
  
    
      [image: Cover]
    

  

  
    
      [image: Book Title Page]
    

  

  
    
      [image: Book Title Page]
    

  

  
    
      [image: Book Title Page]
    

  

  
    
      [image: Book Title Page]
    

  

  
    
      
        [image: Book Title Page]
      

    

  

  
    
      Copyright


      Wandering Witch: The Journey of Elaina


      JOUGI SHIRAISHI


      Translation by Nicole Wilder


      Cover art by Azure


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


      MAJO NO TABITABI vol. 17


      Copyright © 2021 Jougi Shiraishi


      Illustrations copyright © 2021 Azure


      All rights reserved.


      Original Japanese edition published in 2021 by SB Creative Corp.


      This English edition is published by arrangement with SB Creative Corp., Tokyo, in care of Tuttle-Mori Agency, Inc., Tokyo.


      English translation © 2026 by Yen Press, LLC


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


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


      Yen On


      150 West 30th Street, 6th Floor


      New York, NY 10001


      Visit us at yenpress.com


      facebook.com/yenpress


      twitter.com/yenpress


      yenpress.tumblr.com


      instagram.com/yenpress


      First Yen On Edition: August 2026


      Edited by Yen On Editorial: Payton Campbell


      Designed by Yen Press Design: Wendy Chan


      Yen On is an imprint of Yen Press, LLC.


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


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


      Library of Congress Control Number: 2019052222


      ISBNs: 978-1-9753-6875-3 (paperback) 
978-1-9753-6876-0 (ebook)


      E3-20260710-JV-NF-ORI

    
  


  Contents


  Cover


  Insert


  Title Page


  Copyright


  Prologue


  Chapter 1: Ghost House


  Chapter 2: Actually, I…


  Chapter 3: A Story About That One Night


  Chapter 4: Guardian of Carousel


  Chapter 5: The Day That Wouldn’t End


  Chapter 6: The Azure Witch


  Chapter 7: The End of the Day That Wouldn’t End


  Epilogue


  Afterword


  Yen Newsletter


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: image]
          

        

      


      PROLOGUE


      My father walked through a certain restaurant, pulling me along by the hand as he weaved his way through the chairs.


      “I’m too embarrassed.”


      Only eight years old, I was keeping my eyes low, hiding my joy at being taken by the hand by my father, who had come home from work for the first time in a long while.


      Before long, we found our way to the corner of the restaurant.


      To a little stage.


      The pianist was already seated in front of the piano, and she smiled sweetly when she saw me.


      “So you’re our star for today, huh?” she asked me.


      It had been a sudden suggestion from my father.


      The pianist often performed songs at my father’s favorite restaurant, and apparently, they sometimes allowed customers to jump in and sing along with the songs.


      And on that day, when I was there with my parents, they were asking customers to participate.


      That was when my father encouraged me. “How about you, Samara? Why don’t you try singing something? You like singing, don’t you?”


      That was my father’s suggestion.


      I was too embarrassed and didn’t answer him. Really, I wanted to go up onstage but I didn’t have the courage to say so.


      When my father saw me like that, he took me by the hand and led me to the stage in the corner of the restaurant.


      Although I said, “I’m too embarrassed,” the truth was that I felt a deep pang of excitement. I immediately got up on the stage.


      And I sang my song.


      Everyone in the restaurant turned to look at me.


      All of them inclined their ears to hear my voice, and smiles showed on their faces as they occasionally nodded along.


      I only sang one song.


      As soon as I was finished, the restaurant broke into applause. Customers stood up out of their seats, and everyone there looked at me with smiles on their faces.


      I remember the scene so vividly even now, it’s burned into my eyes.


      Because that moment, the happiest in my whole life, made me who I am today.
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      CHAPTER 1


      Ghost House


      There was something strange about that city.


      There were tall buildings, and short ones. They were all different shades of blue, white, or yellow.


      Everything was a different height or color, and it formed a bizarre, chaotic townscape. The roads were a tortured mess of twists and turns, and the cobblestones stretched into the distance, lined up like scales on a snake.


      The city was bizarre and mismatched, as if it had come straight out of a child’s daydream.


      After walking around the city for a little while, a certain traveler spoke up.


      “Whoa.”


      What a funny place this is. I’m sure that if I were a child, it would be thrilling just to walk through town every day—she thought with a sigh, that lone (beautiful) young woman, dressed in a relatively plain outfit that was mostly black, in stark contrast to the colorful city.


      Her hair was ash gray. Her eyes were lapis blue. She wore a black robe and a black pointed hat, and though her eyes sparkled like a child’s at the undeniably gaudy city around her, she kept up appearances and maintained a flat expression.


      “What a great city—”


      The reason she was able to make such an earnest assessment so quickly was because the people coming and going through the town were filled with such happiness.


      There were children running past the traveler to the other side of the road. Dragging their parents by the hands with dazzling smiles on their faces, they headed for a crowd in that direction. Across the road, there was someone in a clown costume performing a juggling act.


      After walking a little farther, the traveler saw someone presenting magic tricks to the crowd. “Take a look! I have here a perfectly ordinary box! And now I will summon my assistant, who will teleport into this box!”


      Walking a little farther still, she spotted people making animals like dogs, monkeys, and pheasants perform.


      There were people playing violins, trumpets, accordions, and all sorts of different instruments by the roadside.


      It was as if the city had invited the circus to town that day, and the streets were filled with music and a spirited atmosphere.


      The traveler and the townsfolk alike marveled at the cheerful atmosphere.


      Could it possibly be that right now, in the streets of this town, everyone is happy? Immersed in such a carefree fantasy, who on earth could that girl be?


      That’s right. It’s me.


      “……”


      By the way—


      —even I was basking in a strange feeling of elation, brought on by simply being present on a street filled with so many happy people. I gave myself over to the energy and the excitement of the place, and I was in the mood to do something really great. It was fair to say that it was rare for me to experience this kind of whimsy, the sort of feeling that might come over me only once every several hundred years or so.


      You know, I wonder if there are any unhappy people around here?


      More specifically, any girls who appear to be about fifteen years old with very, very long black hair and pretty golden eyes visible through the gaps? The sleeves of her shirt might be ridiculously long and hanging limply, while the fingers of the hands hidden inside those sleeves are holding a sign that reads, I AM MISERABLE. HELP ME, PLEASE.


      If there were any unhappy girls who more or less fit that description around, I would leap to the rescue immediately.


      “Mm-hmm, unhappy, are you…?”


      Right, so then…


      “Um, don’t look at me too long, please…”


      But you’re right here, in front of my eyes.


      Off to the side of the road, holding up her sign in an unassuming manner, was a young girl with the characteristics I just described. Her cheeks had taken on quite a red hue, as if she was uncomfortable with people looking at her. I had only been looking at her sign, but it seemed like she really didn’t like me looking at all.


      “Are you in some kind of trouble?” I asked her, direct and to the point.


      “Um… Yes, something like that…”


      “I see, I see.”


      “Uh, from the way you’re dressed… Are you a witch…?” the girl asked me very timidly. “I’ve seen one before, in a book…”


      “That’s right. As you can see, I am a witch.”


      Apparently, magic is not exactly flourishing here in this city.


      Right away, I threw out my chest with pride, full of self-confidence.


      In response she said, “This person…might be able to…”


      She uttered those words, which got me even more interested.


      Might be able to…what? Might be able to help this unhappy girl?


      Because I was already in such a good mood that day, her simple words were enough to make me feel great.


      And so, as I slipped right up beside her, I asked, “So then, what specifically is troubling you…?”


      I had only meant to ask an honest question, but my hand landed on the girl’s shoulder, and then she looked up at me in an extremely frightened manner, so from an outsider’s perspective, it probably looked like I was some villain trying to grift money from a young, innocent girl.


      “Um, telling you the whole story right here is a little—”


      “Mm-hmm, I see. So something very sad happened to you, then. You poor thing, so that’s why you’re crying your eyes out…”


      “Huh? No, um… I’m actually not crying, but—”


      “It’s okay. I’ll be your moral support and lead you without fail down the path toward solving your problem.”


      “This woman isn’t listening to a word I’m saying.”


      Well, that’s enough joking around for now.


      In any case, I was ready to ride the energy and excitement of that place and listen to the girl’s troubles.
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      As we walked to the girl’s house, we exchanged simple self-introductions.


      The name of the troubled young girl was Patty.


      She was fifteen years old, as I had guessed, and currently seemed to be very worried about how her life was going.


      Well, that is a very sensitive age after all, when one’s head is filled with all sorts of different thoughts. Age fifteen is a time when one does sometimes feel troubled.


      “So then, what exactly is it that’s troubling you?”


      We had been walking down the road for about five minutes.


      We arrived at a flamboyant pink apartment building that was a total mismatch for the depressed girl’s appearance. But Patty opened a door on the first floor of the building and ushered me into a dining room that was rather calm, considering the overly flashy exterior of the building.


      Then she had me take a seat on one of two facing sofas. The room wasn’t all that big, but it was packed with weird paintings and vases, as well as creepy dolls and other items of questionable taste, with what appeared to be some family photos decorating one corner. It looked like she was currently living there alone.


      “Umm…”


      Patty sat down across from me, holding her sign to her chest, and timidly opened her mouth to speak.


      I wondered just what kind of troubles were going to come spilling from her mouth. They had to be quite bad, given that she was incredibly unhappy and seeking help.


      Maybe she had trouble with her relationships. Perhaps the boy she liked wouldn’t pay attention to her, or she’d had a fight with a friend or something.


      Maybe she was having trouble at school. She couldn’t get her grades up, or she was too smart and her classes were boring. Or maybe she didn’t take well to her classmates.


      “The truth is, I don’t know what to do about the ghost.”


      I see, so it’s trouble with a ghost, is it?


      …Ghost?


      Huh? Did she just say ghost?


      “When you say ‘ghost,’ do you mean like a…ghost?” I asked, meaning to question whether I had misheard her.


      However, with an earnest look in her eye, she said, “Yes, like this.”


      As she answered, she suddenly crooked both elbows and dangled her long sleeves in front of her chest. She wore a deadly serious expression.


      So you’re telling me this isn’t a joke, and you really are being bothered by a real ghost?


      Ha-ha-ha, no way, that can’t be.


      “I first met the ghost about a month ago. Elaina, are you aware that there is an old mansion called Chester Castle on the outskirts of town? Let me tell you about it. Here in Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams, where I currently live, Chester Castle has been known since antiquity as a locus of spiritual activity.”


      “Huh? Um…”


      She just started telling me this story out of nowhere.


      “Strictly speaking, Chester Castle isn’t a castle at all, but it’s a huge old house that was given the name ‘castle’ because of its peculiar outward appearance—”


      “Hang on…”


      Her eyes are lighting up like crazy. Who is she?


      “Ah, yes? What is it? As expected, you’re curious about the identity of the person who built Chester Castle? That’s a good point to focus on. The name of the person who created Chester Castle is the same as the name of the castle. He was a wealthy man named Chester.”


      “No, um, do you think I could get you to stop talking for a second?”


      “…Hmm? Is something the matter?”


      “You launched right into things, and I’m kind of at a loss over here…”


      I finally managed to get the girl, who had been talking as if possessed, to pause for a moment and let out a sigh.


      “First of all,” I said, “I’m still not even sure I believe that ghosts really exist—”


      “There is a ghost.”


      “Wow, you’re so certain.”


      “Elaina, the first thing you have to know is that the idea that ghosts don’t exist is modern societal nonsense. You wouldn’t, by any chance, happen to be the type of person who foolishly insists that they can’t believe in anything they can’t see with their own eyes, would you? Or the type of person who insists that we can unravel the true nature of spirits through modern science? I often encounter people who call themselves realists, holding up stupid theories like that, but it’s all a bunch of nonsense. I’m changing the subject here, but, Elaina, do you know what causes sleep paralysis? When sleeping, we prepare ourselves for the following day by cycling through ninety-minute periods during which either the body rests while the mind sorts through everything that happened during the previous day, or the body is active while the mind is allowed to rest. But sleep paralysis is said to be a phenomenon brought about when someone’s consciousness itself happens to awaken while the mind is active. During sleep, when the mind is active, humans dream. You’ve had the experience of finding and reading a beloved book while you’re cleaning up your room, right? That’s basically the principle behind why humans have dreams. So sometimes, our consciousness happens to awaken, and we have a dream while awake as our bodies are resting, so our muscles are relaxed, and we cannot move. It’s generally accepted that this is the true nature of sleep paralysis and that any supernatural phenomenon someone might see during those times is actually a hallucination produced by a confused mind that cannot differentiate between dreams and reality. Whenever I bring this up, most of those realist folks put on a real smug expression, like they’re right in their element, and say something like ‘See now, I told you there’s no such thing as ghosts!’ but that’s not what I’m trying to say at all. Even if we assume we understand the mechanism behind sleep paralysis, that only means that was what the research indicated and not that we’ve been able to explain the cause of every single instance of sleep paralysis that has happened all over the world since the dawn of time. Among all those instances, there must be a few in which sleep paralysis was really caused by a ghost waking someone. It simply must have happened. In the name of science, we become blind to things that are clearly visible. It must be remembered that the results of scientific research do nothing but demonstrate one single possibility. The answer from science is not the sole correct answer in the whole world and, of course, must not lead us to deny the existence of ghosts. Not all ghosts are merely withered blades of grass. Do you understand, Elaina?”


      “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far…”


      She really got fired up about this.


      After talking without a break for a little while, Patty let out a deep sigh and cast her eyes down bashfully, as if she hadn’t just delivered a long monologue, then asked me modestly, “That’s what’s going on, so did I convince you…?”


      Oh, well…


      “Seeing how you behave, I’m starting to feel like maybe ghosts do exist…”


      “Oh really?! I’m just happy you believed me!”


      She giggled and showed me her best smile yet that day.


      “The benchmarks for your emotions don’t make one bit of sense to me…”


      I mean, she speaks like a girl possessed by something malevolent, and I suppose I don’t mind believing in something like the existence of ghosts, considering what she told me. I was all fired up to listen to her tale of misfortune before, although thanks to what I’ve just heard, I’m ready to throw some purifying salt on her.


      “If you believe me, then this won’t take long to explain, Elaina. If you would, please listen to my troubles!”


      It finally seems like she’s ready to open up about what’s bothering her, so I’ll have to be content, I guess.
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      Before telling you the particulars of Patty’s troubles, I believe I have a duty to describe Patty herself in greater detail.


      The girl known as Patty seemingly only opened her heart to people who were similar to her, or who she deemed worthy of her trust. She seemed to be a typical shy girl. Now, I had already figured some of that out from the fact that she had bangs long enough to hide her eyes, and from her eccentric vibe, but still, when we left her place and went walking down the street, her shy tendencies really manifested. The girl who had been talking passionately about sleep paralysis until a few moments earlier just vanished.


      “Eee…”


      As we walked through town, she clung to my robe, trembling. It seemed that not only her body but her whole mind was shivering. She was like a dog that hated going on walks.


      In that state, she was unable to have a normal conversation with anyone other than me. Actually, she probably wasn’t even able to look anyone else in the face.


      “Ah, you there! Excuse me, you’re Patty, aren’t you?”


      We walked through town, and as we passed through the area where Patty had been standing earlier holding her sign, a young man came running up to us.


      He was staring at Patty, his face bright red. Just from the way he looked, even I, someone who knows little of love affairs, could pick up on the sense that this young man had romantic feelings for Patty, but…


      Despite that, Patty herself seemed to be a pitiful creature who couldn’t hold a conversation in public.


      “Eee…!” She let out a short little scream and immediately hid herself behind me.


      “Um…” The young man leaned his body over and tried to peek around behind my back.


      “Pyah!” With another bizarre shout, Patty buried her face in my back.


      “…Ummm.” As she went to extremes to avoid him, the expression on the courageous young man’s face gradually sunk.


      “Ooga-booga-booga!” Then, still burying her face, she answered him with nonsense words.


      The incomprehensibility of her words, and her terrible rudeness, was more than enough to break the boy’s heart. He literally grumbled, “Hmph,” drooped his head like a wilted flower, and trudged away alone.


      Oh, poor thing.


      As I watched the young man walk away, I poked Patty. “Don’t you feel a little bit bad for him?”


      When I asked her that, she quickly pulled her face away from my back and looked up at me with teary eyes, peeking out from between her ridiculously long bangs.


      “Strangers are…scary…,” she mumbled in a vanishingly quiet voice.


      “So already I’m not a stranger?” I replied, as we started walking again.


      Patty told me that misfortune had first visited her a month earlier.


      “I came to this city three years ago to study abroad, but, well, I don’t have many friends…”


      According to her, since arriving in the city three years earlier, she had spent any free time she had going out to Chester Castle on the outskirts of town. I was stunned to hear that she went there about once a week. When I asked what exactly she did on her frequent visits to an old, dilapidated house, she said she just spent the day reading books in front of the door.


      “That’s a very unusual hobby you’ve got.”


      “I feel at ease when I’m at Chester Castle…,” she told me, by way of explanation.


      This mansion that had exerted a hold on this shy girl for three years on the edge of town was apparently a house built by an inventor named Chester, who had been active in the city forty years earlier.


      The so-called magic wand he had invented was a long baton with a stone that had been imbued with magical energy embedded in the tip, so that anyone could easily cast magic spells. It was a groundbreaking invention. There were a lot of aspiring mages in the city at the time, and every one of them wanted a magic baton, so as a result, forty years earlier, Chester became an extremely rich man.


      Then, with more money than he knew what to do with, he built the mansion. At first, it was just a big house.


      However, from the moment he built it until he left the mansion ten years later—when the house came to be called Chester Castle—he repeatedly made countless extensions and renovations. He added doors, he added rooms, he added windows. Sometimes he installed traps in his rooms or built staircases that led to dead ends. There were pitfalls and hidden doorways and all kinds of different tricks built in with the renovations.


      “Chester was originally an inventor, so the story goes that he was initially testing out his new inventions in his own home.”


      However, it came to light that there was another cause behind the constant additions.


      Something happened one year.


      The carpenters who came to the house to build an addition were engrossed in their work from morning till night, as always. Usually, Chester himself stayed locked up in his room and didn’t even greet them or observe their work, but on that day, they had an unusual observer, a woman watching them from a distance. Her long, golden bangs were secured with a hairpin, and she wore a necklace that was adorned with sapphires. She was a young, beautiful woman wearing a breezy dress.


      The construction workers assumed she was Chester’s wife or girlfriend and didn’t pay her much mind, but when their work for the day was finished and they went to pay their respects to Chester, one of them happened to ask about the woman who had been watching them work, and Chester went pale as he answered, “Ah, so she finally appeared in front of you guys, did she?”


      He told them she was a ghost that followed him around. Ever since he had first created his magic batons, that woman had been haunting him.


      Nearly every night, she whispered by his pillow or in his ear, like a delirious refrain, “Why, why, why…?”


