through the amplified Echo Howling, but what was certain was that they’d angered her deeply—her actions made that clear.


      “The Seventh Herb…!” she shouted, and her coat melted and disappeared. “I will exterminate the unnatural plague with the Harp…!”


      The threads of dordrinium wrapped around her body.


      “Limit Break! Wergulu—”


      “That’s enough of that.”


      Flames and blood surged forward.
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      “?!”


      In that moment, Iris saw a splash of red liquid in her vision. It was blood. It formed a line on the ground like a boundary between Iris and the Unlaw duo.


      “…!”


      It burst into flame, and a wall of flames rose from the blast, blocking Iris’s line of sight. Then, a man appeared. He wore a felt hat and threadbare coat, and he carried a club in his left hand.


      “Hamish…!”


      On the other side of the flaming wall stood Norman Hamish.


      “Norman?!” Shizuku yelled.


      “Mr. Norman?!” Clareth called out to him.


      “Hey there. Looks like things are getting pretty intense over here,” he replied casually.


      Seeing that, Iris felt like she was going to lose her mind. It was like her brain and heart had been put through a grinder. She was normally able to hold back her emotions, but Echo Howling made that difficult. And she couldn’t overlook what Norman held in his right hand—a club with numerous gears sandwiched between a cricket bat.


      “You bastard…that’s Vibrato! Why do you have that?!”


      “Oh, this? Just found it lying around.”


      “Cut the crap! No wonder it was missing when we dug through the catacombs…!”


      “Yeah, good work. I had a rough time of it, too. I tailed El and Miss Lonsday to keep an eye on them, but the fire was so intense I couldn’t get close…then the catacombs collapsed, I got a little buried alive, and my best coat got all dirty.”


      He shrugged and lightly swung Vibrato. “But this is the trophy El and Miss Lonsday earned by giving it their all. There’s no way I’d just leave it there.”


      “…”


      Iris felt as if a thick scab had been peeled off her chest.
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      Looking at Norman’s back, Clareth suddenly recalled something.


      “…Oh. The reason you weren’t wearing clothes when Rebecca and I came to the agency was because—”


      “Huh? Please elaborate about Norman not wearing clothes,” Tear Blossom cut in, although the Fairy ignored her.


      Norman gave a strained smile. “That’s right. It was right after I dug this up. That’s a whole other story, though…”


      He surveyed his surroundings: battle damage here and there, Iris, who was clearly unwell, and Natalia lying unconscious. Then he turned back to them.


      “Hm, the two of you seem like you’re getting along pretty well now.”


      “Excuse me? …Ugh, hey! What are you doing, Miss Clareth?! Let go of me!”


      “Oh…? Oh. Oh…!”


      “What’s with that reaction?!”


      The two of them were huddled together, as if to protect each other. To a casual observer, it might have looked like they were embracing. Clareth had no idea how they’d ended up so close, and neither did Shizuku.


      “Yep, yep. Happy to see it.” He nodded and flashed them a rare, radiant smile that was also a little creepy.


      “Hamish!” Iris wasn’t about to let things slide. “Your little pets betrayed Cartesius! They tried to protect and shelter the Unlaw lying over there! How are you going to answer for it?!”


      “They did?”


      Norman tilted his head, glanced at Natalia, then back at Shizuku and Clareth.


      “Really?”


      “…Well, yeah.”


      “Why in the world would you do that?”


      “Because I wanted to help her.” Shizuku’s answer was quiet, short, and powerful. “She doesn’t deserve to be treated like a monster. That’s how I felt.”


      “You too, Clareth?”


      “…Yes, me too.”


      “I see.” Norman’s answer was brief, too. He narrowed his eyes slightly, then turned back to face Iris.


      “Well, that’s how it is. Sorry, Iris. I’m not totally clear on what’s going on, but I want to respect their feelings.”


      She made a sour expression and frowned. “How did you even get in here, anyway? I figured you’d be spying, so I told my people to stop you if you tried anything.”


      “Oh, sorry. I thought they were just some sketchy guys and knocked them out. That’s why I was late butting in. Don’t worry, I didn’t kill them—I gently reassured them I was a doctor while I choked them out.”


      “Don’t brag. You’re still just a doctor in training.”


      “What they do isn’t all that different.” Norman shrugged it off, and Iris glared at him.


      “Do you get it? This isn’t like what happened last month.”