      Chester searched for a way to escape from the ghost, and apparently, that was the cause of the endless renovations. Evidently, he’d worked that out by making the house bigger and filling it with traps. He could confuse the ghost and earn himself some time to escape within the mansion.


      “If he was so bothered by a ghost chasing him, couldn’t he have just abandoned the house to get away from her?” I asked, interrupting Patty’s story.


      “Apparently, there was no way he could do that. He had an immense fortune hidden within the mansion…”


      “Ah…”


      So the assets he had on hand were too enormous and kept him from moving freely. What a luxurious problem…


      “But eventually, after ten years went by, he chose to take his own life.”


      He was discovered hanging from the tree in front of the house, with a suicide note nearby.


      Please, no one go inside the house.


      Just that one line. That was all it said.


      However, there were apparently very few people who were willing to actually uphold his request.


      That was because there was a lot of money lying dormant in the house. It was hardly surprising.


      After Chester died, many explorers, burglars, and curious people with time on their hands made their way to what became known as Chester Castle.


      However, most of the people who ventured into the mansion came running back out before an hour was up.


      Chester’s last words had been a request, and a warning.


      Below is some testimony from people who entered the mansion.


      “A-a woman appeared…! She told us to get out…!”


      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, so sorry…”


      “No one else was supposed to be in there, but we kept hearing footsteps the whole time…!”


      And so, far from finding treasure, most of the people who went into the house returned empty-handed.


      Ever since then, Chester Castle had been known as a spiritual place with an interesting history. People said the beautiful spectral woman still wandered through the mazelike halls of Chester Castle to that very day.


      “…Heh-heh, interesting…”


      And then three years ago—


      A lonely girl began spending every weekend sitting by the door of Chester Castle and reading books about the occult.


      It was Patty, who had just arrived in the city.


      “Eh-heh-heh…”


      According to her, ever since then, she visited the mansion often over the course of the nearly three years she had lived there, always chuckling to herself in the same strange tone of voice. This may be none of my business, but that did make me wonder whether she was the source of all the rumors surrounding Chester Castle.


      In any case, until recently, her days there had been more or less totally ordinary.


      Her problem had begun one day about a month before she met me.


      “…Eh?”


      Patty had visited the castle to sit in front of the door and laugh to herself like she always did.


      But on that particular day, Chester Castle appeared to have completely transformed.


      Something must have happened over the previous week—a bolt of lightning from the sky, perhaps. A broken and toppled tree had pierced through the mansion’s wall. When she peered through the hole, she could easily see into the interior.


      The whole three years she had been going there, Patty had never gone inside Chester Castle.


      That was partly because of Chester Castle’s spooky history, and partly because all the doors and windows had already been closed up, so the idea of going inside had never occurred to her.


      However, now a way inside had opened.


      “……”


      She felt a sudden impulse.


      Although she had visited many times over the past three years and had hunted down every book she could find on Chester Castle, although she should have known what a frightening place it was, on that day, she walked along the trunk of the tree that lay on the ground like it was a tightrope and stepped inside.


      “So this is Chester Castle…”


      The first room she set foot in was a bedroom. There was nothing but a single bed inside the room. It looked a little creepy.


      On the other side of the bedroom door was a hallway. It had similar doors evenly spaced all the way down it, like some kind of hotel.


      Patty walked around opening the doors one by one.


      Behind the first door she opened was a room with just one chair sitting in it. Behind the next door she opened was a room with just a bed and a table, behind the door after that was a wall, and behind the next door after that was a room lined with bookshelves… On and on, there were many rooms with unclear purposes. Patty looked into a large number of these perplexing rooms, squealing with excitement as she did. That didn’t make any sense to me at all, but I guess it meant something to her.


      Once she initially set foot inside the castle, all the curiosity she had been suppressing until then overflowed and made her incredibly bold. She felt a thrill opening the doors one after another and seeing the cryptic spaces behind each one. Oh, how happy she must have been. She lost track of time as she explored Chester Castle.


      That was, until someone suddenly spoke to her from behind.


      “—Hey.”


      She clearly heard a woman’s voice. Not thinking much of it, Patty turned around and looked down the long, long corridor she had been carefully exploring. It was deep in darkness.


      There shouldn’t have been anyone other than her there.


      The house had been abandoned for over thirty years and had fallen into ruin.


      “…Huh?”


      That was when she started to feel scared.


      She was frightened that someone other than her was lurking in the darkness.


      So she started to flee from Chester Castle immediately. Patty ran out the same way she had come.


      “—Wait…”


      All the many doors Patty had opened loudly slammed shut, one after another. She was out of breath. Again came the voice, from right behind her.


      “—Why are you leaving? No, don’t leave.”


      The voice called out to stop her again and again.


      “Why? Why?”


      “Why are you leaving?”


      She ran, without caring how she looked. She saw the figure of a woman flicker through her field of vision. A woman’s voice grazed her ears. Patty kept on running, realizing that if she attuned her eyes or her ears to the presence, there would be no turning back.


      She ran desperately all the way home.


      She wondered where the voice she had heard in Chester Castle could have come from. The more she wanted to forget about it, the more the voice calling out, “Hey,” stuck in her mind.


      The harder she tried to forget it, the more she thought about the voice that had pursued her in the castle.


      “And that’s what’s troubling you?”


      I interrupted her story to ask her. She neither nodded nor shook her head but started speaking as if she was muttering to herself.


      “I may look odd, but in my hometown, there was a girl who was my best friend.”


      “Your best friend?”


      She nodded sharply.


      “That girl was gloomy like me, but she was also a nice person who could strike up a friendly conversation, and even when I moved to this city, she said she would send me letters and then gave me a ring to match hers. It’s a beautiful ring, with both our names carved into it—”


      That’s what she said, but Patty never showed me the ring directly.


      The reason for that was plain and simple. She didn’t have the ring on hand at the moment.


      “That ring is precious to me, so I always wore it on my finger, but—but a month ago, right after I explored Chester Castle, it disappeared…”


      “…I see.”


      Now I was starting to get the picture.


      As I thought about it sensibly, it was difficult to imagine her dropping something she was wearing on her finger during her exploration, but—she had seen a ghost, after all, so common sense didn’t seem to apply in this situation. There could be little doubt that she had lost the ring inside Chester Castle.


      And yet, after her terrifying experience, she’d been too afraid to return to Chester Castle. Having lost her precious ring, she was anxious to do something, so she had ultimately been forced to ask for help.


      Patty had no friends in the city, and she was a shy girl who spent her time at Chester Castle on the outskirts of town. It was hard to imagine how much courage it must have taken her to ask for help, and to hold up her sign by the road.


      She must have really suffered over the past month, I thought.


      “I’m glad I said something,” I commented out loud.


      Looking up at me, Patty put on the faintest of smiles.


      “Me too… I’m glad you said something to me. Thanks to you, I’ll be able to look for my ring,” she said.


      That was when we finally arrived at Chester Castle.


      Its exterior appearance was just as Patty had described. It was a big, big house. It had an irregular shape, as if several similar mansions had all been linked together and piled on top of each other to form one house. I looked it over quickly, and what stood out were windows, and more windows, and yet more windows. There seemed to be an endless number of windows.


      The broken tree had smashed through one of the walls, as if piercing the mansion, and a deep, gaping darkness spread out beyond it.


      It looks ready to swallow us up, I thought.


      “Whoa, scary. Maybe we should go back after all.”


      “Huh, just a second, Elaina? You can’t. I’ll never forgive you if you do something like that after we came all the way out here.”


      Uh-oh, did I say that part out loud?


      I turned on my heel, and she puffed out her cheeks. Her two sleeve-covered hands were holding fast to my robe.
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      I’ve always believed that the things you really need to survive in this world are enthusiasm, initiative, and courage. Sometimes, the mood of a situation even opens up new paths for you.


      And so, that day, she and I drew on our enthusiasm and initiative yet again and went into the house together.


      “Patty, you are absolutely not to leave my side. Do you understand?”


      “Y-yes…! I understand.”


      “Patty, it’s dark inside Chester Castle… I’m going to light things up for us using magic, so please be careful not to trip.”


      “Th-thank you…! By the way, Elain—”


      “Patty, if you’re frightened, you can tell me at any time. And I’m repeating myself here, but we absolutely must not get separated, okay? Got it?”


      “Y-yes, got it! By the way, Elaina…um…”


      “What is it?”


      “Why am I in front?”


      “……”


      “……”


      Patty stopped short.


      I had been walking right behind her and stopped abruptly with her.


      “By any chance, Elaina, are you sc—”


      “Nope.”


      “Whoa, so assertive.”


      “My goodness, I just don’t know what to make of fifteen-year-olds these days. What exactly could I have said that made you think I was afraid? Ha-ha-ha, what a joke. What about me looks frightened? Could it be that you’re not comprehending why I’m walking behind you? That can’t be, not when I got behind you on purpose, out of consideration for you. I’m watching your back. Get it? Last time you came here, the ghost spoke to you from behind, isn’t that right? Which means that there’s the greatest chance that it will attack from behind this time as well. So tell me, then, when I’m protecting you, should I walk in front, or behind? The answer to which of those I should choose is as clear as day. You shouldn’t make me go out of my way to explain these sorts of things, jeez, not when I’m here helping you. Oh, I just don’t know what to do with you. And now I’m getting a bad feeling about this whole thing. Should we just go back?”


      “You’re talking so fast.”


      “In any case, I am not scared. That’s not funny, not one bit.”


      “Oh, the ghost is over there.”


      “Ahh!”


      Then something strange happened. My body moved all on its own, as I grabbed firmly onto her shoulders with both hands and stooped down like I was hiding behind her back. My body did all of that against my will. Oh, what a frightening thing it was!


      Could this be the ghost’s doing…?


      “……”


      Then after a few moments, I peeked out from behind her back and glared down the hallway. But there was nothing there. Only darkness.


      I see, I see.


      “My mistake…”


      I let out a puff of breath as I illuminated the hallway again.


      “……”


      I received a look of scorn from the girl in front of me. She looked like a completely different person than before.


      Could this be the ghost’s doing…?


      The reason people fear dark places and ghosts in the first place is because they are alone in the darkness.


      Most supernatural phenomena get lumped in together with simple delusions because in the vast majority of cases, people only encounter ghosts when they are alone.


      Following that theory, then, the ghost was not going to appear. Because there were two of us, you see.


      Working together is a good thing. You’ve got someone to talk to, and someone to look out for you, and it’s easy to maintain your composure when there’s a person who is more frightened than you are by your side.


      “…Hmm. So this is a room with only a chair in it… I wonder what possible purpose this room was built to serve…? It’s worth investigating…”


      Which brings me to the fact that Patty was extremely reassuring to have around. Either because it was her second time there or because she had someone like me by her side. She explored Chester Castle like it were her own house, talking loquaciously the whole time.


      As she had told me ahead of time, the hallway was so long, it looked like it went on forever, and the doors to the rooms were spaced at regular intervals. It was a disorienting sight.


      And as Patty had also told me before we got there, all the many rooms lying in wait for us beyond those doors were quite bizarre.


      So then, at this point, allow me to describe some of the weirdly constructed rooms we encountered.


      The first room we were confronted with was covered on all four sides by bookshelves. As far as the eye could see, it was filled with nothing but books, and there was nothing else in the room. Chester must have been a great lover of books.


      “I see, so there’s a hidden room here. I bet it’s constructed so that when you take a book off this shelf, you can go through to the next room,” Patty said, pressing her body up close against one of the shelves.


      I cocked my head, wondering what she was talking about, as she pulled out several books.


      A moment later, I noticed the bookshelf making a clanking noise, then starting from the top, each of the shelves slid backward in order, forming a staircase. When I looked up the stairs, I could see that there was another room up there.


      “Whoa!”


      I opened my mouth to ask what the point of this perplexing mechanism was, but Patty said, with a face full of confidence, “Great, let’s move on to the next room.”


      She’s a real explorer. Who is this girl?


      In the next room we visited, three paintings hung in rows on each of the room’s opposite walls.


      “I see, so this is probably the type of room where you turn the paintings on both sides around to match up the angles and get the door to open.”


      Without the least bit of hesitation, Patty wandered around the room, turning paintings around. The door into the next room opened.


      …Why?


      “All right, on to the next room—”


      I walked off carelessly, figuring everything would be just fine.


      “Wait a minute, Elaina!”


      But Patty tugged on my robe with all her might and stopped me. “According to the theory of trick rooms, there should be a trap installed right around here,” she said as she lobbed a book into the next room.


      A moment later, the book exploded.


      “Why?”


      “The room we just found was probably a trap… That was a close one…phew.” Patty wiped away her sweat.


      Who are you?


      As we continued, we encountered one strange room after another.


      For example, a room with only a piano sitting in it.


      “This is probably the type of room where a hidden door opens up when you play a certain song.” With her unreasonably long sleeves, she played an unreasonably competent tune, and a door opened.


      After that, we found a room that was overgrown with herbs.


      “This is a break room,” Patty said as she munched on herbs.


      Then a room with nothing much in it.


      “Ughhh…! My stomach hurts…! Elaina, I think I’m cursed…!”


      “Don’t you think it might be because you ate those herbs earlier?”


      At any rate, all these bizarre rooms here are—


      “Elaina, look at this! If you fit the pebbles into pictures in this room, a hidden door opens!”


      The bizarre rooms are—


      “When I pressed my back flat against the wall in this room and whacked it really hard, it rotated!”


      Bizarre—


      “Look here, Elaina. The door opened when I put a weapon into the hand of the statue in this room!”


      Huh, but now the way you’re acting is even more bizarre, and the peculiarities of each room don’t stand out to me at all. What’s going on here?


      But Patty, who had climbed to the very peak of excitement, kept right on single-mindedly talking at me.


      “By the way, Elaina, what kind of creature do you think the ghost that appears here in Chester Castle is?”


      If I remember correctly, I think she was a beautiful woman wearing a sapphire necklace, with her long blond hair secured with a hairpin.


      If you’re asking who she was, well, we don’t have any major hints other than her appearance, so…


      “It seems like she might be someone with a strong grudge against Chester, maybe?”


      I offered this answer. There wasn’t anything particularly clever about it.


      And as a matter of fact, it seemed like the true identity of the ghost, according to the girl who had visited the house many times over the past three years, didn’t have any particular twists to it.


      “I’d say you’re not exactly right or exactly wrong.”


      What follows are the findings from her studies.


      “I suspect that the ghost that appears in this house is in fact one of Chester’s disciples.”


      According to Patty, when she did some research on the man known as Chester, she discovered all sorts of peculiar details. For example, Chester was widely known in the city as the genius inventor who had created the magic batons, but other than those, he hadn’t put his name on a single other invention.


      Some people were of the opinion that in the world of inventing, it was enough to come up with just one groundbreaking invention. But when Patty looked into Chester’s magical research, she found that after the magic batons, he had never made another magical item.


      For any kind of invention, there ought to have been a series of attempts, before and after. With Chester’s invention, there were none. The magic batons had just suddenly appeared in his repertoire out of nowhere.


      Chester couldn’t even use magic to begin with. The first time he ever worked with magic, a field in which he was utterly inexperienced, he’d somehow managed to create the magic batons.


      He had been praised by most people in town for his work on developing what could be called a sudden flash of genius, but Patty had doubts about his achievement.


      “In researching him, I was able to confirm one fact.” Solving the rooms’ tricks as naturally as she breathed, Patty told me, “It seems there was a period of time when Chester was taking students.”


      It was only a very short period of time, but one of those students was a young, beautiful woman who apprenticed under him shortly before Chester invented the magic batons.


      Apparently, it was mentioned in certain documents that she had contributed to the development of Chester’s magic batons.


      “But that student went missing immediately after the magic batons were revealed.”


      Then for ten years after that, Chester had lived in the mansion he built on the outskirts of town, in fear of the ghost of a young, beautiful woman wearing a sapphire-adorned necklace and a breezy dress.


      He lived there, continually renovating the house the whole time.


      In other words, that all seemed to point to one truth.


      “So are you saying Chester took his pupil’s work as his own and then killed her?”


      Patty nodded readily as she answered, “That’s what I think. I think she is a student of Chester’s, and her teacher stole the results of her research, and she became the vengeful ghost that now roams around inside Chester Castle. On and on, forever—”


      Wearing the same gloomy expression she’d had on when I’d first met her in town, Patty muttered her theory to me.


      It was as if she was saying she was unhappy from the bottom of her heart, just as she had been when she’d been hanging her head, holding her sign up sadly and painfully.


      “……”


      By the way—


      Perhaps what happened next happened because of what she said. Or maybe it was just extremely good timing.


      On the other side of the door Patty opened just then was the long, long hallway.


      The same long hallway we had seen countless times that day, so many times that we were sick of looking at it.


      If there was one aspect about it that was different than usual, I suppose it would be the fact that there was a human figure at the end of the hallway.


      It had the shape of a lonely-looking woman with limp, blond hair.


      The woman was wearing a breezy dress. She was hanging her head as if she was hopelessly, hopelessly unhappy.


      I was certain that something really awful had happened to her.


      However, I couldn’t bring myself to speak to her, as I had when I had come across Patty in town.


      “……”


      Because, you see, the woman standing at the end of the hallway, well, I could see right through her.
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      She has to be the owner of this castle. I’m sure of it. And she’s come out to welcome us, since we’ve been exploring the inside of Chester Castle. I know I can see through to the other side of her, and that her footsteps make no noise—in fact, she doesn’t seem to be walking at all, but gliding toward us like she’s sliding across ice, but I’m sure she doesn’t mean to do us any harm whatsoever and that this must be her way of greeting us, uwahhh!


      “Pyaaaaaaaaahhhhhh!”


      Patty and I ran away from there immediately. Of course, the person screaming was not me, it was Patty. It would be preposterous to think that something like a ghost could startle me into crying. Of course, that would never happen—I wouldn’t even joke about it, and I’d kill anyone who did.


      Anyway, the two of us used every means at our disposal to run around frantically trying to escape.


      And what kind of path did we end up tracing? We went right and left, up and down, and I went through room after room with Patty.


      The ghost whose name we didn’t even know kept on pursuing us wherever we went.


      “Hyaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhh!”


      I passed through room after room…with the shrieking Patty.


      “……”


      And the ghost chased after us.


      “Hyaaaaaahhh!”


      We kept running through rooms.


      “……”


      The ghost pursued.


      “Noooooo!”


      We ran.


      “……”


      The ghost overtook us. Turning around, she pointed to the right.


      “Noooooo…huh? Go right?”


      “……”


      The ghost nodded silently.


      “Th-thank you…?”


      We ran off.


      “……”


      The ghost followed without a word.


      “……?”


      Finally, we came to a stop and turned back around.


      “……?”


      The ghost stopped as we had and cocked her head at us.


      …What’s this?


      “What on earth is going on here?”


      I was suddenly calm.


      Patty cocked her head like the ghost had.


      “Is it possible…that she doesn’t mean to do us any harm?” she speculated, while chewing on herbs.


      “Why do you have those herbs?”


      “I thought it would be a good idea to recover before getting attacked.”


      “I sort of noticed this earlier, but sometimes, the things you say don’t make any sense.”


      I asked you why you have them with you.


      The puzzled-looking ghost in front of us then drifted across the floor toward us, just as she had earlier. Strangely, I didn’t feel as frightened as I had before. Looking carefully, I thought her face certainly was beautiful. Upon further reflection, it seemed unlikely that such a beautiful woman would do us any harm. I wondered what exactly we had been so afraid of.


      In fact, the woman passed right by us and drifted over to the other end of the hallway.


      The way she was acting, she looked just like she was inviting the two of us along.


      Staring at the woman’s translucent back, Patty wondered out loud, “Is it possible that she’s trying to show us the way out?”


      I’d had the same thought at the same time. The ghost hadn’t said anything. We had only seen how she behaved, but I hadn’t picked up on even the slightest bit of hostility or malice from her.


      “……?”


      Instead, when we didn’t follow her, the ghost turned around and cocked her head questioningly again.


      Her actions were clearly saying that she wanted us to follow her, and I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that the two of us were deeply touched by the consideration shown by the translucent woman.


      “It seems like this might work out okay—”


      Breathing sighs of relief, we began following after the ghost.


      She passed through room after room without any hesitation.


      “Come to think of it, it’s a bit late to mention this, but how has this woman been opening the doors?”


      She’s see-through, after all.


      “Elaina. There are such things as poltergeists in the world.”


      “So just with her hands, then…?”


      It sounded like even though the ghost was incorporeal, she could still interact with the physical world somewhat. Patty said, “You’ve gotten one level smarter again…,” with a sparkle in her eyes that was hidden by her bangs.


      After that, we walked on, led by the ghost.


      The longer I looked at the woman walking in front of us, the more it sunk in that she was the very ghost Chester had been so frightened of. In other words—


      “So I suppose she must be Chester’s pupil?”


      Patty, who was walking beside me, nodded with an expression full of confidence.


      “Yes—I’m certain that even after Chester left, she must have been trapped in this place this whole time. She’s been here all along, spending a long time, basically forever, all alone—” Patty sounded lonely as she uttered these words, as if she was talking about herself.


      Then, after Patty had said that much, the ghost that had been walking in front of us suddenly stopped.


      The ghost traced a hand along the wall, and a large door appeared. Through the small window in the door, we could see outside—it was a hidden door.


      Then the ghost swiftly withdrew, gliding along the floor. As always, she didn’t say any words, but her actions appeared to be telling us: Please go on home.


      “The exit…!”


      Patty seemed to leap with joy as she ran over to the door.


      I also walked over, following her.


      “……”


      By the way—


      I’m changing the subject here, but—


      —doesn’t it feel like we’re forgetting something?


      What was our reason for coming to Chester Castle today?


      Why did Chester continually renovate his house in the later years of his life?


      It seems like we forgot something, without even realizing it.


      “Huh?”


      Those thoughts suddenly occurred to me at the exact moment Patty put her hand on the door.


      But before I could open my mouth, the floor below us opened with a ka-thunk. Down we went, swallowed up by the darkness.


      A pitfall in front of the exit.


      I see, I suppose that’s a fitting feature for a house full of traps.
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      To Patty, this place, Chester Castle, had become a source of comfort during a difficult time.


      She had always had an interest in the occult, and that was one of the reasons why she had frequently visited Chester Castle. But it had also been largely because her school life was lonely and alienating, since she had come from elsewhere to study abroad.


      And so, whenever she needed to, she visited the mansion and read her books.


      She must have looked like quite a strange girl, approaching a place everyone else feared and avoided. However, she was precisely the kind of girl who would be intrigued by the mysteries surrounding Chester.


      Even after she searched through all the literature she could find, there was no information about Chester’s student. Questions of who she was, why she vanished at the same time the magic batons were unveiled, and her background were all shrouded in mystery.


      Sitting in front of the eerie house the frightened townspeople all avoided, Patty had devoted herself to her research. She took a straight look at things no one else even noticed.


      And Patty arrived at a single conclusion.


      She concluded that the person who invented the magic batons was the student and that her teacher Chester had stolen the results of her research and then killed her. She reached a conclusion she couldn’t get anyone in the city to believe.


      “Do you think I might talk to you?”


      At the bottom of the pit—


      In the faint light that was streaming down on us, the woman wearing the pretty dress lifted the hem of her skirt and bowed her head.


      “I’ve been watching you for a long time.”


      The ghost looked intently at Patty. “For so long, ever since three years ago, you’ve sat by the entrance, doing your research about this house—it’s rare to have a visitor, so I remember you very well.”


      The woman spoke easily.


      I wondered where in her translucent body her voice was coming from.


      It was like her words echoed directly into our minds.


      “This whole time, I’ve wanted to offer a word of thanks to you,” the ghost said gently.


      Patty seemed confused. “Thanks…?” She cocked her head.


      “You’re the only person who’s ever visited this place frequently. You’re the only one to ever realize what that man did. For forty years, I’ve been waiting—waiting all this time for someone who would reach the conclusion you did.”


      For three whole years, Patty had been visiting the mansion.


      The girl had a tendency to go on strange, unprompted rants when she encountered the occult. Clearly, she’d been talking to herself while reading her documents by the front door.


      Seeing her behave like that must have really made an impression on the ghost woman.


      “I was so happy,” the ghost said. “I was overjoyed to have someone who really understood me, who was even trying to understand me, and who would come close to me. In fact,” she continued, “I’ve always wanted to talk to you. I’ve always wanted you to come inside, because up until now, all I could do was stare out from inside Chester Castle.”


      Lots of people had fled after catching just a single glance of the ghost. Anyone would have turned tail and run, without even thinking of looking back, if they’d been told that there was a terrifying ghost that had driven the owner of the house to suicide and then heard a voice call out to them.


      That was why she hadn’t been able to speak up, the ghost said.


      “Besides, the last time I tried to talk to you, I startled you, and you started crying.” She giggled.


      She must have been talking about what had happened a month earlier.


      “Ah, no, um, that was… I was just startled by how sudden it was, that’s all. I wasn’t necessarily scared of you…”


      Patty hurriedly made excuses. She was acting suspiciously, like someone who had been caught cheating.


      “I understand, you know.” The ghost was still wearing a smile. “Actually, today, I was planning to get you to go home without saying anything. I thought that even if I tried to say a word of thanks, I would just confuse you.”


      So that’s why she didn’t talk to us all day, huh?


      I was wondering what was going on here, since things are so different from when Patty first encountered the ghost, but—


      “I’m glad I was able to get up my courage and speak to you. Just by being able to thank you, I’m satisfied.”


      The ghost said that, then bowed, and, still wearing a beautiful smile, she disappeared before we could say anything clever back.


      In the blink of an eye, she was no longer visible.


      As if she had been just a momentary hallucination, there wasn’t a trace of the ghost left.


      “……”


      Looking up, I saw that the hole we were in was shallow, and that we would be able to climb out.


      “Should we go?” I asked Patty.


      But she just sat there, staring at the place where the ghost had been.


      Two objects had been left behind.


      She picked them up.


      One was a pair of hairpins.


      The other—


      “You forgot something.”


      Someone had left a ring sitting there with a note attached.


      The ghost must have conscientiously picked it up.


      “Thank you.”


      Patty bobbed her head in a little bow.


      There in the little hole we had fallen into, she bowed to the skeleton wearing a tattered dress and a sapphire-adorned necklace.
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      It turned out that what we had seen in the pitfall explained why Chester had not left his house for ten whole years.


      The skeleton had been holding a letter.


      The letter detailed all of Chester’s actions, from start to finish. It outlined how he had stolen the results of her research, and how pointing it out to Chester only put her life in danger. It recounted how she had been injured while running away, and how she had hidden. She had probably realized that she wouldn’t be able to tell anyone these things while she was still alive.


      It was all written out in detail.


      For ten years, Chester must have been unable to find her corpse. Not only that, but he’d found himself being pursued by her ghost. Running away must have been the only thing he could think about.


      And in the end, after all that, he had chosen to take his own life anyway.


      Patty took what she found in that basement room home with her and talked about making it public.


      “I can’t keep information like this hidden!”


      She looked like she was burning with a sense of justice or driven by a sense of duty. Actually, I’m sure it was both.


      Wearing the forgotten items she had found in the basement, she looked a little more hopeful than before.


      Maybe it was because I could see her eyes more clearly than before.


      “…? What is it, Elaina?”


      Noticing my gaze, she cocked her head.


      The ring she had received as a gift from a friend was fitted onto her finger.


      She was wearing someone else’s hairpins in her hair.


      Her golden eyes stared at me.


      “…Nothing,” I answered with a shake of my head. “I hope everyone believes you completely when you announce your findings.”


      “What are you talking about, Elaina?!?! Something like this is a matter of great importance! Of course they’ll believe me!”


      “But there are probably going to be people who say quarrelsome things like ‘The presentation of new findings cannot completely negate previously established theories,’ just like you did yourself this morning, Patty.”


      “Ack…” She answered me with a pained expression. “I’d like to believe that, other than me, there aren’t any weirdos like that out there.”


      “That would be nice.”


      We walked back down the road, cracking jokes. According to what Patty said, she wanted to use some time that day to go ahead and get her sources in order.


      Naturally enough, after overturning the established theory about what happened, there was no way she could just casually hand the things she had found in Chester Castle over to some reporter and be done with it.


      She had to do an appropriate amount of preparation.


      “Would you like me to help you?”


      “That’s all right.”


      She plainly rejected my offer, shaking her head slowly back and forth.


      In her expression, there was no sign of the dark feelings that had been there when I’d first seen her. There wasn’t even a trace of unhappiness. There was nothing for me to help her with.


      She had been proven right, and more importantly, she must have been happy that someone had watched her do it.


      And so we walked back to town.


      “Excuse me…!”


      Then, just as we were passing by the place where Patty had been standing and holding her sign, a young man came running up to us.


      The young man stared at Patty. His face was turning red.


      He was holding a flower bouquet behind his back.


      It was such a big bouquet that it was obvious what he was hiding.


      “……”


      I was sure that Patty had never taken a proper look at his face before, and that this was the first time she’d ever noticed the presence of the bouquet.


      The sight made her giggle.


      “Huh? Um? Uh…? Ah! I gathered some flowers…!”


      After a few short moments, the young man finally realized how naive he seemed and flushed bright red.
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      However, he was not the kind of boy who would give up just from a little embarrassment. He offered the bouquet that had been brimming over from behind his back to Patty as he said, “P-ppppplease be my friend!”


      As he somehow managed to wring out those words, he set the bouquet into her arms.


      It was an expression of his youthful courage, a plain and simple confession.


      If her world had still been hidden behind her bangs, she might have never known how red the boy’s face was or seen the beauty of the bouquet he presented to her.


      She held onto this little happiness, which she never would have noticed while she was still hanging her head and moping and doing nothing but lamenting how very unhappy she was. She cradled it and smiled.


      “Sure,” she said with a clear smile.
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      CHAPTER 2


      Actually, I…


      It’s frustrating for me to say, but the restaurant really was incredible.


      I was in a brand-new restaurant, a high-class dining establishment, which had the atmosphere of an art gallery.


      Reverberating through the space were the sounds of a performance by an eminent pianist who played magnificent melodies despite being blind.


      Lining one wall of the restaurant were works painted by famous artists. At the very back of the restaurant hung a portrait of the owner, Claude, on grand display. Claude was quite the narcissist.


      Doesn’t he have any shame? He’s got a big smile on, though.


      It goes without saying that the waitresses walking between the individual tables in this high-class dining establishment were also the very best. It was easy to see that those women, with their perfect faces and perfect deportment, fit the bill exactly.


      “Hey, listen…,” I heard one of them say. “The guy in the seat over there has been staring at us for a while now…”


      “That’s creepy.”


      ……


      Control yourself.


      At this point, I trust I’ve made it clear that this restaurant featured only the best of the best.


      And of course, only the very best customers came to this top-of-the-line restaurant.


      Take a look around.


      Many of the first-rate customers seated at the tables scattered around the spacious restaurant were men in the prime of their lives, dressed in classy suits. There was one couple who looked like they were soon to be married. I also saw a young woman dressed in the uniform of the best school in the country, with a man who looked like her father.


      And of course there was me, the first-rate customer who had been sitting there all morning.


      “Hey… The person in the seat over there has been sitting there all morning…”


      “That’s creepy.”


      ……


      Everyone who visited this restaurant excelled in some way—in looks, or substance, or both. Those waitresses must have excelled exclusively in the former.


      “Excuse meee! Miss, I’d like another serving of bread.”


      Understandably, it was not the kind of restaurant that was frequented by mediocre people.


      A lone woman sitting at a table near mine had been endlessly eating the free bread all morning. She was a nuisance. A real lowbrow woman.


      “I can’t believe they let you eat as much of this delicious bread as you want… How exactly does this restaurant earn any profits, I wonder?”


      Because they’ve got customers other than you.


      Against my better judgment, I found myself wanting to interject.


      Let me describe the appearance of that lowbrow customer. Her hair was ash gray, and her eyes were lapis blue. The clothes she was wearing were simple, the kind of garments you could purchase anywhere. She really was vulgar. And she definitely didn’t have much money.


      It certainly must be a nuisance to the staff to have to deal with customers like that.


      I listened in on a conversation between the staff members.


      “Heh-heh-heh… I can’t believe she’s eating so much.”


      “She’s like some kind of little animal. It’s adorable.”


      What did they say?


      “…What a disgraceful excuse for a restaurant this is,” I grumbled, quietly enough that no one could hear me.


      This place is truly magnificent. But it is a disgrace.


      To tell the truth, for me, this restaurant was nothing but an obstacle.


      Actually, I was the owner of a rival establishment.


      And on that day, I had disguised myself and camped out at that restaurant all morning.


      Any experts among you might surmise from the fact that I had been sitting at a table in my rival spot, watching what went on inside, that I was there doing reconnaissance. But to be perfectly clear, such an assumption would be totally off the mark.


      Let me get straight to the point.


      Actually, I had brought poison into the restaurant.


      Poison.


      That’s not a metaphor. I’d brought in genuine, authentic poison that could do harm to a human body.


      It was a pretty simple job.


      The owner of the eatery bought ingredients directly from the market first thing in the morning and used them right away. He was obsessed with everything being first-class. That morning had been no exception.


      The only thing different was that, on that particular morning, I had disguised myself as one of the many merchants hawking their wares in the market and sold poison tomatoes to the restaurant owner.


      Apparently, even the top restauranteur wasn’t perceptive enough to detect the poison.


      “These tomatoes have a really nice color,” the owner said, sounding satisfied as he left my booth.


      You only care about appearances, so you don’t notice the poison in the tomatoes or the poor character of your waitresses. You fool.


      Then I disguised myself again, and when I went to the restaurant, the menu board read, WE HAVE SOME NICE TOMATOES TODAY, SO WE RECOMMEND THE MINESTRONE.


      I smiled.


      Even in my wildest dreams, I’d never imagined that they would put the poison into their minestrone, their signature dish.


      “Heh-heh… Too bad. I believe in completely crushing my rivals,” I mumbled, quietly enough that no one could hear me. “Your place is truly magnificent… But it’s because it is so magnificent that it is an eyesore!”


      I alone ought to be called a genuine leader in the field.


      Everyone else ought to stand aside.


      Well then, how long before someone falls victim to the minestrone?


      I looked around the restaurant.


      “Ah, excuse meee!”


      As I was looking around, at that exact moment, a hand went up in the air, along with a carefree voice that was unsuitable for the quiet atmosphere.


      It was that bread woman again.


      “I’m starting to feel bad for sitting here for so long without ordering a single dish, so I thought I would put in an order for some food. What’s the cheapest item on the menu?” she asked.


      “The minestrone,” the waitress answered.


      “All right, I’ll have one of those,” the woman replied.


      I was astonished. What a stroke of luck! It was clear as daylight that, if there was one person who truly deserved to be removed from this refined restaurant, it was this bread woman I ought to drive away.


      This glutton of a woman, who was absolutely not worthy of her first-rate surroundings, would fall victim to the minestrone and die, leading the restaurant itself toward its untimely death.


      Not long after that, one of the waitresses, wearing a very professional expression, brought a dish to the bread woman’s table.


      Of course, it was none other than the minestrone.


      “Wow, it looks delicious!” The gray-haired bread woman offered this one-dimensional comment, then picked up her spoon, and then—


      “All right, let’s eat.”


      —lifted the soup to her mouth.


      “Hey, hasn’t the old guy in that seat been watching the girl for a while…?”


      “So gross.”


      The waitresses exchanged a few careless words, unaware of what was about to happen.


      I was desperately trying to suppress a smile.


      I knew this restaurant was headed for its demise.


      I pricked up my ears.


      A moment later, the death wail of a foolish customer reverberated through the restaurant.


      “Gwaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      The atmosphere in the room changed in an instant. Waitresses dropped the trays they had been carrying to the floor with a clatter, and their screams echoed off the walls. The piano performance stopped, and the eyes of the other customers, the staff, and the chefs who had been cooking in the galley all converged on a single point.


      The center of their attention was a single foolish customer lying on the ground.


      The customer must have eaten something bad and now writhed in agony, like a fish hauled on to dry land.


      The young woman, with her ash-gray hair and lapis-blue eyes—


      “……”


      —also watched the agony of a young man, who had been eating his meal normally at the table next to hers.


      “Wow, something really terrible is happening.”


      Although there was a tragedy unfolding at the table next to hers, the woman in question was calmly lifting spoonfuls of soup to her mouth.


      Have you got no conscience at all?
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      The stranger at the next table collapsed during his meal.


      A young woman without a shred of conscience didn’t even stop eating as she mumbled, “Oh no,” at the scene.


      Who on earth could she be?


      That’s right, it’s me.


      By the way, it was actually not the first time I had encountered such a scene, but aside from that, it seemed like something really terrible had happened there.


      What a shock.


      Though, if possible, I would have preferred if it could have happened after I finished eating.


      Well, I guess I’m going to have to interrupt my meal.


      The restaurant was in an uproar. The waitresses screamed, and a stream of people rushed over. The couple who looked like they were about to get married, the cute girl and the man who looked like her father, even several chefs—each of them took a turn checking on the man who had collapsed on the floor. They started making a big commotion, yelling, “Are you okay?!” or “Hang in there!”


      Among them was one man who seemed confused. “I-impossible…! What’s going on here…?!”


      My goodness, your reaction is a little askew of everyone else’s, isn’t it? And speaking of things that are askew, I feel like your hair is a little out of place. Is that a wig?


      “Attention, all customers, is there a doctor in the house?!” one of the waitresses shouted.


      However, as soon as she raised her voice, the people who had been making such a fuss around the man all fell silent together. Not a single one of them possessed the power to save him.