      “That’s right. That’s why I have a proposal for you, Iris,” he said, holding up Vibrato. “If I give this back to you, can we pretend tonight never happened? Of course, it’s a secret from my sister, too. You guys need this, right?


      “…Do you really think that’s a fair trade?”


      “If you don’t take it, I’ll kill you,” he said without hesitating. Despite the words, there was no hostility or killing intent. He said he’d kill Iris as naturally as the sun rose in the east, night became morning, and objects fell to the ground when dropped.


      Clareth thought he was pushing it. She didn’t know what value the weapon he held, Vibrato, had, but she didn’t think it was enough to make a deal with.


      However, after a long silence, Iris nodded. “Very well. Hurry up and hand it over. As for that Unlaw, do what you want—either let it escape or hide it, but if there are any more victims, I’ll kill them all without going through you first.”


      Iris snapped her fingers, and her coat reconstructed itself instantly. Though they hadn’t noticed them at first, her gauntlets appeared to have originally been gloves.


      Norman merely nodded in return. “There’s not much I can do if she does. As for the other two, if you were to tattle on them to my sister, there would be a problem.”


      “Shut up.”


      Norman tossed her Vibrato, and Iris caught it. That was the end of it. Iris vanished just as she’d appeared into the darkness of night, leaving only silence behind.


      “…What’s her problem?” Shizuku muttered softly, and Clareth felt the same.


      “Anyway, let’s figure out what to do with the teacher first… Clareth, can you use your ability again?”


      “Yes. I’m not sure how much, though… What did you have in mind?”


      “Can you knock down part of the school and have it fall into the courtyard?”


      “…Norman? Are you okay? Are you tired? Want to use my lap as a pillow?”


      “That sounds amazing. If we let the teacher escape, it’s best if we make it look legit. Saying she got crushed and killed in the aftermath of the battle when the school collapsed would be easiest. You know, like splat. No body to be found.”


      “…”


      Clareth had hoped that Norman would have a plan for how to deal with Natalia, but she hadn’t imagined it would be so lacking in subtlety.


      “Well, that’s fine. I should be able to smash some walls after I rest a little.”


      “Norman.”


      “Yeah?” He tilted his head.


      “That woman kept dragging your name into things, over and over. Did something happen between you two?”


      “Oh, Iris. We used to be engaged. Broke up a long time ago, though.”


      “…”


      “…”


      Clareth and Shizuku looked at each other, then forgot all their pain and exhaustion as they shouted in unison:


      “Whaaat?!”
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      The next evening, Shizuku was tuning her violin in her dorm room, dressed in her regular clothes sans parka. Her belongings were packed on the bed she sat on, ready for departure. Just as she’d intended from the beginning, she was leaving the school now that the Banshee case had been solved.


      Shizuku continued adjusting the pegs.


      “…Ow.”


      She winced from the pain in her body. Though Norman had treated her wounds after the battle last night and she’d had plenty of sleep, she was still covered from head to toe in bandages and gauze. If she if she were a Deviation Type, it would have been another story, but as a Lurking Type, Shizuku would take some time to heal completely.


      With a sigh, she set her violin aside.


      “Hey, Shizu. How are you feeling?”


      Clareth came into the room. She had bandages on her cheek and neck, but her smile was the same as usual. She carried a basket laden with sweets and a flask.


      “What’s up with that?”


      “Everyone gave them to me. Do you want some? There’s chocolate, too.”


      Shizuku thought for a moment and nodded.


      They set up a table and chairs in the center of the room, and sitting across from each other, enjoyed the tea in the flask and the sweets.


      Then…


      “Miss Clareth.”


      “Hey, Shizu.”


      They spoke at the same time.


      “Hm? It’s unusual for you to speak first. Go ahead.”


      “Thanks.”


      Eating a chocolate muffin, her eyes glued to the table, Shizuku began, “With everything that happened yesterday with Cecile and Ms. Natalia, there’s something that’s been bothering me.”


      “Oh? Go ahead.”


      “Miss Clareth…” Shizuku said the Fairy’s name once more, staring straight into her heterochromatic eyes. “Why did you change the academy into what it is now?” she asked. “Ms. Natalia said the academy had completely changed while she was on leave. The difference is pretty drastic. Why did you do it?”


      “Is it so important that you know?”