      Well, I guess there’s no helping it, then.


      “Leave this to me.” I stood up gallantly. “Really, you’re all so useless…” I shrugged in disbelief.


      When she saw my expression, full of confidence, the waitress said to me, her eyes shining, “Can it be? You’re a doctor…?”


      “No, I have no experience providing medical treatment.”


      “…? Well then, do you have some other special skill…?”


      “As a matter of fact, I can talk to ghosts.”


      “Wait, but that guy’s not dead yet…”


      “Huh?”


      I trotted over to the young man and examined him.


      “Ah…agh…” The man was making noises while staring into empty space.


      Whoa, he is alive.


      “He just collapsed all of a sudden, so we don’t know what to do…,” said the waitress.


      She had a badge on her chest that said TRAINEE. She was the same waitress who had asked if any of the customers was a doctor.


      Nobody knew what was physically wrong with the man. The trainee waitress, Trainee for short, said he was in the way, so she wanted to at least move him to the side. I thought that was awfully inconsiderate of her.


      “But I have to say, I’m opposed to moving him without good reason,” I said.


      Though it may be presumptuous of me, allow me to lay out my thinking.


      “So long as we don’t know the reason for this man’s collapse, it could be dangerous to move him without a professional around,” I explained.


      “Well, well, then what should we do?!” the student from the prestigious school shouted hysterically.


      “There, there.” The man who appeared to be her father tried to comfort her.


      But the girl continued, “He’s ruining our special meal! Move the old man!” and fumed with anger. In contrast to her well-mannered appearance, she had a pretty rotten character, apparently.


      “She does have a point…”


      Seconding what the student had said was the woman from the couple who seemed to be counting down to their wedding. The woman, wearing a beautiful dress, shouted, “We went to all this trouble to come to a nice place!” fuming as the man who appeared to be her boyfriend tried to comfort her. “There, there.”


      Are all the men here pushovers?


      Completely stymied by the two selfish women, Trainee said, “Uh…dear customers, actually, is there a detective in the house…?” and looked around. Of course, no one answered her.


      Except for me.


      “No helping it, then—” I let out a sigh. “I will now conduct an investigation into the reason why this man collapsed.”


      “I’ve been wondering for a while now, but just who are you?” asked Trainee.


      “My name is Elaina.”


      “No, I didn’t ask for your name,” Trainee said coldly. “Are you a detective?”


      “No, I am not a detective, but I often find myself in scenarios like this. Now, please just leave this to me—,” I said and walked over to the man again.


      At times like these, hearing directly from the victim was the quickest way to get a handle on things.


      “Mister, mister, what happened to you? I’m listening, okay?”


      I spoke to the man, in the prime of his life, who was lying face up. I spoke to him just like someone with common sense might speak to a mess of a person who had passed out on the roadside after drinking the night away, kindly and gingerly.


      “Ah…ugh…,” the young man mumbled.


      “Mm-hm, I see.” I heard him clearly and nodded.


      “…Um, what did he say?” Trainee looked puzzled.


      I answered her, “Apparently, eating the minestrone was the cause.”


      When I looked over, sure enough, there was a half-eaten bowl of minestrone where he had been sitting. When I saw that, I knew there could be no doubt about the cause.


      “…! The minestrone, you say…? But why on earth would that happen at this table…?”


      I wasn’t quite clear on why that was the part that bothered the middle-aged man.


      Something about him is slightly off. Not just his hair, but his sensibilities, too.


      Well, setting that aside—


      “If he fell into this state after eating just a little bit of the soup, then we must consider the possibility that this man’s minestrone was poisoned.” I laid out the unvarnished facts.


      “P-poison? Can that be true?!”


      The restaurant burst into a commotion in an instant. Everyone started to panic, and before I could get control of the situation, I had to raise my voice a little.


      “Silence! Are you listening? First, let’s think about why this man might have been targeted. We need to hear from someone who knows him well. Is there anyone here who can say that they’re actually an acquaintance of his?”


      I asked the whole restaurant, but as I should have expected, they just kept on fussing, as if everyone was waiting for someone else to put their hand up. Well, I’m sure that even if someone was acquainted with the victim, they might not remember it in an emergency.


      I went over beside the man and asked him, “I’m sorry, it seems like no one here knows you, so could I get you to tell me more about yourself?”


      I wanted to know what he normally did for work, what his hobbies were, where he lived, and what his family was like. If I could just get that basic information, then maybe I could learn if anyone there knew him.


      “Ah…ugh…,” the young man answered.


      “Mm-hm, I see.” I nodded. “Sounds like he’s a wealthy bachelor. He’s filthy rich.”


      “Actually, I’m a friend of his.”


      The person who shot her hand up quicker than anyone else was the student who had been so angry earlier. She actually managed to say the word friend with a straight face.


      “You’re quite far apart in age from your friend, aren’t you…?”


      “Huh? What are you trying to say? Friendship has nothing to do with age.”


      “That would be a nice line in a different time and place.”


      But someone else spoke up, interrupting the girl.


      It was the woman from the couple who looked like they were soon to be married.


      “Actually, I’m his fiancée,” she said.


      What are you talking about?


      “If you’re his fiancée, then who’s that beside you?”


      “Oh, no, this isn’t my fiancé,” she said with an extremely swift shake of her head.


      “Well then, who is it?”


      “My wallet.”


      “What an awful person…”


      Her boyfriend, on the other hand, said, “What, seriously?” and looked slightly surprised.


      Not much of a reaction.


      “Wait a minute!” The student interrupted with a determined expression. She must have surmised that setting herself up as the man’s friend didn’t stand a chance against someone setting herself up as his fiancée. “Actually, I am this man’s daughter!”


      No, no, no, no.


      “Isn’t your father right there beside you?”


      “No, this isn’t my dad,” the student said with an extremely swift shake of her head.


      “Well then, who is it?”


      “This is a bachelor who’s in love with me.”


      Unbelievable as it was, this did seem to be the undeniable truth. The man who I had taken for her father said, “That’s right,” and nodded like everything was normal.


      Ew, that’s awful.


      By the way—


      “Do you have anything that can prove that this man who collapsed is your father? Like any document that will testify to your familial relationship?”


      “No.”


      “Well then, we can’t really say you are parent and child.”


      “What are you talking about?! The connection between parent and child has nothing to do with paperwork, or even blood relations!”


      “That would be a nice line in a different time and place.”
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      For the time being, I had more or less taken on the role of detective, and therefore, I ended up taking the statement from the young man who had collapsed.


      Halfway through, I got sick of doing it and asked, “Actually, shouldn’t we call the police, or the sheriff’s office, or some other organization like that?” It was the most honest proposal I had made all day, but my plan received strong opposition from most of the people there.


      Now then, let us take a gander at the rich variety of reasons why they were so opposed.


      “Actually, I get financial support from several older men,” stated the student.


      Not just one?


      “A-actually, I support her with money from my company,” stated the fatherly man.


      Poor thing. The company, I mean.


      “Actually, I’m a marriage scammer,” stated the young woman.


      We heard about that earlier.


      “Actually, I’m a marriage scammer, too,” stated her boyfriend.


      You’re surprisingly well suited for each other.


      “Actually, I like to wear women’s underwear,” said one of the chefs.


      Is that what you want your first line of the day to be?


      “Actually, I sometimes secretly eat food we’re throwing away…,” said the chef’s assistant, gravely serious.


      Well, so far, that’s probably the least serious crime here.


      “Actually, I often hang out for hours in cafés with free refills…,” said one of the waitresses, not Trainee.


      You’re innocent.


      “Actually, I can see just fine,” stated the pianist.


      Please don’t use the confusion of this moment to stage your confession.


      At any rate, each of the people present in the restaurant had their own reason to feel guilty, and they were all apparently opposed to calling the authorities.


      In other words, the fact was that we were going to have to unravel the truth of the situation ourselves, and that I was going to have to take on the duty of doing so.


      Oh my goodness, what a bind.


      I don’t have a clue what to do.


      I had tried asking the victim for his story several times, but really, the only thing I managed to learn about him was that he was rich. The magnificently high-class clothes and accessories he was wearing were proof of that. Yet in a certain sense, it would be no exaggeration to say that he was the least conspicuous person in that restaurant.


      And then, just as I was getting the impression that we had immediately reached a stalemate—


      “What’s this? What exactly could this mean?”


      Suddenly, a triumphant voice rang out across the otherwise-quiet restaurant. Everyone turned to look at the owner of that voice.


      Standing there was the person who was, in a certain sense, the most conspicuous person in the restaurant, the middle-aged man.


      While everyone else was gathered around the younger man, he alone had been looking down at the seat where I’d been sitting.


      Out of alignment as always.


      “The person sitting in this seat was you there, with the gray hair, right? And the food you were eating, was this dish here?”


      I don’t really understand why you’re suddenly shifting the conversation to me, but sure, that’s the seat where I was sitting, and the food I was eating.


      “That’s right.”


      I agreed.


      Then the middle-aged man pulled out an order ticket and said, in a strangely clammy tone of voice, “Oh really? That is strange…”


      He went on. “The dish you ordered was the cheapest one here, the minestrone! But sitting at your table is the beef stew! What exactly could be going on here?”


      “…!”


      Everyone’s attention focused on my table.


      Sure enough, there sat the bowl of partially eaten beef stew, while the order ticket clearly said minestrone. There was a clear contradiction.


      Where on earth had the beef stew come from?


      “And this here, this is the order ticket from the table of the young man who collapsed over there, and—something really strange is going on here! Take a look!”


      Then he thrust the order ticket toward me.


      I read the writing on the ticket.


      —Beef stew, it said.


      “In other words, the dish the gray-haired girl and the dish the young man were supposed to be eating got swapped!”


      Well, that may be so, but—


      He was exactly right about that, but at the same time, it was also not clear why that mattered. If our dishes hadn’t been swapped, I would have been the one to collapse, right?


      But at that point, the middle-aged man made a bit of a leap of logic when he said, “This means we’ve got definitive proof that that gray-haired girl poisoned this young man!”


      How so?


      “I dare say that after both dishes were delivered to their tables, she secretly switched the beef stew for the minestrone and added the poison while she was at it! In other words, it was this girl who put the man into that condition!”


      He already sounded like he was certain that I was the culprit.


      Wait, wait. First of all, why would I need to go to the trouble of switching the dishes just to add poison? Are you stupid?


      I let out a sigh, not sure exactly where to start poking holes in his theory. But other people chimed in one after another, encouraged by the middle-aged man’s enthusiasm.


      “I-is that what happened…?”


      “Her face sure does say she hasn’t got any conscience at all…”


      “She might well have done it…”


      One after another, they were easily tricked by the middle-aged man.


      However, there was one person ready to save me from the predicament I’d stumbled into.


      The trainee waitress.


      “Um…” She raised her hand timidly and said, “Actually, I set the beef stew and the minestrone down in the wrong places…”


      Right.


      When it came down to it, that was the reason my dish had been swapped with the victim’s.


      And anyway, if we thought about this sensibly, it would really stand out if a customer was carrying food around, right? If I had swapped the dishes, it would be awfully strange that no one had witnessed me doing it.


      “R-ridiculous…! But then why didn’t you, the girl with the gray hair, notice the waitress’s mistake? They’re completely different dishes, in flavor and appearance!”


      “Actually, I did notice that I got the wrong dish, but it was a more expensive one, so I kept quiet.”


      “You’re despicable.”


      “Eh-heh-heh.”


      “That wasn’t a compliment.”


      In the end, the middle-aged man, whose grandiose theory had been easily overturned by me and the waitress, grumbled as he asked, “Well then, doesn’t that mean the person who made the minestrone is the culprit?”


      He tried accusing the chef next. “…That’s it! If the minestrone had poison in it to begin with, that must mean the person who made the soup put the poison in! You’re the culprit!” the middle-aged man quickly declared. Something about how he was acting seemed desperate.


      But the chef answered the man with a scornful sneer.


      “And where do you think I keep my poison? Tell me.”


      The chef took off his coat.


      “Why did you take that off?”


      Was there a reason to remove it?


      “To prove my innocence.”


      “But I don’t exactly understand what you’re saying.”


      “I swear on these underpants that I didn’t do it.”


      “They are cute underpants.”


      “Thank you.”


      “By any chance, did you just want to show off your underpants?”


      “That too.”


      “That’s pretty creepy.”


      “Thank you.”


      “That wasn’t a compliment.”


      This person is a lost cause, I thought.


      “Gagh…! Then who exactly is the culprit here…?!”


      The middle-aged man twisted his face up in annoyance. Well, just exposing some skin wasn’t enough to prove that the chef hadn’t administered the poison, but the middle-aged man was forced into silence, and not just because of the beautiful bare body beneath the coat. So, then, why?


      “Hmph.”


      It was because the chef took that moment as his opportunity to pull out an apple and crush it with his bare hands. There was no telling what might happen to someone who opposed such a man. The most frightful thing was seeing the chef then go on to eat the crushed apple while staring directly at the middle-aged man. From the bottom of my heart, I knew I didn’t want anything more to do with him.


      Setting that aside—


      “But it is strange…” I voiced the uncomfortable feeling that had been growing in me bit by bit. “Why exactly have you been so frantic this whole time? It feels as if you are desperate to find the culprit at any cost.”


      As soon as I said that, the middle-aged man’s face grew stiff.


      “Wh-what do you mean?! Don’t you realize someone here has committed a crime? Of course I want to find out who the culprit is immediately! We don’t know which one of us might be the next target!”


      “Well, sure, you’re right about that.”


      It was as the man said. But that was exactly what made it so strange.


      “If you have such a strong sense of justice and are so desperate to identify the culprit, then why didn’t you agree with me when I proposed we get the police or the sheriff out here?”


      “…! W-well, I…”


      My proposal had sadly been rejected by all the people who felt guilty about something, so…


      “By any chance, are you also feeling guilty about something?”


      “Wh-what would I possibly have to feel guilty about?! Definitely not!”


      “Are you suuure? That desperation actually makes you more suspicious,” I said as I narrowed my eyes.


      Now that I thought back on it, the man’s words and actions had been somewhat askew of everyone else’s from the start. And besides—


      “The longer I look at you, the more I get the sense that you’re a fake…”


      I stared hard at the middle-aged man’s head. It was the kind of stare that could see right through somebody.


      The man grew even more frantic and started to deny it even more desperately. “D-don’t look! No! It wasn’t me!”


      Backed into a corner, the man raised his voice and shouted, “N-no…! It wasn’t me! I didn’t put any poison or anything in those tomatoes!”


      ……


      “Tomatoes?”


      Why is he suddenly talking about tomatoes?


      Everyone there was puzzled, and it took a little time for everyone to comprehend the meaning of his words.


      “Wasn’t it the minestrone that had poison in it…? Oh, the tomatoes used in the minestrone were poisoned—is that what you mean? Now I see; I get it.”


      I see, so the ingredients themselves were poisoned. I didn’t consider that.


      Wait—


      “How did you know there was poison in the tomatoes?”


      How odd. Generally, if someone was going to add poison to a dish like minestrone, surely it would be easier to mix the poison into the soup. It would dissolve, after all.


      There was no way that the man would have asserted there was poison in the tomatoes without knowing for sure.


      “Wh-whoops…! What I just said was a mistake! Just a slip of the tongue—”


      Bringing up the tomatoes made it pretty clear.


      The moment I suggested he might be a suspect, all the suspicious things he’d been saying and doing were brought to light, one after another.


      “Come to think of it, that man has been in the restaurant all day, hasn’t he…?”


      “He’s creepy.”


      “He’s hardly ordered any food; he’s just been watching the tables around him. It’s disturbing.”


      Other customers testified to the middle-aged man’s suspicious behavior. It was becoming clear to everyone that this man was the culprit. However, not knowing when to give up, he stubbornly refused to acknowledge that.


      “You’re wrong! I definitely did not do it! It wasn’t me! I don’t even know this man—”


      “Won’t you give it a rest already?”


      A hand clapped down on the shoulder of the middle-aged man.


      Someone spoke in a dignified voice.


      “Good grief, sitting here listening to you—you sound pathetic for a man of your age. Can’t you even own up to your own mistake?”


      The owner of the dignified voice shook his head in disbelief.


      “Wha…what was that…?”


      The middle-aged man’s eyes opened wide in shock.


      Actually, I’m sure it wasn’t just him. No one there seemed able to hide their surprise when they saw who was talking.


      “I’m well aware that you are the one who added the poison. I’m afraid I won’t let you get away.”


      Standing there in front of us was the younger man. Though we were all certain that he had eaten the poisoned minestrone and collapsed, he was standing there calmly.


      “You seem to have disguised yourself, but I suspect that you are the owner of a rival restaurant. It was obvious that you came here today to raise havoc.”


      As he spoke, the young man grabbed on to his own neck, and without pausing, literally stripped off his own face and tossed it aside.


      “Actually, I am the owner of this restaurant, and I’ve been watching you all day. Ha-ha-ha!” The young man—or rather, the person who had been him—laughed in triumph. Stripping away his mask had revealed the face of a man in about his mid-thirties.


      He was grinning, elated with his success.


      He looked exactly like his portrait, which so grandly decorated the back wall of the restaurant.
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      After that, the restaurant owner, who had been disguised as the young man, told us everything about the situation.


      According to him, the culprit was the owner of a rival restaurant, and he had been harassing various other establishments for a long time. In particular, he was intensely jealous of any new talent, and he zeroed in on any young owners who opened new restaurants. For some time, he had been making a nuisance of himself by slandering new restaurants and spreading nasty rumors.


      And so the owner said it was inevitable that his restaurant, which combined the aspects of an art museum and a high-class dining establishment, would become a target.


      “That man has been spreading nasty rumors about my restaurant everywhere in town for a while now. He’s telling people that the food is bad, or the prices are too high, or the owner’s face is weird, and so on. From the very beginning, I didn’t pay it much mind, but nasty rumors are just like poison; they slowly seep in and destroy us. My sales quietly started to decline, and foot traffic gradually lessened. It was a real nuisance…”


      But the owner felt like he had to be the responsible party, and he was not willing to sink to the same level and fight back. He had endured the abuse for a long time.


      Finally, once the restaurant’s reputation had sunk low enough, the middle-aged man had sold them poisoned tomatoes to try to deliver the final blow.


      The owner, who had been observing the middle-aged man’s movements for some time, immediately caught on to his scheme and had deliberately pretended to fall for his trick.


      “Well, that man’s been disguising himself and coming to eat at my restaurant for a while now, so I was sure he would come again today.”


      And then the owner had deliberately collapsed in front of him and caused a big fuss, in anticipation of exposing his misdeeds.


      And indeed, the cornered middle-aged man resigned himself to his fate and confessed everything he had done.


      The owner was not sure how to deal with him.


      “If I turn that man over to the sheriff’s office, I’ll feel better, but word will get out that there was a problem in my restaurant. However, if I show him leniency, I’m certain he’ll try to poison the well again.”


      What exactly is the right thing to do here?


      The owner was at a loss for what to do.


      “Let me see…” After mulling it over for a little while, I remembered that, come to think of it, the beef stew at this restaurant was quite tasty.


      Letting the place collapse would be a real waste.


      “There is one way.”


      Then I said—


      “Put that poison to use.”
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      That evening, at a brand-new restaurant, which was a combination of a high-class dining establishment and an art museum, things looked a little busier than usual.


      Inside the restaurant, the usual pianist was performing with a proud smile on her face, still playing the part of the blind, genius pianist, while waitresses who were nothing more than pretty faces did their jobs halfheartedly, and in the far back of the restaurant, a chef with absurd strength was crushing apples with his bare hands.


      And the portrait of the owner, wearing his broad smile, was on grand display in the restaurant. The restaurant, which lacked any unifying vision, was extremely chaotic.


      “Well, I don’t think the other customers were hiding anything as bad as poison, but after I saw how desperate they were to keep their secrets, it’s clear what they really thought about themselves.”


      When there’s just one strange thing somewhere, it stands out, but if everything in sight is covered in strange things, then people soon lose the ability to tell what is normal and what is strange.


      When I stepped outside, a middle-aged man with a sign hanging from his neck looked obviously remorseful, as he hung his head dejectedly.


      I’M JEALOUS OF YOUNG TALENT AND CAUSED TROUBLE FOR THIS RESTAURANT BY POISONING THE FOOD, the sign read.


      To make up for the trouble he had caused, we’d gotten him to take on the role of signboard for a while.


      One after another, people passing by stopped in front of the bizarre restaurant, staring at that strange signboard. And then, their interest piqued by the unusual advertisement, they stepped through the door.


      It was definitely the strangest restaurant in the country, but also the most free.


      It was a space where people didn’t need to pretend to be something they actually weren’t.
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      CHAPTER 3


      A Story About That One Night


      A bar.


      It was a quiet, stylish space, with a slightly adult atmosphere. For some time, I had dreamed of sitting in a lovely space like this one and ordering with a straight face, “Barkeep, my regular.”


      However, given that I was a traveler, that dream had never come true for me. That’s because I roam from country to country and never visit a place frequently enough to have a regular order.


      Besides, since I almost never go to bars, I don’t even have a clue what to ask for.


      “My apologies for the wait. One orange juice.”


      With a clink, a glass of orange juice was placed before me by the bartender, who wore a sour face.


      I had puzzled over what I should order, and in the end, my request wasn’t the kind of thing one normally ordered at a bar.


      Nevertheless, I accepted my drink with a straight face that fit my quiet surroundings. “Thank you,” I said and brought the glass to my mouth.


      I savored that first sip deeply. Because the quantity of juice was so small, considering the amount of time it had taken, as if it had been brought in from wherever they cultivated the oranges.


      At any rate, there sat a lone traveler at a counter seat, intoxicated by the atmosphere of the place, even though her drink contained no alcohol. Her hair was ash gray, and her eyes were lapis blue. She was a witch, dressed in a black robe and a black pointed hat, and yes, she was me.


      “This place has a grown-up air to it, doesn’t it, barkeep?”


      “I’m part-time.”


      The sour bartender on the other side of the counter immediately replied.


      Your name is Part-Time? What an unusual name.


      It was evening, but the sun had only just set. The city was still in a boisterous uproar. Aside from me, there were only a few customers who had escaped into the bar seeking peace and quiet. There was a pair of men and then another man drinking alone, like me.


      They were all soaking in the quiet atmosphere, just like me.


      “Heh-heh-heh… Bro, I never thought things would go so well…”


      “Mwa-ha-ha-ha-ha. Well, in our capable hands, a little theft is just like taking candy from a baby.”


      …They don’t seem to have soaked in much of the quiet atmosphere yet.


      I could hear the two men sitting to the left of where I was having a conversation that I preferred to pretend I didn’t hear.


      I wondered what exactly they were thinking. I couldn’t believe they were talking about a robbery they had committed in a place like this, with other people around. Could it be that they were practicing for some kind of play or something? I had heard that many performers for the circus were in town at the moment.


      “Heh-heh-heh… Bro, take a look at this. There’s a ton of money in this wallet.”


      “Mwa-ha-ha-ha. Of course there is. Because we made sure to snatch the bag from a woman who looked like she had money.”


      The two men had overturned an expensive-looking, brand-name women’s handbag and were digging through the contents on their table.


      I see, so there is no play. This is real. These are real thieves, and real idiots.


      What on earth are they thinking, doing that in such a public place?


      “…But, bro, do you think we’ll be all right, committing theft in the middle of a festival…? The woman who owns this wallet probably went to the sheriff’s office and filed a complaint.” The man who seemed like the subordinate was suddenly timid.


      Maybe he’s emotionally unstable?


      “Mwa-ha-ha. What, are you nervous?! We’re fine! There were so many people passing by that even when she shouted that she was being robbed, no one noticed! It’s really the perfect crime!”


      Though I can’t for the life of me understand why you would have a conversation about it in a bar, where other customers are present.


      It wasn’t just me, a total stranger. The bartender was also there, as well as the male customer sitting to my right.


      “…Are you not going to report this, barkeep?”


      I whispered my question to the bartender.


      He shook his head as he answered, “…I’m part-time.”


      And is that something you need to correct me on, to the point of ignoring my question?


      I wanted to ask him that in return, but I suddenly realized that the bartender (who was a part-time worker) was directing his gaze toward the man on my right—the one drinking alone.


      His eyes were moving in a way that urged me to look, too. Before I knew it, I was looking to my right, too, as if I was being guided to do so.


      “…Huh.”


      There I saw the lone man, who was staring at me. As if he was well aware that the angle made him look cooler, he had his head tilted toward me, wearing what he must have thought was a cool expression.


      What is this, is he trying to pick me up, looking like that?


      I don’t have to tell you that I narrowed my eyes and glared at him, but when I took a closer look, I saw his ID in his hand.


      In big letters, it had the words SHERIFF’S OFFICE written on it.


      “……”


      I see.


      At that moment, I understood everything.


      In all likelihood, the sheriff’s office had already zeroed in on all the misdeeds of the two men sitting at the table to my left. And the investigator sitting to my right had followed them into this bar to keep an eye on them.


      And now he was feeling out the right time to arrest them—that had to be what was going on.


      In other words, the look the man was giving me wasn’t an attempt to seem cool. It was a smile to reassure the unlucky female customer who had accidentally sat herself down in between the investigator and the thieves. I was convinced that was it. I was rather moved by it.


      “This is from the customer over there.”


      Then, as if to throw cold water on that feeling, the bartender set another orange juice down in front of me.


      The customer over there?


      “……”


      The man sitting to my right was staring at me with that same expression on his face.


      Then he slid a scrap of paper over to me, which he had been concealing under his ID badge.


      I want to spend tonight with you.


      ……


      That sentence made my hair stand on end. I don’t think I had ever been so scared, even when I’d been threatened. Just what kind of face would someone have to be making to write a note like that?


      “…Huh.”


      A cool face. You could write that if you thought you were making a cool face. Which leads me to wonder, what’s the deal with that face you’ve been making? Now I’m offended.


      I sighed. I was utterly disgusted by the state of law enforcement in the city.


      On the other hand, the conversation between the men at the table to my left was getting heated.


      “Bro, what will we do with the money?”


      “Let me think… Personally, the first thing I’d like to do is use the loot to seduce a cute girl.”


      “…! Turning around and using a brand-name bag we stole as a present? Bro…you’re a genius!”


      “Mwa-ha-ha-ha-ha! That I am, that I am.”


      “By the way, what do you mean by ‘cute’?”


      An awfully vulgar conversation was unfolding to my left.


      I shot the man to my right a look, intending to signal, “Hadn’t you better arrest those two?”


      “…Huh.”


      I got a wink in return. That convinced me that the man was a lost cause.


      Although I had come to this quiet establishment to escape the tumult of the city, I could feel my stress building. I was caught between the loudly chattering pair and the man whose looks were just as loud.


      At the rate things were going, I couldn’t expect any peace and quiet.


      It seemed like I had no option but to resolve this on my own.


      “…No helping it, I see.”


      Then, sighing as I did it, I took out a pen and paper, and after scribbling a note on it, I said to the bartender, “Barkeep, for the table over there.”


      That was another thing I had always wanted to say.
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      Not long after that, the bar fell silent.


      Allow me to explain what happened.


      Hello, there [image: image]! I am a traveler. My name is Elaina. Actually, I’m currently looking for some nice gentlemen to show me around the city, so if you don’t mind, could I ask you to show me around a little? Oh, I’m sorry for asking so suddenly! What am I saying? For a plain girl like me to suddenly ask such a thing must be a real bother, right? Please forget I said anything! But if by any chance you feel like chatting with me just a bit, I’d be so glad if you would come meet me in front of the sheriff’s office.
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      These nauseating notes were delivered to the men on either side of me, each at a different time.


      First, to the man on the right, the officer wearing the cool expression.


      “…Huh. All right then, I’ll be waiting for you, Elaina.”


      Winking with each eye in turn, he left the bar. Maybe he had some big pieces of dust stuck in his eyelids.


      Then a few minutes later, the bartender handed my note to the two men at the table. At first, they looked surprised to receive a note, then they looked at me and seemed even more surprised.


      “C-cute!”


      “What do you mean by ‘cute’?”


      When I imitated the man who had been making a cool face earlier and winked at them amorously, the two men got up and left on their own.


      All that was left was for the three of them, the officer and the two thieves, to run into each other in front of the sheriff’s. They would have a good time spending the night together.


      I was certain the two criminals would surrender without a fight. My incredible charm had surely led them to their own arrests.


      I was really conflicted over it.


      I let out a sigh as I said, “Men are fools. All it takes to trick them is a pretty face, right, barkeep?”


      “I’m part-time.”
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      CHAPTER 4


      Guardian of Carousel


      I could hear the local children’s clamoring coming through the open window of my room, along with the gentle breeze.


      Blinking as I awakened, I yawned and stretched gently. Then after I washed my face and changed my clothes, I went down to the front entrance.


      Apparently, there had been a festival going on ever since the day I had arrived in the city, and whenever I visited the restaurant that was attached to my hotel, I was met with a great crowd of people.


      About four days had elapsed since I had arrived in the city.


      Maybe because I had been having breakfast at more or less the same time every day, I was already used to seeing the same lineup of people.


      I always sat in the same seat by the same window and ordered the same morning meal.


      While I waited for the same waiter to bring my food over, I inclined my ear to the conversation of some girls who seemed to be members of the circus sitting at a nearby table.


      It was basically the same topics as usual.


      “The patrons in the city certainly react well to our acts.”


      “Let’s all do our best again today.”


      “We’ll put on a smile for our audience.”


      Their stream of positive, radiant words washed over me in my freshly awakened state. Usually, it was around this point that any lingering sleepiness completely evaporated. I probably had those girls to thank.


      Not long after that, my usual waiter brought over my usual order, and I ate my breakfast as I watched the parade company march past outside the window, playing their instruments.


      Every morning since my arrival in the city had played out just the same.


      For a traveler like me, repeating the same thing day after day was not something I really got to experience. I rarely stayed in a familiar place, and traveling didn’t lend itself well to establishing a daily rhythm.


      And so my time in the city had been a rather fresh experience.


      After having breakfast, I went up to the front counter to leave.


      “Hmm… That’s strange… The numbers don’t add up.”


      The proprietor of the hotel was standing across the counter, sighing as he glared down at a piece of paper.


      It was a sight I had seen almost every day since I had started staying there.


      “……”


      As you might expect after seeing this sight almost every day, it had started to arouse a little bit of curiosity in me.


      “Is something the matter?” I asked.


      The proprietor raised a bitter-looking face.


      “Well… The figures for the rooms just aren’t working out… It looks like I lent out too many keys.”


      According to the proprietor, there was a discrepancy between the number of customers staying the night and his earnings from the day before. In other words, there was a possibility that he had collected too little money at some point. But at the moment, they were right in the middle of a festival. He had all sorts of customers coming in, not only spectators from abroad to see the circus troupe, but merchants and travelers as well, so he had absolutely no clue whose fees he had failed to collect, he explained.


      “And that sort of thing is happening almost every day…? That’s a tough break.”


      “Well, this sort of thing happens all the time here, so we’re used to it, but man…it sucks when the accounts don’t add up,” the proprietor replied with a weary smile.


      All the time, huh?


      “It seems like a very busy time of year…”


      I can kind of tell by looking around, but…


      “I’m in trouble now—the Gloom Witch got me again! Ha-ha-ha!” The proprietor laughed.


      “The Gloom Witch?”


      Who’s that?


      I cocked my head questioningly.


      “Oh, you don’t know?” His eyes opened wide in surprise. Then he told me, “The Gloom Witch isn’t a person; she’s a legend passed down in our city.”


      For example, when your hotel fares don’t add up right or when your merchandise dwindles even though you don’t remember selling anything—whenever there is a discrepancy in the numbers like that.


      For example, when you’re having a fun time and it’s over in the blink of an eye, or when you forget a promise you made to a friend, or when you forget why you left the house—whenever you have a sudden lapse of memory like that.


      Apparently, in this city, at times like those, that was what people said.


      “Welp, looks like the Gloom Witch stole a hotel key again.”


      Just like that.


      “Nothing I can do about it,” the proprietor said, scratching his head. “The Gloom Witch is an invisible presence, like a ghost you can’t see, so when we fall victim to her tricks, we just shrug it off.”


      Then he threw his pen down on the counter like he was giving up hope.


      I had some complicated feelings about this, as someone who also had a witch name, but maybe it was just an expression that was peculiar to this place without magic users.


      “By the way, does this Gloom Witch person actually exist?”


      “Ha-ha-ha, of course not.”


      He laughed easily and waved his hand.


      In short, the Gloom Witch was not the name of a witch, but rather a phrase people used when they were bothered by minor problems.


      After a slip of the memory or a discrepancy in numbers, people could halfheartedly throw in the towel by blaming it on the Gloom Witch.


      How very convenient.


      “Oh, come on! Did you say the fees aren’t adding up again? Just how many times is that?! How long is it going to take before you learn to do the math right?!”


      I wasn’t sure how long she had been listening to our conversation, but the proprietor’s wife came out from the back and started yanking on his ear.


      “Ow, ow, ow! There’s nothing I can do, is there? The Gloom Witch did it!”


      “I don’t want to hear any excuses! Don’t act so easygoing when the math’s not adding up! What if a key was stolen, what would you do then? Count it up again!”


      The woman spurred her husband into action with her impeccable logic, then made him pick up the pen again. He cowered, and with a much more serious face than he’d worn in the moment I had been passing by, he muttered, “I-it doesn’t add up… The fees don’t add up…”


      ……


      Well, even if you have a convenient phrase you can use when you’re bothered by minor problems…


      Whether or not you’ll be allowed to use it is a completely different issue, I suppose…
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      Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams.


      Even now, four days since my arrival in the city, the place was still in the midst of its wild festivities. It was brimming with people everywhere, and the whole city was in an uproar.


      I had been going to different places around town each day, but thus far, every place I’d gone to had been brimming with energy.


      On that particular day, I had made my way to the north side of the city, but still, just like everywhere else, there were rows of different stalls lining the streets, and entertainers were performing along the main avenue, while people walked in between them.


      The place was booming. In fact, it seemed like the north side of the city might actually be the most hectic area of them all.


      The people were all walking straight for a building that stood at the end of the avenue.


      It was a strange building, without walls or a roof.


      Curved structures like ship sails that had caught the wind overlapped and interlinked in multiple layers, stretching toward the sky.


      I had been curious about that building ever since the first day I’d arrived in the city.


      The strange building loomed overhead. It looked just like a flower about to bloom.


      “They call it the Blooming Basilica.”


      As I was walking along following the flow of people, before I knew it, I had entered a bakery. I immediately expressed my astonishment and surprise at falling victim to the Gloom Witch, while lamenting my bad fortune. Then after I bought some bread, I asked the owner, “What is that strange building here in the north?”


      The owner nodded and explained it to me. “Oh, that?”


      The Blooming Basilica.


      “It’s our city’s famous concert hall. Operas, plays, even the circus, most events in this city that draw in crowds of people are held there. It’s also a well-known date spot.”


      And apparently, on that very day, the most famous songstress in the whole city was giving her first live performance, and throngs of people had descended on the place like an avalanche.


      I hadn’t taken any particular notice of them before because the streets were so jam-packed with people, but when I looked more carefully, I saw that there were posters stuck up on the walls of the city here and there that said, LADY SAMARA, LIVE IN CONCERT FOR THE FIRST TIME!


      There was an image of a woman with purple hair wearing a blue dress on the posters. In one hand, she was holding a long, thin, sticklike object, with a blue gemstone set into it. My guess was that it was a magic wand.


      I had heard when I first entered the city that there were no mages there.


      “That woman is not a mage, is she?”


      “Sure isn’t. We haven’t got any mages like you in our city, little lady. That thing Lady Samara’s holding is a magic baton. It’s an invention that lets anyone use magic. I’ve got one, too, here.”


      On the other side of the counter, the owner held up a similar stick with its own embedded gemstone.


      See, I knew it.


      Puffing up my chest with pride at being right on target with my expectations, I paid the owner for my bread with exact change.


      Then the owner said something that intrigued me somewhat. “Here in our city, we haven’t got any mages,” he explained, “but we’ve got magical girls.”


      Magical girls?


      “…And what are those?”


      Something about the words themselves sounds pretty adorable, I thought, as I asked the owner about it. I felt sorry about my barrage of questions, but I was sure I had bought enough bread to warrant an answer. As I accepted my bread from the owner, I inclined my ear to what he had to say.


      A heavy weight settled in my hands.


      Heh-heh-heh, I really splurged…


      “Magical girls are, uh, well, they’re that.”


      Then the owner pointed outside the shop—through the window glass.


      I turned around.


      “……”


      I was surprised.


      Standing there was a single girl. Let’s just say she was the kind of girl you would likely not forget once you saw her.


      Her hair was brown, and she looked like she was about eighteen years old. She had an attractive face, and she was as cute as any other girl that age, but her appearance was incredibly bizarre.


      She was dressed in an extremely weird outfit reminiscent of a school uniform, but ridiculously colorful and ridiculously frilly. Her expansive, fluttering skirt was so pink it was hard to look at. I said it was reminiscent of a school uniform, but for some reason, her shoulders were bare, and she had long gloves that covered her arms.


      The girl, who was obviously dressed to attract attention, had both hands pressed flat against the glass, as if she was drawn to the window, and she was staring intensely at me, trembling and quaking.


      “……”


      Holding my heavy paper bag, I briefly locked eyes with her.


      And I felt some kind of horrible foreboding.


      At her hip, the girl had the same kind of magic baton as the songstress Samara, and her hand was slowly reaching for it.