      “Not really. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” Shizuku shrugged as Clareth sipped her tea.


      “…”


      She stared quietly at the surface of her tea for a while. Then…


      “Well…” She smiled. “To sum it up… I guess it’s because I got angry.”
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      Clareth remembered.


      “Just to be clear, Cecile and I weren’t close. If you had asked me whether I liked her or not… She followed me around like a shadow, like in the vision we saw, so I guess I felt a mix of annoyance and pity. I was sorry when I heard about her death, but not enough to feel sad. That’s the kind of relationship we had.”


      However…


      “I was shocked when I went to school the day after she died. An underclassman had died in an accident, and no one seemed to care. Some were even acting like it was a joke.”


      “That’s…” Shizuku frowned in displeasure. Clareth agreed.


      “Back then, the death of a bullied girl was gossip fodder to them. The rumor that it was suicide spread quickly, and some students looked into it for fun. Seeing that, I couldn’t help but think—”


      Watching girls consume the death of their classmate as entertainment.


      It wasn’t that she’d liked Cecile.


      “I just thought that her death shouldn’t have been treated that way.”


      That was why Clareth—Felicity McPherson—had changed everything so that they would respect others, love their neighbors, and treasure their friends. She had permeated the academy with those mild, childlike ideas. And that was how she’d created the Fairy’s playground: with the death of a single girl as the catalyst.


      “Well, forcing peace onto the academy turned out to be boring and tedious. That was around the time I became an Unlaw and met Mr. Norman.”


      She felt a bit sentimental—in a way, Cecile’s death had brought her to Norman.


      “Anyway, that’s the reason why I changed the academy. Satisfied?”


      “I guess so.” Shizuku cocked her head and looked up slightly. “I mean, it was basically a mass brainwashing, and doing that sort of thing outside the scope of Unlaw powers is seriously freaky, but…” Shizuku smiled. “You’re surprisingly normal, Miss Clareth.”


      “Huh?”


      “I mean, you mourned Cecile’s death in your own way, right? Then, when they mocked her, you made your displeasure known. I think that’s pretty normal.”


      “Hah.”
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      Shizuku didn’t give a moment’s thought to what she’d said. She just thought Clareth was kind in the normal sense. In hindsight, she felt that yesterday Clareth had been looking after her the whole time—she hadn’t brought up Vision until they had no other choice, and even during fencing class, she’d tried to give the people-averse Shizuku a chance to interact with her classmates… just like an upperclassman looking after an underclassman.


      That was why she’d said it, thinking Clareth had mourned Cecile’s death in a normal way, but—


      “Ha, ha-ha-ha, ha-ha-ha! Me—me, normal? Aha, ha-ha-ha! That’s the first time I’ve heard that, ha! I’m gonna d-d-die, ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      “…Huh?”


      Shizuku was taken aback at the sight of Clareth Airystep laughing and clutching her sides, tears even welling up. It wasn’t a fake laugh, but a laugh appropriate for a girl her age. Shizuku felt a chill go up her spine, and she had goosebumps.


      “Terrifying. What was that? Did we suddenly fall into a horror novel? We’ve had enough of that.”


      “Huff…huff…phew. Phew. I think that was the hardest I’ve ever laughed in my life.” Clareth wiped her tears and looked bashful. “I think I’m starting to like you, Shizu.”


      “Gross.”


      Shizuku felt more terrified than ever before. She thought about fleeing the room immediately.


      “Phew… Well, then, can I go next?”


      “I really don’t want to ask you in the situation…but what is it?”


      “This.” From her pocket, Clareth produced—


      “…Cecile’s sheet music.”


      Shizuku frowned. Whatever had sparked the vision last night wasn’t something she wanted to see, because it was a reminder that she’d hurt her best friend.


      “Don’t make that face. How about looking at it as normal sheet music, not with Vision?”


      “…Right.”


      Not understanding Clareth’s intent, she took the sheet music, imagining the sound in her head as she read the musical notation.


      “Huh?”


      Shizuku noticed something. It might have been her imagination—she was self-taught in music, so she couldn’t be certain, but every time she looked it over, she kept thinking—


      “Isn’t this…complete?”


      That can’t be! She wanted to shout. The vision had shown the day before Cecile’s death, and the piece hadn’t been complete at that time, yet here it was, finished.