      “I found you! You must be the Gloom Witch!”


      See, I knew it.


      As she shouted, the girl rushed into the bakery and abruptly waved her magic baton.
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      Although I was bewildered by this all-too-sudden development, the first thing I did was to take out my broom. You could say that my body moved before I even had time to think.


      The strange girl suddenly rushed into the bakery screaming, “Graaaaaaaaahhh!” and waved her magic baton around.


      I wasn’t sure who exactly this girl was or why she was calling me the Gloom Witch, but if there was one thing that was clear, it was that I wasn’t going to be able to talk her down.


      Therefore, I decided to run away at once. As I slipped right past her, I took one piece of bread out of my bag. I had already eaten breakfast, but bread goes into a special second stomach.


      “You’re not getting away!”


      The girl seemed convinced that she was definitely going to catch me.


      She whirled around and waved her magic baton. When she did, some sort of cord flew out and wound itself around my broom.


      Once I got out of the store, I commanded my broom to rise straight up, intending to escape into the sky over the city. But just then, my broom suddenly became incredibly heavy.


      Oh my, could it be because I bought too much bread?


      With that thought, I tried to get some altitude on my broom, but—


      “How naive! Did you think that was all it would take to escape from me?”


      When I turned around, I saw the magical girl dangling from the back of my broom, wearing a triumphant grin. Apparently, the cord coming from her magic baton was tying my broom and the girl together.


      “Excuse me, could I ask you not to cling to my broom like that? What will you do if you get hurt?” I quickly steered my broom to a landing on the roof of a nearby house.


      The roofs in this colorful city, where each building was a different hue, were all black, as if they had been painted over uniformly, which made it seem like we were standing on top of one huge shadow.


      “Hmph. So you thought you could get away once I had a grip on your broom? How naive! I’ll keep hunting you down until the day you die!”


      “But I don’t have the faintest idea why you would want to do that.”


      After putting another piece of bread in my mouth, I took my wand into my hand. She seemed to have me confused with someone else, and I wanted to go ahead and clear up the misunderstanding as soon as possible, but—


      “Hyaah!”


      But before I could even open my mouth, she waved her magic baton.


      When she did, another blue cord extended from the tip of her magic baton and coiled around my arm. As soon as that happened, the girl twirled the tip of the baton around her own arm and transferred the tether to it.


      The blue cord of energy was joining the two of us together.


      “Heh-heh, now we’ll be together forever.”


      This girl whose name I didn’t even know gave me an unseemly grin.


      The blue tether didn’t show any signs of breaking, even when I tugged at it. I knew it had to be strong, based on how we had gotten up on the roof.


      However—


      “You’re very passionate, aren’t you?”


      “What of it? Feeling bashful?”


      “I think this is the first time anyone’s come on to me so strongly upon our very first meeting.”


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      She laughed cheerfully as if she was chatting with a trusted friend, and then—


      —her eyes glinted sharply as they seized on me.


      “Well said. Certainly, this is my first time meeting you, but—” She waved her magic baton and said, “I know it’s not your first time meeting me!”


      Ah, what? I really have no idea what you’re talking about.


      I raised my hand.


      But right after I did, several blue lights bore down on my position. To escape from them, I dodged to the right, and when I looked back, I watched the lights scrape gouges out of the roof before vanishing.


      Quite lethal, I see.


      When I turned around to face the girl again, I saw that she was preparing a second and third volley of magical energy, while maintaining a fixed distance from me as I fled.


      Is she planning on obliterating this whole swath of houses?


      “I don’t know what to do…”


      I truly didn’t remember ever meeting her before, but I figured I must have done something at some point to incur her wrath.


      I didn’t think I had done anything especially noteworthy since arriving in the city. I hadn’t even gotten up to any shady business yet.


      Hmm…


      “I know I’m repeating myself, but don’t you have me confused with someone else?”


      I was using wind magic to keep her from closing the distance between us. I remembered to adjust my angles so as to avoid destroying the roof of the house. The very embodiment of consideration. That’s me.


      “Tch…!” The magical girl avoided most of my invisible attacks, but one grazed her, and, with her eyes narrowed, she clicked her tongue in irritation as she repeated her impassioned confession again. “Cheap tricks like that won’t do anything. I’m not taking my eyes off you as long as I live!”


      What do you think you are to me…?


      “No matter where you go, no matter what you do, from now on, you’ll be with me all your days!”


      No, seriously, what do you think we are…?


      “Sorry, I’m the type who kind of hates to be tied down. Forgive me.”


      For us travelers, having our freedom restricted is the most stressful thing there is. It would cause a lot of trouble if our misunderstanding were to continue, so at that point, I decided I had to get away from her, even if that meant using somewhat forceful means.


      The main problem was the tether connecting us. If I could just get that to disappear, the rest would work itself out.


      “From the looks of it, this cord is made out of magical energy—”


      And if my memory serves me, the magical batons, or whatever they call those peculiar inventions around here, are convenient little items that have magical energy right there in the baton. In other words, this girl herself isn’t capable of using magic.


      It was clear to me that if I could just break her magic baton, the cord would disappear, too.


      “—Here goes.”


      To that end, I shifted from fighting defensively and closed the gap between us in one go.


      First of all, let me make it seem like I’m ready to have a conversation.


      The presence of the magic baton was blocking me from doing that. I reached out toward it.


      “…Hmph! You’re wasting your time. I won’t let you lay a finger on my magic baton!”


      After jumping back away from me, the girl wearing the triumphant expression randomly shot off several balls of magical energy, so I immediately repelled them with my own wand. Right after I did, she produced a single blue spear from the tip of her magic baton and thrust it toward me. “Hyaah!” I dodged, which caused her to pierce the roof of the house instead of me.


      I timed it for the brief moment when she was stuck and snatched the magic baton from her hand.


      The cord that had been binding us together vanished in that instant.


      That was a relief. I was feeling reassured, when—


      “—Tch, even if you pull something like that, I’m definitely not letting you get away!”


      The girl shouted and pulled out a magic baton with a gray gemstone embedded in it.


      She had two…?


      My eyes opened wide in surprise as the girl raised the baton into the air. When she did, a hail of countless rocks rained down on us in slow motion.


      “Hey, are you crazy…?”


      I shot spells into the sky and smashed the rocks one by one. Of course, if I didn’t deal with them, I would have no place to run, but also, continuing the festival would be out of the question if those things smashed the city.


      I couldn’t believe she had mistaken me for such a dangerous opponent that she thought she needed to do things like that.


      I wonder if the Gloom Witch, someone who may not even exist, is really such a formidable enemy—?


      I mulled it over, and then—


      “……”


      Blink.


      In the moment I blinked—


      In an unbelievable turn of events, I fell from the top of the roof down to the road below. No, I did not move under my own intention. It was just as if, during the moment I blinked, I had been transported to another place.


      I had a strange feeling, almost as if my memory of the time I spent moving had been stolen from me.


      BLOOMING BASILICA.


      Right in front of me was a large signboard with those words written on it. When I looked up, I saw a building towering over me, with a strange shape to it like a flower about to bloom.


      And the magical girl from earlier was also there before me.


      “…Hm? Hm! …Hmmm! Mmm! Mmnnn!”


      She was looking up at me from the ground, groaning. Her mouth was gagged with a rope, and her hands and feet were bound. Naturally, I could not understand a bit of what she was saying, but I didn’t sense any of her earlier hostility in her gaze.


      While I was looking around, confused about this sudden development, I suddenly realized that the bag I was holding in my hand had become much lighter.


      I lowered my gaze and saw that the bag of bread I had bought earlier was open.


      “…?”


      Even though I knew I had bought plenty, even though I knew I had only eaten one piece, for some mysterious reason, the bag was already almost empty.
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      Though I was still bewildered by all these sudden developments, I went ahead and loosened the ropes around the magical girl in front of me. As you might expect in the immediate aftermath of an abnormal situation, such as suddenly having our memories vanish, the girl didn’t look like she was still in the mood for a fight.


      “…Bwah!”


      When I released her from her ropes, she sucked in a big breath and immediately pulled the gemstones out of her two magic batons.


      I didn’t really understand how it all worked, but the girl’s magic batons must have had some kind of connection to the extremely eccentric clothing she had on. As soon as she took out the stones, her outfit glowed dazzlingly bright and then transformed into an ordinary school uniform.


      “……”


      I could see that the uniform bore a striking resemblance to the one Patty had been wearing. Other than the length of the sleeves, I’d say they were exactly alike.


      She appears to be a student who goes to the same school as Patty.


      “My memory lapsed in the middle of a battle…which means the Gloom Witch showed up earlier and vanished here…” After muttering quietly to herself, the girl glanced over at me. “…So you aren’t the Gloom Witch after all, are you?”


      She kept her face turned away somewhat awkwardly and twirled her hair around her finger as she spoke, I suppose because she had just been chasing me around and attacking me harshly, shouting all sorts of terrible abuse at me.


      “Um…sorry about that, my mistake.”


      She grumbled an apology.


      Oh, no, I don’t mind! I’m not really bothered by it at all. Nope.


      “By the way, who is this Gloom Witch you’re hunting down? Does she look like me? Is she someone with ashen hair wearing a witch’s robe, is that it?”


      It would be bothersome if we got confused again, so I thought I might at least change my style going forward. But in response to my question, she turned her face away even more, looking uncomfortable.


      “N-nooo… I don’t really know what the Gloom Witch looks like…”


      Hmm?


      I can’t hear you very well.


      I zipped over to wedge myself into her field of vision and stared at her, unimpressed.


      “So in other words, you weren’t even sure whether I was this Gloom Witch person, yet you decided that I was and attacked me. Is that what happened?”


      “No, well, I already knew from my research that the Gloom Witch was a mage, so then…”


      “So you would have done the same thing to any mage you encountered?”


      “No, not…necessarily…”


      “I said very clearly that I was not the Gloom Witch, didn’t I?”


      “…S-sorry.”


      The girl sounded very, very uncomfortable as she apologized. I could have put more pressure on her and said something like “Hey, hey, we’re beyond ‘sorry’ here, come on now,” but I would have felt ashamed of myself for taking things that far against a student.


      At the moment, I was more concerned with the mounting pile of questions I had.


      I wasn’t sure where exactly to start.


      “…Um, so you—”


      As she was about to ask me something, I cut in.


      “I’m Elaina.” First things first, I introduced myself so that I would not be mistaken for the Gloom Witch, or whatever her name was, a second time. “The traveling witch, Elaina. My witch name is the Ashen Witch. I came to this city to sightsee.”


      As I spoke, I bowed once.


      “Oh yeah,” the girl said. “That reminds me, I haven’t introduced myself yet—” She turned toward me again. “My name is Millinarina. I’m a magical girl who protects Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams.”


      “Magical girl…?”


      I heard about those at the bakery earlier, but…


      I hadn’t really grasped the concept of these magical girls. I was sure there had to be some kind of police force in the city. I wondered if the girls were a separate organization.


      Maybe because I was making an uncertain expression, Millinarina immediately explained further. “Magical girls are unique to this city, you see—well, you can think of us as the equivalent of mages who work for specific states in other regions.”


      In other words—


      “…So you’re people who get special authorization and work to protect your city?”


      “Yeah, something like that.”


      And then the magical girl Millinarina pointed to the Blooming Basilica that rose behind her as she said to me, “So then, Elaina. Do you have some time? I’d like you to come somewhere with me.”


      I didn’t need to ask about our destination. It had to be inside the Blooming Basilica. I had been walking toward it to begin with, so I didn’t really mind. But I wondered why we needed to go inside.


      “What is this? Are you inviting me on a date?”


      “Huh? W-well, of course not! What a stupid idea!” Millinarina insisted loudly.


      That may have been what she said, but the Blooming Basilica was a famous date spot, and moreover, until a few minutes earlier, she had been making passes at me with extremely passionate pickup lines, so I was pretty sure that was what she had in mind.


      “There’s just someone I want you to meet.”


      “—So it is a date after all.”


      “No, I said! Jeez!” Millinarina sounded angry. “I have to report to my boss if I ever run into the Gloom Witch. So I want you to come along as a second witness since you were with me as well.”


      So that’s what’s going on.


      In that case, I wish you’d been quicker to tell me.


      “However, my boss is in a really strange place.”


      If I remember correctly, aren’t there plans to use this building for a concert today?


      I tilted my head questioningly, and Millinarina nodded as she said something slightly odd. “That’s right—this is a crucial time, right before the concert, so I’d like to wrap this up as quickly as possible.”


      The way she phrased it, it sounded like her boss was the one personally giving the concert. I asked her what was the name of this boss of hers.


      When I did, she answered me while pointing to a corner of the building.


      “Lady Samara.”


      Right where her finger was pointing—


      —was a poster of the songstress herself.
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      The Blooming Basilica.


      Inside, Millinarina walked with practiced familiarity into the guarded, staff-only backstage area. I walked in with her, too, putting on the same familiar air.


      We soon arrived at a dressing room.


      As I might have expected, Lady Samara’s name was engraved on the door, and when Millinarina opened it, the woman with purple hair who I had seen on all the posters was sitting inside.


      She was still getting ready, which must have been why her magic baton was sitting off to the side and she was wearing a cardigan over her blue dress.


      She must have had some time to kill while she was waiting in her dressing room, because she was playing with a little doll, small enough to fit in one hand. As soon as she saw Millinarina’s face, she admonished her. “Knock before you come into my dressing room, Millinarina.”


      She set down her doll but put on a gentle expression.


      Then Samara noticed my presence and turned her black eyes on me.


      “…Who’s that there?”


      “This is the witch, Elaina. The person who faced off against the Gloom Witch with me today.”


      “Hello.” I bobbed my head slightly along with Millinarina’s introduction.


      “Did you get any information about the Gloom Witch?” Samara asked Millinarina.


      “What would you say, Elaina?” Millinarina asked me.


      …Why me? And more importantly, why are you being so casual all of a sudden?


      “Um, I’m sorry. But I don’t even have the slightest clue whether this Gloom Witch actually exists.”


      Or maybe it would be better to say that since the moment I met Millinarina, right up until now, I haven’t had the slightest clue about anything that’s been going on.


      I puffed my cheeks out a little bit as I voiced my protest. I wasn’t especially angry, but whatever the circumstances, I still would have liked at least a few words of explanation.


      Samara stared blankly at me.


      “Millinarina…? Did you bring her here without giving her any information?”


      “Yes, I did.”


      With her eyes, the so-called Lady Samara complained that she didn’t know what to do. I wished she would just do something.


      “I’m bad at explaining things, so I thought things would go quicker if I got you to explain, Lady Samara.”


      “But I’m about to give a concert…”


      However, I could infer from the fact that she was still wearing a gentle smile even as she sighed in exasperation that this Lady Samara must be a good person.


      “…No helping it, then.”


      With another little sigh, she opened her mouth to speak.


      “First of all, I’m not sure how much of this you know already, Elaina, but the Gloom Witch is a name we use in this country to explain lapses in memory.”


      Recalling my conversation with the owner of the bakery, I responded, “Just a phrase you use when you don’t keep an appointment, or when your accounting doesn’t add up, and not a real witch who actually exists, is that right?”


      “Yes. Officially anyway.”


      She nodded, then said calmly, “But the truth is that the Gloom Witch does actually exist in this city.”


      So then, someone who can make people forget actually exists in this city?


      I cocked my head slightly and frowned. I didn’t understand the meaning of what she was saying, but Samara smiled and told me, “I don’t suppose it makes sense right away, does it? Haven’t you had any lapses of memory since entering this city, Elaina?”


      “…I don’t know how many times it’s happened, but I have experienced it at least once, when I was with Millinarina. Of that I’m certain.”


      “Very interesting.” She nodded with that same gentle expression. “By the way, Elaina, where were you and what were you doing before you met Millinarina?”


      “I’m fairly sure I was at a bakery buying bread, but…”


      “What bakery? What kind of person was the owner? A man? A woman?”


      Somehow, she’s started interrogating me…


      “It was a bakery on the main avenue of town, and the owner was a man. If I remember correctly, he was about thirty years old, or so it seemed to me.”


      “Ah, that would probably be Bailey’s place. That shop just opened recently. It was nice inside, wasn’t it?”


      “…I think it was. I feel like it was.”


      “And if I’m not mistaken, the owner was a well-built man with a beard?”


      “…He might have been. Do you know him?”


      “No, not at all.”


      “Huh?”


      What’s going on here?


      I tilted my head, and Samara let out a giggle as she said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t have the slightest memory of that shop. I don’t go to many bakeries in the first place,” she told me.


      I was simply baffled. I couldn’t understand her intentions at all.


      But I had to wonder if bewildering me was her aim all along.


      “Elaina, what percentage of each day do you think a person spends on autopilot? How much of our time do you think we spend not thinking about anything, just being carried along in the flow?”


      She continued without waiting for my answer.


      “The answer differs depending on what you reference, but the experts say we spend about seventy or eighty percent of our day on autopilot. Particularly for people who repeat the same habits every day, the percentage seems to be higher. This is one of the theories for why a day feels like it passes faster for adults, once every day is no longer fresh—in other words, once we gain more experience, once we can get through most things without using our minds as much, that’s what happens.”


      When I was little, I had looked forward to becoming an adult, and I had felt like every time I read a book, a door opened to a new world. It was an adventure every time I left the house. Every night, when I got hungry and the smells of dinner wafted through the air, I couldn’t contain my excitement. Every night when I got into bed, I waited for pleasant dreams.
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      As I grew into an adult, I learned to temper my emotional highs and lows and settled down somewhat.


      It happened because my knowledge expanded to fill the days that had once been filled with unknowns.


      I didn’t know whether that was a good or bad thing. However, in this city—to these two women who were squaring off against the Gloom Witch, it seemed to be a bit inconvenient.


      “When you’re walking around unconsciously, you spend your time in a daze, and then when you think back on that time, you only vaguely remember that something happened.”


      Just like, for example, how I couldn’t clearly remember the state of the bakery or the face of its owner with whom I had been talking just before I’d encountered Millinarina.


      People’s memories are formed out of surprising ambiguities.


      And the ambiguous parts of a memory about another person can be overwritten surprisingly easily.


      “Earlier, when I asked you if the bakery was nice inside, you thought, Maybe it was, right, Elaina? And when I listed off the characteristics of the owner, I bet an image of a man with a beard came up in your mind.”


      “……”


      She continued, “Let me tell you about the entity we call the Gloom Witch. The Gloom Witch is a real person who does actually exist in this city. However, she has a bit of a strange power, and this girl absolutely never remains in people’s memories.”


      “She doesn’t remain in people’s memories?”


      Do you mean she’s a wallflower?


      That’s what immediately came to mind, but of course I was wrong.


      “Everyone who sees her loses their memories of the time they’re looking at her. The result is the same, whether they just catch a glance of her out of the corner of their eye or whether they spend the whole day together. No matter what happens, no memory of her existence will remain. And now you have first-hand experience of what that’s like, don’t you, Elaina?”


      In other words, the fact that Millinarina and I were at the Blooming Basilica when we came to our senses indicated that we had encountered the Gloom Witch during the period of time we couldn’t remember—that must have been what she was saying.


      But at that point, a single question rose to mind.


      “So then, wouldn’t that mean that if the Gloom Witch went out into town during the current festivities, it would cause an outbreak of mass memory loss? I wouldn’t be surprised at all if the whole town descended into panic.”


      And yet at the moment, the townspeople around me were all focused on Samara’s singing. The only one who seemed concerned about the Gloom Witch was the proprietor at my inn.


      “That’s right. We had the same thought when we realized that the Gloom Witch actually exists. We thought that if we followed the trail of places where collective memory lapses had occurred, we would be able to determine the location of the Gloom Witch.”


      However, contrary to their expectations, it had been surprisingly difficult to get information about memory lapses.


      That was because, to borrow Samara’s words, people spent 70 to 80 percent of their day operating on autopilot and didn’t remember much of what happened while they were in that unconscious state.


      “When we’re talking about these memory lapses, unless someone actually speaks directly to the Gloom Witch, they’re usually only looking at her for a few seconds. And no one we talked to even noticed suddenly losing their memories for such a short amount of time.”


      And when, for example, people lost items or lost track of money—that was when they first realized they’d encountered the Gloom Witch, when a discrepancy arose.


      By the time they noticed anything, the Gloom Witch had already long since disappeared.


      And there was one other problem.


      “We are certain that the Gloom Witch does actually exist, but we’ve collected almost no information about her.”


      The Gloom Witch’s appearance did not stay in anyone’s memory. That meant the Gloom Witch’s identity was a complete mystery. They couldn’t pursue her, and they couldn’t confront her. Because every time they noticed the Gloom Witch was around, she was already gone.


      The one and only bit of information they had managed to acquire was that the Gloom Witch was wearing a witch’s robe. A little girl had just so happened to capture her in a sketch she drew of people around town, and that was all they had to go on.


      Interesting.


      “So that’s why you mistook me for the Gloom Witch and attacked me…?”


      I shrugged in exasperation, and Millinarina turned her face away uncomfortably. “Aw, I said I was sorry…”


      Samara narrowed her eyes fiercely.


      “Millinarina…? Is that true?” Samara had a slightly threatening aura about her. “…Didn’t I tell you over and over again to be careful about confronting the Gloom Witch…?”


      “I didn’t have a choice, did I? The one clue we have about the Gloom Witch is her robe. It’s a normal reaction to think somebody’s the Gloom Witch when she shows up dressed like a witch.”


      I can’t believe she’s not ashamed at all.


      This girl has zero remorse.


      “Are you all right, Elaina? I’m sorry, this girl can be a little pushy sometimes.”


      Oh, no, not a problem at all.


      “Don’t worry, I’m all right. Although I was a little surprised by her sudden advances.”


      “Uh, ‘advances’?”


      “She bound our hands together with a blue cord and said we’d be together forever.”


      “Oh my!”


      “Not only that, I asked her to please stop, but she said she’d chase after me until she died and other things that sounded almost like a proposal.”


      “Oh my goodness!” Samara’s eyes went wide. “That was surprisingly assertive of you, Millinarina…”


      “Stop, we’re not here to talk about me being assertive or whatever!”


      Millinarina raised her voice, and her cheeks were bright red.


      You’re embarrassed, huh? I can tell.


      “Now, now.” I plunked my hand down on her shoulder. “I may have turned you down, but I’m sure there must be someone out there who will love you.” I comforted her.


      “Why are you trying to console me? I don’t understand what’s going on!” Millinarina puffed out her cheeks.


      Samara smiled at her and then stood up and began straightening her appearance.


      “Excuse me, but it’s time.”


      Samara pointed to the clock.


      I had forgotten about it because of our long talk about the Gloom Witch, but Samara was a singer, and she was just about to give a concert.


      The woman standing in front of the mirror took off her cardigan, adjusted her hair and costume so that they flowed nicely, and picked up the magic baton with a precious gemstone set into it. Then she carefully tucked the little doll that fit into one hand away in a pouch. She had been playing with it when we’d come in.


      —Maybe it’s some kind of charm?


      Then she checked her appearance, twirling around in front of the mirror.


      In no time at all, she had made herself look exactly as she did on her poster, and with a polite bow to the two of us, she said, “Now I’m going to go give the first concert of my life. If you like, please come watch.”


      “I’m going to sing a song that’s sure to be memorable,” she added.
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      When I asked, I learned that Millinarina was apparently Samara’s pupil.


      According to what she said, Samara had once protected Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams, and she had primarily been the one who handled the wrongdoers who committed burglaries, thefts, and other violent acts.


      For many years, the symbolic protector of Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams, had watched over the city, which had always been a safe place to live. At the time, pretty much everyone in town knew of Samara.


      And then about six months earlier—


      Samara had handed over the mission of protecting the city to her own pupil, Millinarina, to make her debut as a singer.


      And today was her first big performance.


      Many people had gathered at the Blooming Basilica to see the woman who had always protected their city up on the stage. Through the privilege of her pupil Millinarina, the two of us got to watch her big moment from special box seats.


      As a gentle piano melody played, Samara stood alone onstage and demonstrated her clear, beautiful singing voice.


      “Recently, something’s been bothering me.”


      In the seat beside me, Millinarina kept her eyes fixed on the stage, like she was dazzled by the show, but spat out these words. “Lady Samara retired half a year ago. We proved that the Gloom Witch does actually exist—and that she is clearly causing harm—three months after her retirement.”


      It seemed like Samara had handled everything perfectly when she had been responsible for protecting the city.


      But since Millinarina became the city’s protector, the harm done by the Gloom Witch had escalated. And how did that make Millinarina look to the townspeople?


      Inept.


      Unreliable.


      “Lady Samara never messed up like this.”


      It was an honor to succeed a great figure, and it was also a difficult path to take.


      “It’s possible that I’m not being taken seriously, since Lady Samara handed things over to me. Recently, the Gloom Witch in particular has been very active.”


      Of course things had gone missing from roadside stalls all on their own, while money and jewels had been stolen in broad daylight, and things had been frequently hidden for no good reason.


      It was as if the Gloom Witch was doing these things all over the city just to antagonize Millinarina.


      “So that’s why you got so frantic about catching the Gloom Witch?”


      If she didn’t produce results, she would continue to be a disappointment to the people of the city forever. Millinarina must have been getting impatient herself.


      “Yeah…sorry.”


      She didn’t look at me when she apologized, just like earlier, but perhaps she had calmed down since then, because her words seemed just a little bit more mellow.


      “Listen, are you free after this?”


      My goodness.


      “Are you asking me on a date?”


      “I told you, no. You’re not very bright.” She stuck out her lip in a pout and let out a sigh as she said, “If you’ve got time to spare, can I pick your brain? I need the help of someone powerful, other than Lady Samara and myself, to capture the Gloom Witch.”


      And I suppose you think a witch from a foreign land is just the person to lend you that assistance? Unfortunately, it sounds like there have never been mages here.


      I nodded.


      “Sure, okay.”


      I’m interested in this Gloom Witch person anyway.


      Also—


      “I wouldn’t want to be mistaken for the Gloom Witch again, after all.”
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      “This is a copy of the sketch the girl drew. It’s our only clue to the Gloom Witch.”


      There on the page, a person in a black robe and pointed hat was shown, facing away from the viewer, mixed in among the crowds on the main avenue of the city.


      Oh my goodness, what’s this, then?


      “It looks a lot like me.”


      “Doesn’t it?”


      Millinarina shrugged with a deep sigh and told me that was why she had mistaken me for her.


      I listened to Millinarina’s story as we walked down the main avenue. According to her, she had tried a number of different approaches, and they had all failed.


      “Given the way she’s dressed, we can assume the Gloom Witch is a real witch. I have no memory of it, but over the past three months, I’ve done battle with her approximately two hundred times.”


      “What were the results of your battles so far?”


      “Do I really need to tell you?”


      “Sorry.”


      I guess it’s obvious you were defeated every time. That’s why you asked for my help.


      Despite her slightly rough way of talking, Millinarina seemed to be the diligent type, because she began flipping through a small notebook. Apparently, she had taken detailed notes about her battles to date. Small lines of writing were packed densely onto the page.


      “By the way, the most painful loss so far was the time I found myself thrown into a dog kennel when I came around. That was the time I tasted my greatest humiliation.”


      “Did you really need to tell me about that?”


      “I thought I’d better let you know what it’s like to face off against the Gloom Witch.”


      “Suddenly, I don’t feel like doing it anymore.”


      “Just to let you know, if you give up or run away, I’m going to hunt you to the ends of hell, so prepare yourself for that.”


      “Proposing again, huh…?”


      If you’ve got spare time to chase after me, I’d rather you spend it capturing the Gloom Witch, though.


      At any rate, for the time being, we were searching blindly.


      “Well, if we walk down the main avenue, we’re bound to run into someone who fits the description sooner or later—”


      We walked around aimlessly, with no plan for the moment, absentmindedly chatting as we went, when I happened to cast my gaze off to the side.


      “……”


      Just for a brief moment, an uncomfortable feeling arose between us.


      Though I knew we were on the main avenue with lots of other pedestrians, the people around us avoided us like a ripple with us at the center.


      Millinarina, who was beside me, transformed into her magical girl outfit in the blink of an eye.


      A quick change in a place like this? No, no. It seemed more like we went through a time skip.


      “…The Gloom Witch!”


      Millinarina surveyed our surroundings. We couldn’t fill the gap in our memory, but we could make conjectures.


      We had probably encountered the Gloom Witch by chance while walking around aimlessly.


      Millinarina had promptly transformed into her magical girl getup and prepared to do battle. However, the Gloom Witch must have noticed us and fled immediately.


      She was probably still nearby.


      “I’m going to look for her, Elaina!”


      Millinarina broke into a run.


      I was surprised. There was no hesitation at all in her gait, as if she could tell which direction the Gloom Witch had gone. Perhaps she was showing off the experience that had accumulated in her over the past three months.


      “She probably ducked down here!”


      Then Millinarina charged down a side alley, almost as if she was sucked down it. She ignored me as I trotted after her, imploring her to wait, and she squared off against the Gloom Witch.


      “Ha-ha-ha! As always, my intuition is spot on!”


      I heard somebody cackling in delight. No sooner did I hear that than—


      “Ah! I found you, Gloom Witch! Prepare yours—aaahhh!”


      —I heard her scream from the alleyway.


      I got my wand ready, but by the time I entered the alley, the Gloom Witch was already gone, and instead, only Millinarina was there, mercilessly defeated.


      “…Are you all right?”


      She had been tossed into an open garbage can and was sitting in it with her eyes open wide.


      “Ow… Why am I in a place like this…?” She looked around her, bewildered.


      Extremely concisely, I explained to her the situation that had unfolded. “Looks like it didn’t work out this time either,” I said.


      My brief comment was plenty for the girl who had been on the heels of the Gloom Witch for three whole months.


      “…Looks like it.” She let out a sigh as she sat in her garbage can and shrugged, running her pen across the page of her notebook. “I haven’t tasted this kind of humiliation since I was stuffed into that dog kennel.”


      “Do you really need to write that down?”
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      As was obvious from the fact that she had encountered the Gloom Witch two hundred times in the course of three months, Millinarina had faced off against her several times a day.


      That day was no different, and after our first encounter, Millinarina and I faced off against the Gloom Witch several more times.


      Although, as usual, since we couldn’t remember confronting the Gloom Witch herself, all we had to go on were the results, and we could see that it appeared we had fought.


      The first thing I did was extricate Millinarina from the garbage can, after which she reversed her magical girl transformation. We were walking down the street together when Millinarina suddenly came to a stop.


      “Wait!”


      She was looking at the wall of someone’s house. Upon closer inspection, there was a painting of a little girl reaching her hand out toward a red balloon on it. I looked at her, questioning what it meant, and in a confident tone of voice, she said, “There was nothing like this here yesterday…! That woman must be around here somewhere!”


      And apparently, she actually was there.


      When we came to, we had signs reading IDIOT hanging from our necks, and we had been bound with ropes and discarded in the street.


      “How humiliating.” Millinarina puffed out her cheeks.


      “Why me too?”


      I found myself entangled in her conflict.


      After that, our next encounter happened when we were once again walking down the main avenue of the city. Apparently, we ran into the witch just as a magician was performing beside the road.


      “Take a look! I have here a perfectly ordinary box! And now I will summon my assistant, who will teleport into this box!”


      When the magician opened his box to show off the results, inside was not his assistant, but Millinarina.


      “Major humiliation.”


      The only thing she was left with was the results of three crushing defeats.


      However, by no means were we attempting to do battle against the Gloom Witch without any plan at all. In preparation for our next encounter, we talked about what to do ahead of time.


      And I, a witch from out of town, had some suggestions.


      “Might it work if we made the ground under her feet totally sticky?” I suggested. “If we spread some sticky liquid at her feet to render the Gloom Witch unable to move, don’t you think we’d be able to capture her easily?”


      “Do people often tell you you’re a genius?”


      “Heh-heh-heh. Actually, the word genius originated from me, did you know that?”


      And then it seemed we had another run-in with the Gloom Witch.


      “Help me.”


      When I regained consciousness, I saw Millinarina stuck to the ground, flat on her back, facing upward, so I realized our strategy must have failed.


      “Millinarina, do you understand what this box is?”


      Out of nowhere, I showed Millinarina a small box I had made, about the size of my palm.


      “Right now, I’ve kind of got a phobia of boxes, so keep it away from me.” Millinarina scooted back to put some distance between us. Apparently, getting in the magician’s box had traumatized her.


      Unbothered, I continued with my explanation.


      “There is such a thing as sound magic, and earlier, I used some to put the sound of a violin being played so badly that it hurts your ears into this box. Let’s use this when we fight against the Gloom Witch.”


      Incidentally, to seal a noise into the box, it was necessary to actually have the exact same sound playing nearby. I had briefly gotten the cooperation of a roadside musician and had them play deliberately badly so that I could store the sound in my box.


      “Wow…that’s amazing. I never knew mages could do such things.”


      “Oh, it’s not because I’m a mage, it’s because I’m a genius.”


      “Since you’re such a genius, I want you to succeed next time.”


      Then we apparently encountered the Gloom Witch again several minutes later.


      “Hey, just wondering, but won’t we also be hurt by the terrible noise?”


      Suspended in midair in a back alley, Millinarina pointed out this extremely reasonable observation, a little too late.


      So making her listen to an awful noise didn’t work either, huh?


      Nothing else for it, then. Time for my last resort.


      “Let’s use bread.”


      “Huh? Bread? What are you talking about?”


      “Millinarina, by some chance, are you unaware of the magnificence of bread? When we’re talking about bread, as you can tell from the fact that there are all varieties, from sliced sandwich bread to dessert buns, it’s an all-purpose foodstuff that can be anything from a daily staple to a sweet treat and is useful in all possible settings. My teacher, for example, who considers herself a bread sommelier, has even developed a hobby of what she calls bread breathing, where she spends a whole day just inhaling the aroma of bread, and this is one of the ways she enjoys her days off. But perhaps such bread appreciation has not taken root in the culture here in your city? That’s really too bad…”


      “Wait, you’re talking so much, but you’re saying absolutely nothing. I seriously have no idea what you’re even talking about.”


      “The point is that if we use bread, we may be able to throw the Gloom Witch off her guard. To that end, I’ve laid a bread trap in the road. I think by doing this, we’ll be able to easily lure in the Gloom Witch or anyone else.”


      Then several minutes later—


      Next thing I knew, I was sitting on top of the trap I had set, eating the bread.


      I said—


      “Om-nom-nom.”


      “What are you saying? I seriously cannot even tell.”


      Oh, how rude.


      As I swallowed my bread, I replied to her.


      “The bread I just ate was different from the bread I used to set the trap. It must have been bread the Gloom Witch was carrying around. So she is also a peerless lover of bread…?”


      “I really do not care… Anyway, I’ll make a note…”


      Millinarina sounded exasperated, but her pen was moving.


      After that, she and I continued walking around looking for the Gloom Witch, talking about this and that, and coming up with all sorts of strategies.


      I suspect I don’t have to tell you what the results were.


      The next time we came to, we were sitting beside each other on a bench in a plaza, gazing at the sunset as we ate some bread. The laughter of children frolicking on a spinning merry-go-round passed through our ears.


      I was sure that for the children, their incredibly fun day must have passed in the blink of an eye.


      “Ah, jeez… It didn’t work at all…” Millinarina hung her head. “I can’t believe it’s so late already… So in the end, it’s yet another failure, huh…?”


      Her expression looked like she had nearly given up.


      I knew that, just like for the children, the day must have passed in the blink of an eye for her, too. Given she was facing off against the Gloom Witch several times a day, almost every day, the amount of time she experienced in a single day was necessarily shortened.


      She must have returned home disappointed nearly every day, gazing at the sunset that arrived before she knew it, lamenting that another day ended without her accomplishing anything.


      It was a sad thought.


      “How about we make the next one our last try?”


      I said that as I stood up, but she smiled softly as she looked up at me, completely defeated.


      “Why don’t we give it a rest for today? I’m already tired. Anyway, we’ll have plenty of time tomorrow.”


      I shook my head at Millinarina when she answered me in defeat.


      “No way. We’ll get it done today.”


      I pulled her up by the hand and forced her to stand as I said that.


      Though for some reason, she seemed to have misunderstood my words.


      “When I say this next one will be our last try, I mean it will be the last because we’re definitely going to catch her next time.”
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      Since we didn’t have much time to spare, given it was going to get dark shortly, we began our strategy meeting right then and there.


      Millinarina stared at me blankly as I gave her the overview of the plan I had thought up.


      “Wow,” she responded, still wearing a lifeless expression. “I’m surprised…you put more thought into that than I expected, Elaina.” The relatively insulting words seemed to spill very naturally from her mouth.


      Hey now, what do you mean by that?


      “Did you think I’d been confronting the Gloom Witch without any kind of plan?”


      “Yeah.”


      No, don’t just say “yeah.”


      Now, it may have seemed like I was mostly just playing around, but in my own mind, I had worked everything out.


      “The next time we confront the Gloom Witch will be the last time. Let’s focus,” I said after explaining the outline of my plan to her.


      The strategy I laid out was surprisingly simple. Neither she nor I would do anything very special. We would just be a little clever about how we squared off against the Gloom Witch.


      Perhaps because I put on an air of importance as I explained things, Millinarina wore an incredulous expression.


      Though she didn’t say it out loud, the look on her face asked, Do you really think we can catch her with something like that?


      And yet she must have been exhausted already from the events of the day, because she also told me, “It doesn’t seem likely that the Gloom Witch is going to appear in front of us so conveniently anyway…”


      You’re completely discouraged by all of this, aren’t you?