      “She didn’t give up on the song she promised you—even after being rejected by you, being rejected by me, and being told by Ms. Natalia not to push herself.” Clareth’s words were gentle.


      “…Why do you have this?”


      “If I remember correctly, the morning she died—not that we had a proper conversation—she just barged into my room and left the sheet music. I wasn’t very happy about it… Well, when I heard she died, I wasn’t sure what to do with it, so I sealed it up, thinking maybe one day I’d give it to the best friend she’d mentioned… And that turned out to be you.” She gave a wry smile. “If I hadn’t remembered you and Cecile, it might have stayed that way forever.”


      “…What in the world?” Shizuku’s voice was trembling. Her grip on the sheet music tightened; it crumpled slightly.


      “…Ah.” A drop of water fell. By the time she realized it had been her own tear, more were already overflowing.


      “Ahh…ahk…uhn…” Her tears multiplied, smudging the handwritten sheet music. “Ahh… I get it… Cecile…always…” Her voice caught in her throat, leaving her unable to get the words out.


      Clareth finished them for her. “Cecile didn’t resent you. Her death was just a tragic accident. She was still trying to keep her promise to perform with you.”


      “Uhn, ugh…!” Shizuku couldn’t stop sobbing. She’d always thought it was her fault. She’d always thought Cecile had resented her—that Natalia blaming her was justified, and she didn’t deserve forgiveness. But that wasn’t the case. Her one and only best friend had tried to honor their pact.


      Shizuku had ceased to be human. Tiana Crumb no longer existed.


      Cecile Barker was already dead. And she’d misunderstood her.


      Still, the promise between them remained unbroken.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      “…Um, Miss Clareth?”


      “Yes?”


      “Why didn’t you tell me this yesterday?” Shizuku asked Clareth, her tears finally dry.


      Clareth smiled brightly. “I didn’t get a chance.”


      “What?”


      “I started to bring it up when we were talking about Cecile pushing herself too hard in front of you, but then Ms. Natalia started laying into me, and things escalated from there. I figured I’d clear up the misunderstanding between you once she couldn’t fight anymore…”


      “But?”


      “A certain someone knocked out Ms. Natalia before I had the chance to say anything.”


      “…Given the situation, I think I did the right thing.”


      “I won’t deny that. Honestly, I wasn’t sure when the right time would be. I may have just wound up provoking Ms. Natalia.”


      “I guess you’re right.” Shizuku nodded, and the conversation stopped there. But the silence wasn’t awkward or unpleasant for her, and she suddenly thought of something. “…Miss Clareth.”


      “What?”


      “Would…” She placed the sheet music she was holding on the table. “Would you like to try playing this together?”


      “…Hm. I didn’t expect you to ask me that.”


      “Yes. I still dislike you, but I don’t like hurting others with my abilities—not that I have any reservations about what happens to you.”


      “That’s terrible.”


      “Yes. I’m an absolutely terrible woman. Wouldn’t you say a terrible woman is a perfect match for you?”


      Shizuku just smiled. Clareth smiled right back, like two flowers reaching for the light.


      “I’m sure this song will make our hearts tremble, too.”

    
  


  
    
      Interval Two


      In a darkened room, Iris lay collapsed in her bed, wearing only a shirt.


      She was in her private room, which was equipped with bare-minimum appliances, with a cold bed as the single piece of furniture. After reporting the incident at the academy to Sufiya as per her agreement with Norman, everything was finished.


      “…Ugh.”


      Her body felt so heavy, and the discomfort deep in her chest wouldn’t cease. Even after a whole night had passed, the harmony between Tear Blossom and the Fairy continued to torment her—Echo Howling wasn’t entirely without effect.


      Iris was simply used to it.


      “…”


      She turned over, glancing at the small bedside table. On it was the sole object in the room that conveyed her humanity—a picture. The picture in the frame had been torn to shreds, then mended. In it, a gray-haired boy in a brand-new military uniform saluted the camera nervously. Next to him, a girl in a dress with long black hair, leaning on him and smiling.


      “…Ah.”


      Every single day, Iris looked at that picture first thing in the morning and right before she closed her eyes at night.


      “Trauma, huh? I live with it every day.”


      Iris replayed the horrific moments of her life each day, enduring it every hour for the past year and a half. How could Echo Howling impact her in any meaningful way?


      “How ridiculous.” The words dissolved in the darkness.


      The two people in the photo no longer existed. That distant past was lost forever.


      “Norman.” She spoke the name of her former fiancée. “It’s all gone. You’ve changed so much.”


      Her childhood love had become a monster.


      “…I hate you.”


      Those words reached no one.
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      Epilogue


      


      “Hey, Eltiel! Come here a sec!” Lonsday hollered.


      “I told you, that’s not it! Are you deaf ?” Shizuku yelled.


      Norman heard the shouts across the Elementary Detective Agency. He went first to the kitchen where Lonsday was with Eltiel, who she had summoned.


      “Sigh. What is it? You’re so loud.”


      “Well, duh! What the hell’s with this tea?!”


      “I spiked it with alcohol like you requested.”


      “What idiot would add rubbing alcohol?! It smells terrible now!”


      “You drink that all the time.”


      “Doesn’t mean I want it in my tea! What happened to the brandy?!” Lonsday complained, but Eltiel shrugged it off.


      Norman turned his gaze to the living room.


      “Come on, did you even read the sheet music? You’re ignoring all the notations.”


      “The other version was way better. We changed it from a trio to a duet, obviously we have to tinker with it a bit!”


      “Ha-ha-ha, you realize that’s your friend’s last work, don’t you?”


      “Let’s not confuse the issue.”


      Shizuku held her violin and Clareth a cello as they bickered over the single sheet of music.


      Norman couldn’t help but laugh at the sight.


      “Wow… You guys are really getting along great.”


      “Are you blind?”


      “I agree with Miss Lonsday,” Shizuku said. “Norman, in what world is this ‘getting along’?”


      “I’m starting to find Miss Lonsday’s outbursts almost endearing, though.”


      “You know, I think I agree with Eltiel here. I’m starting to find Shizuku’s verbal abuse kind of fun. It’s like I have a little sister. Want to try calling me ‘big sis’?”


      “Huh? Gross.”


      Norman’s smile widened.


      “…Norman, that smile is seriously creepy.”


      “Nothing I can do about it. I’m thrilled you guys all did your best in your duos.”


      “Hm.” Lonsday puffed on her cigarette. “Hey, Tear Blossom, Fairy—how did things go on your end?”


      “Let’s see… Shizu and I waged a serious war of tears, sorrow, and heartbreak.”


      “I…guess you could say that, sure,” Shizuku said. “How about you guys?”


      “Let’s see…” Eltiel thought for a moment. “It was like, boom, splat, poof, kaboom. Like that.”


      “Whoa, where’d your vocabulary go?” Lonsday asked.


      “Doesn’t looking back on the whole endeavor make it look a little stupid? I just gave an equally stupid answer.”


      “Damn… Can’t argue with that…!”


      Norman grinned again.


      Shizuku changed the subject. “While we’re on the topic, Norman, there’s something I really need to ask you.”


      “What is it?”


      “What’s this about Iris being your former fiancée?”


      “Huh? What the hell?”


      “Lord Norman?”


      “Nice one, Shizu. I was curious about that myself.”


      “How about it, Norman?”


      “Hm.”


      Four pairs of eyes focused on Norman, all belonging to girls who had come to terms with their pasts.


      They toyed lovingly with their four-colored badges.


      Norman shrugged carelessly and remarked indifferently, “I totally forgot about that.”

    
  


  
    
      Afterword


      


      What happens when a past you thought was long gone suddenly catches up to you? That’s the theme I wanted to make the centerpiece of this volume. People can call themselves monsters, define themselves as monsters, throw away the names that used to belong to them, become truly loved as monsters—that doesn’t change the fact that they were once human. Eltiel and Lonsday, the adults, had been able to make a clean break with their pasts, but things were far from over for the teens Shizuku and Clareth.


      Vol. 1 focused on Norman’s relationships with the four, so this time I tried writing about them outside their relationships with Norman. It was a lot of fun. I hope you’re able to see sides of these characters they don’t typically show around Norman. As a result, Norman, our protagonist, barely showed up this time. Whoops. He had a super-creepy moment with that double-page spread in Vol. 1. This volume, I wanted his final line to make you go, “What a freaking jerk!”


      Once again, I’m ryunosuke. Thank you so much for purchasing Vol. 2 of To the Monster I Love.


      Releasing a second volume is no easy feat these days, so you can imagine my relief that this made it to print. This volume featured a two-by-two super-combo setup, but next time I’d like to explore yet another facet of the Elementary Detective Agency. Vol. 1 leaned a lot into the mystery genre, and we saw a ton of heavy action in Vol. 2. I’d like to give Vol. 3 its own flavor as well.


      Now, I’d like to give thanks to everyone involved in the creation of this book.


      Thank you to my editor for suggesting such great illustration ideas. The two double-page spreads showing off the girls’ combo moves were incredible. Just incredible. To my illustrator, Gesoking—everything you draw is so cool and cute. Thank you so much. That front cover is just irresistible. I’ve taken it upon myself to make sure all four characters get their covers—otherwise, I’d be betraying the readers. I’ll be counting on your support in the future.


      Many other people helped bring this book to life, from the designers to the PR team. I could say it a million times over—thank you so much.


      Until we meet again, when next the wind blows.

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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“Hey, Tiana. Do you play the violin?” the girl asked one day in the
classroom.

The girl’s silver-haired classmate, Tiana, had been dozing on her
desk. She slowly sat up and replied, “I don’t.”

“You didn’t even think before answering. Give it a sec.” The girl
smirked, and Tiana sighed.

“I told you I don’t play. Why are you still asking?”

“Come on. It’s not that you can’s, you just don’t want to put in the
effort. If you practice, you'll be great in no time. Then we can perform
together at the next recital!”

“What? That makes me wanna do it even less.”

Don’t be so selfish, Tiana thought. Her one and only friend was
indifferent to her surroundings, but her mysterious charm prevented
her from ever seeming rude. That was likely what endeared her to
Tiana.

“Don'’t say that. It'll be me, you, and an upperclassman [ want to invite.
She’s sooo beautiful, like a fairy whose smile makes you want to forgive
her for anything.”

“Sounds more like a demon to me...”

I'm so not interested.

“I don’t even want to participate in the recital—the whole vibe is
terrible. It feels like everyone is just trying to drag each other down.”

“Ha-ha, not like that would bother you.”

“Well, it’s a waste of my time.”

The girl picked up her bag and headed for the classroom door. They
were the only two people left in the room. The rest of their classmates
had all left—likely either back to their dorms or to afterschool clubs.
Tiana didn’t particularly want anyone else there, regardless.

“Please, Tiana. I'm thinking of composing a piece. Help me out,” the
girl urged.

“...Sigh. Fine, if you're gonna twist my arm.”

“You're the best. I'd be lost without you, Tiana.”
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“I do have one condition, though.”

“What is it?”

“That piece...”

Tiana smiled warmly at her friend, who was alarmed.

“Unless the song is really beautiful and truly moves me, I won’t do it.”
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“Ha-ha-ha! You've done it now, Detective!”

A shout came from behind the brown-skinned woman.

“Don’t you forget it! I swear, you'll be—!”

“What nonsense...,” the woman spat in response, lighting a ciga-
rette. To her, the man being dragged away by the police was already a
thing of the past.

“Bravo, Miss Slaney.”

The Lord of Rubivas addressed her next, with a calm smile. He was
a middle-aged man with his family’s characteristic golden hair and red
eyes.

“You're as skilled as they say. I'm glad we came to you for this case.”

“Just doing my job.”

“Ha-ha-ha. As it happens, there appears to be another incident I'd
like you to handle.”

“Oh?”

The woman repositioned the cigarette in her mouth and raised her
finely-shaped eyebrows.

She had just finished a request from the Lord himself and, in the
process, had looked into various incidents around town, but none of
them should have required her assistance.

“Hrm... This is difficult to say, but my daughter’s run away from
home.”

“Huh...? What? Run away? You mean—?"

“Yes. I'd like you to find her and bring her back. It seems she’s already
skipped town...which puts her out of our reach. Her destination is also
somewhat concerning.”

“...Hm.” Slaney thought for a moment. “All right. I don’t usually
take on missing persons cases, Lord Rubivas, but you've been good to
me. Give me a description of your daughter. Red eyes and golden hair,
I presume?”

“Yes. However...” The lord hesitated slightly. “She’s already past
twenty...but she’s quite short and has a childlike appearance.”
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“I see. I believe her name was...”
“Shelia. Shelia Rubivas.”
“Consider her found. You mentioned something concerning?”

“My daughter is likely headed...to Bardium.”
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