      I shook my head in exasperation as I pulled a small box from my pocket.


      “Millinarina, do you know what this is?”


      I thrust the box into Millinarina’s hands, reminding her that we had used one while we were chasing the Gloom Witch.


      She took the box, pinching it between her fingers.


      “…This is that box that replays sounds with magic, if I’m not mistaken. The one that has the weird violin sounds in it, I think. What of it?” she asked.


      I was just happy she seemed to remember it. I nodded in the affirmative.


      “You’re right, this is a box that can play back any sound you put into it.”


      Unfortunately, I had no memory of it, but I had made use of the box as we faced off against the Gloom Witch several times that day, and my intention had been to attack her with unpleasant noises. I had failed to do so, though.


      Then I pulled from my pocket several more boxes that were exactly the same as the one in Millinarina’s hands.


      “I explained to you, didn’t I, that to get the boxes to make noise, you have to first listen to that noise once?”


      I was sure I had already told her how we needed to store the sound in the box to get it to replay the unpleasant violin noises.


      “In other words, these boxes, to put it another way, are something we can use to let us hear sounds, and also for the purpose of storing sounds.”


      One by one in order, I channeled magical energy into the boxes I was holding and called up sound spells. One by one, the small boxes began to shiver and shake and let out sounds.


      We heard my own voice.


      “So you are the Gloom Witch! You, wearing a black robe and a black pointed hat, with light blue hair, and you appear to be about in your mid-twenties! You’re the Gloom Witch, aren’t you?! By the way, what is your actual witch’s name? Can I ask what it is? And also, are you a mage? I heard there are hardly any mages in this city.”


      One after another, I asked specific questions, as if I was operating on the assumption that I’d be replaying them for someone later.


      “Of course I am.”


      The unfamiliar voice that responded had to belong to the Gloom Witch.


      “Indeed, mages are rare in this city. Actually, you could say there are nearly none of us. But not entirely none. Because I’m here. By the way, my name is Annelotte. My proper witch’s name is the Azure Witch. Although, even if we continue talking like this, you’re going to forget all about it anyway,” said the Gloom Witch, formerly known as the Azure Witch, Annelotte, before giggling happily like a mischievous child.


      I could tell from the way she was acting that she believed we wouldn’t remember any of the conversation, no matter how much she talked.


      And, taking advantage of her conceited carelessness, I lobbed question after question at her.


      “How do you usually conduct your hunt through the city? It took an awful lot of trouble to find you.”


      “Basically, the route I follow always takes the whole day as I make one full circuit around the city. I start in the north, then go west, south, and east, in order.”


      Oh-hoh.


      “Why are you out making mischief?”


      “Because I’ve got the time.”


      I see.


      “By the way, where are you living these days?”


      “You know where the Blooming Basilica is? Near there. The specific address is—”


      She prattled on and on and easily told me all her secrets.


      Familiarity can be a dangerous thing.


      Normally, a person making mischief in the world would never be so quick to divulge their personal details, but she was absolutely confident that she wouldn’t be exposed—that we would absolutely forget—and her complacency allowed her to talk too much about things she really shouldn’t have been talking about.


      “I plan to be home this evening. I’ll leave the house unlocked, so come drop by if you like. Although I guess you two will forget all about me as soon as you leave here anyway—” said the voice captured in the box, laughing provocatively.


      Now then, I couldn’t really tell whether her place was unlocked, but at the very least, once it was evening, there seemed to be no doubt that she had returned home.


      In one of the apartment buildings with colorful exteriors that were so characteristic of this city, on the corner of the highest floor of a certain yellow building, was apparently the room where she lived.


      “There’s a light on inside.”


      Observing from afar, we saw light spilling out from the window, and never mind the door being unlocked—the window was wide open.


      It was as if she was saying that anyone was free to come right on in.


      “Looks like she’s really enjoying her freedom to the fullest, since she doesn’t stay in anyone’s memories. Ugh, how annoying,” said Millinarina.


      However, it was convenient for us that she completely had her guard down.


      “Millinarina, please prepare yourself the way we discussed earlier. It’s already night time, so let’s hurry up and finish this.”


      I urged the girl wearing her school uniform to transform into a look more suitable for a magical girl.


      “You’re right. Wait just a minute.”


      I looked at her as she nodded at me and remembered that although I had seen her revert back to her uniform from her magical girl outfit, I had yet to witness the moment when she transformed into her magical girl attire.


      I suppose that’s because she always changes into a magical girl while we’re face-to-face with the Gloom Witch.


      I was sure I had probably seen it several times before, but I didn’t have the slightest memory of it. Although we were calling it a transformation into her magical girl form, at any rate, it was probably just a quick costume change, but—


      “Magical Girl Millinarina Miracle Change [image: image]”


      “Huh???????”


      It happened much too abruptly.


      She spun round and round as she drew multiple palm-sized sticks of wood out of her pocket and winked at me, speaking in a fawning, flirtatious voice. I didn’t really understand what was going on, but it seemed to me like I could see a dazzling pink shimmer in the air around her.


      I tried to stop her and ask what she was doing, but she blew a kiss at me as she skillfully assembled her sticks together.


      She seemed to be constructing a magic baton, but the curious thing was that as she attached the pieces of the baton one by one, her appearance changed into that of a magical girl. It was clear that her magical girl form must have been linked to her magic baton.


      …Couldn’t you just get your outfit together the normal way?


      Inside her glittering cloud, she was transforming into a magical girl and wouldn’t have tolerated an honest question like that.


      “There, ready to go!”


      Then Millinarina stood before me in her magical girl form, as if nothing had happened.


      “……”


      I’m sure that at that moment, I was wearing an expression devoid of emotion.


      Millinarina narrowed her eyes at my reaction.


      “What?”


      “Do you always do that…?”


      “Of course I do! I’m a magical girl!”


      Is that standard operating procedure? Do magical girls have to do a transformation sequence like that…?


      I was stunned by this unexpected revelation. All I could say was “If possible, I would have liked you to transform after we faced the Gloom Witch…”


      Even though we were about to have to do battle, her fawning, flirtatious voice and face were seared into my mind, and I didn’t think they would leave me anytime soon.


      The lights were on in the room.


      A young woman with light blue hair was sitting at the desk. Quietly, with an earnest look in her eyes, she was writing something down. Perhaps she was writing in her diary?


      “What sort of mischief shall I get up to tomorrow, hm…?”


      Nope, that wasn’t it.


      She’s scheming up mischief.


      With her finger to her mouth, she sat there thinking and let out a casual “Hmm, now, what should I go with?” just as if she was coming up with a dinner menu.


      “I could sneak around stealing things in the shopping district…though I already did that, and I also swapped out the displays in the bookstore, as well as…”


      It sounded like she had done a great number of naughty things, even ones Millinarina hadn’t observed.


      In one instance, she had stolen a hotel key and ransacked a room. And another time in the bakery, she had eaten the merchandise right in front of the staff—it seemed like she had been causing trouble for the people of the city by repeatedly committing many, many small crimes like that. What an awful person.


      Sure enough, when I looked into her room, there were paintings and furniture and countless small items of all sorts stolen from who knows, all piled up together carelessly in the corners.


      It didn’t seem like she had any interest in the things she had stolen.


      I’ve heard that some people steal because they take pleasure in the very act of doing something bad, rather than because of material desires. She must have been that sort of person.


      “…Well, I guess I can decide tomorrow. I’ll just be doing the same stuff anyway—” She said that much, then let out a yawn and stretched.


      The world outside her window was completely covered in the darkness of night.


      A chilly breeze blew softly in, brushing coldly against the pale skin that peeked out from beneath her black robe.


      I wondered if she felt the chill. She stood up from her chair and walked slowly over to the window.


      That was just when it happened.


      An even stronger wind blew in, and the curtain fluttered, revealing the darkness of the night beyond.


      “……”


      Suddenly, her feet stopped.


      Emerging from the darkness of the night, a lone witch was there, with her hand on the windowsill.


      “Good evening.”


      A witch with ashen hair, dressed in a black robe and a black pointed hat, greeted her with a broad smile.


      Who on earth could it have been?


      That’s right, it’s me.
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      “Oh my!”


      The Gloom Witch—or rather, the Azure Witch, Annelotte—greeted me with a puzzled expression after I intruded through the window.


      “So sorry to come in this way when you went to the trouble of leaving the door unlocked for me.”


      I nimbly leaped off the windowsill, apologizing for my entrance, and landed in the room.


      I stared directly at her, trying not to avert my eyes.


      She fit the description we had heard through the sound spells. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, with long light blue hair, and her bangs were secured with a red hairpin. She was wearing a black robe, and as she locked eyes with me, she picked up a black pointed hat and a wand.


      The longer I looked at her, the more she looked like a stranger.


      “Nice to meet you…isn’t quite right, is it?”


      She didn’t exist anywhere in my memories. And yet I got the bizarre feeling that we had definitely met before.


      I wondered whether Amnesia woke up with a feeling like that every day.


      “This is not our first meeting, but…Elaina, how did you find this place?”


      “Oh, you know my name?”


      “Of course I do. How many times do you think we’ve met?”


      “Well, I don’t know…”


      Unfortunately, I didn’t have a single memory of meeting her before. Her friendly familiarity and the candid way she spoke to me did nothing but bother me.


      “I’m very interested in your powers, so I’d just love to get you to tell me everything in detail, but—”


      Unfortunately, Millinarina and I have to capture you.


      “If possible, it would be a big help if you would let us arrest you quietly.”


      As I spoke, I tapped my wand twice on the windowsill. When I did, magic closed the window and then covered it with a film of ice.


      That ought to make it impossible for her to flee through the window.


      “That’s awfully unfair, to enter through my window without asking and freeze it over. Heh-heh.” She smiled, showing her composure.


      “I’ll be at a terrible disadvantage if you disappear from my sight for even a moment, so you’ll have to forgive me for being a little nervous.”


      “Hmm?”


      She smiled like she was enjoying herself. She listened carefully to every word I said, just as if she was reveling in a reunion with an old friend, and smiled.
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      Then immediately after that, she waved her wand and fired off a spell at me.


      “—Uh-oh.”


      Starting with something of a surprise attack, huh?


      I turned my head to avoid her spell as I launched my counterattack. With a wave of my wand, I produced some sticky liquid.


      If I could just keep her from moving, my plan could work. We didn’t need to fight for no reason. Which meant I hoped to use the gummy liquid to stick her shoes and everything else in place and prevent her from moving.


      I shot her with the sticky liquid. I had proved its power earlier by gluing Millinarina down.


      “Eww, gross!”


      Annelotte whipped her wand through the air, producing a momentary blaze of fire magic that scorched the sticky liquid. In fact, the liquid had a weakness, which was that it was disabled when hit by fire, and she seemed to already know that. I could tell she was a veteran witch by the way she immediately reacted.


      Before the flame had even gone out, she had already commenced her next attack.


      She broke the chair she had been sitting on earlier into small parts with a spell and launched the lethal shards at me one by one.


      There was a huge pile of stolen loot sitting behind her, but I suppose she didn’t want to lay her hands on her spoils. Before I could be hit by any parts of the chair, I knocked them down without any difficulty, using magic.


      We engaged in a close quarters exchange of spells.


      Annelotte attacked, I defended, then I attacked, and she defended. We repeated the pattern many times. I sensed that our abilities were evenly matched.


      I, at least, felt no urge to kill her, or even any hostility toward her, and I was reserving some of my energy so that I could prioritize capturing her, taking meticulous care as I shot off my spells so that I did not make too big of a violent show of things. Somehow, I also got the sense that she had a similar idea in mind.


      “I knew you’d be strong, Elaina.”


      She readied her wand with a low chuckle.


      “…Do you like to fight?” I closed in on her as I dodged the ball of magical energy she had launched at me.


      Let’s bring this to a quick end.


      “I like to talk.”


      She backed up as I approached. “But I think we’d better be parting soon—”


      As she said that, she pointed her wand at me.


      I wondered what she would shoot next. I put myself on guard and readied a counterattack.


      But she must not have felt like fighting anymore.


      Because Annelotte simply disappeared from my field of vision, without confronting me directly.


      A white fog enveloped the room.


      The white fog produced from her wand obscured my vision entirely.


      “Crap—”


      Even if she didn’t run away, if she could just block my vision, that was a win for her.


      “I’m sorry, Elaina. If possible, I would have liked to chat with you a little longer, but if we fight any more, my room will get messed up. It’s already a little run-down, you see—,” she added.


      She sounded extremely calm and collected, almost joking as she gave me her reason, and then vanished from my sight.


      And then she disappeared from my memory as well.


      —When I came to, I was in a dense fog.


      I readied my wand and observed my surroundings cautiously. Exactly what kind of situation was I in now? Where on earth was I?


      I thought about what I had been doing just moments before.


      I remembered that Millinarina had said in her fawning, flirtatious voice something like “Magical Girl Millinarina Miracle Change [image: image]” and then transformed, and I remembered cringing, but then nothing after that.


      This was a strange feeling I had experienced countless times already that day. I definitely wasn’t blacking out from the shock of discovering a certain young girl’s strange hobbies.


      She must have run out on me again.


      The fog gradually cleared. When I took a step, I heard the creaking of an old floor, and when I stretched my hand out to the side, I felt a wall. In all likelihood, I was in Annelotte’s room.


      Had my strategy been a success? Or had it failed?


      In the center of the room—


      There was a figure.


      “—You seriously left your door unlocked, huh? What would you do if some suspicious person came in—?” Millinarina said with exasperation as she stood there looking down at Annelotte.


      Bound hand and foot by the blue cord Millinarina was holding was a young woman with light blue hair.


      She looked to be about in her mid-twenties.


      “Oh my!”


      She must not have expected this, because she was laughing in a foolish tone of voice.


      That voice was unmistakably the voice of the Gloom Witch, the one we had heard with my sound magic.
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      Our biggest concern when confronting Annelotte, who never remained in people’s memories no matter what, was the possibility that she might somehow escape from our sight. Supposing that happened, we would both fall victim to short-term memory loss and, as a result, would fail to catch the Gloom Witch in our confusion.


      Surely this was the reason she’d been able to escape from every one of our battles so far. We had realized early on that it was meaningless to fight her as a pair, but since this was a rare opportunity, I had decided we should try to get the Gloom Witch, originally the Azure Witch, to completely let her guard down and had tried many times over to come up with a suitable strategy.


      The moment we had identified her room, our plan was settled.


      I would enter through the window and seal it up, closing off her means of escape, then guide her toward the door. Then Millinarina, who would be standing by on the other side of the door, would capture her.


      It was a simple plan, but it was extremely easy for us to outwit her when she was so careless, convinced that the two of us were common fools.


      The captive Gloom Witch was dragged away to jail in Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams.


      The warden slammed the door of Annelotte’s jail cell closed tight.


      “I never thought you would catch me. Ha-ha-ha.” Annelotte laughed in her cell.


      Both of her hands were fitted with manacles that restrained her fingers, too, so that she could not grip her wand.


      There was nowhere for her to run. However, with an expression full of composure, she said, “Well, whatever,” and flopped down on the small bed.


      Free and easy to the bitter end, huh?


      Is it possible she’s always had this kind of personality?


      “Well done. Good work catching her.”


      Samara looked down at Annelotte in her cell as she said that.


      She’d successfully completed her inaugural concert, and as Millinarina’s predecessor, she had apparently come to see the captive Gloom Witch.


      It sounded like she still had things to do at the Blooming Basilica but had tossed them aside to come to the jail.


      She must have wanted to be present at the moment of her dear disciple’s great accomplishment.


      “Well, this is what happens when I get serious.”


      Millinarina, who had fulfilled her role as the protector of Carousel, threw her chest out proudly.


      “Oh-hoh-hoh, now you are all grown up.”


      Samara gazed at Millinarina with a gentle smile. It was a smile filled with tenderness. It was absolutely no different than when we’d met her earlier that morning. It looked like a smile that had been prepared ahead of time.


      “Listen up, now! You must be extremely careful of the girl who is in this cell! You are absolutely not to set her free!”


      Issuing this harsh command to the warden, Millinarina walked off.


      Wearing a friendly smile, Samara stared at her back as she went, then, after glancing over at Annelotte, followed Millinarina.


      According to Samara, the warden had been informed about the powers the Gloom Witch possessed, so even if there was a person in jail they didn’t remember putting there, they would absolutely not open the cell…is what she said.


      In other words, as long as no one took it upon themselves to open the jail cell, we were safe.


      On the other side of the firmly locked door, Annelotte waved good-bye.


      “……”


      There was something mysterious about her.


      For someone committing crimes all over town, she was surprisingly cheerful, and considering she stole things, she didn’t seem to want much. And even now that she’d been caught, she was as relaxed as if she was in her own home.


      But why exactly was it that she did not remain in people’s memories? Where exactly did that power of hers come from? She didn’t seem to be erasing people’s memories using magic.


      There are still lots of things I’d like to know about her.


      I suppose I can come visit tomorrow and ask her then.


      Though I don’t know if she’ll be honest and tell me about her situation, since I was one of the people responsible for catching her.


      After bowing once to her, I turned to the direction Millinarina had gone.


      And once again, the Azure Witch disappeared from my memories.


      “Everyone will have forgotten by tomorrow anyway.”


      I heard a familiar voice ring out from behind my back.


      But I didn’t turn around and followed after Millinarina and Samara.
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      “Whoa, I didn’t expect it to go this well!”


      On our way back from the jail—


      Waving good-bye to Samara, who still had work waiting for her at the Blooming Basilica, we walked through town.


      Millinarina’s expression was bright and cheerful, and full of a sense of accomplishment.


      Neither I nor Millinarina remembered what the Gloom Witch looked like, but we were certain about the fact that she was locked away in jail.


      Even if it wasn’t in our memories, it was in our notes.


      The most important thing was that the knowledge we had definitely captured the Gloom Witch remained in our hearts.


      “In the end, I couldn’t do it all by myself, but—but somehow, I did manage to finally get it done, and I feel very relieved.”


      Over the past three months, Millinarina had tracked down the Gloom Witch time and time again, but she hadn’t been able to accomplish anything. She had sought assistance from her teacher Samara countless times.


      However, she had told me Samara had stubbornly refused to help and insisted it was a test and, therefore, wouldn’t mean anything if she got her teacher to do it for her.


      Contrary to her eyes, which had looked so gentle, it sounded like Samara was a rather strict teacher.


      And contrary to how strong-willed Millinarina appeared to be, she’d turned out to have a surprisingly flexible disposition.


      Neither one of them matched their appearance at all.


      “Earlier, Samara said that I was all grown-up now, but ultimately, if I hadn’t had your help, nothing would have gotten done, so I think I’m only half grown.”


      Then Millinarina shot me a quick glance. “You could help me next time, too, if anything comes up.”


      “Ah, I’m a traveler, so that’s sort of…impossible.” I firmly refused.


      “Tch.”


      Millinarina puffed up her cheeks. She was devious.


      “So come to think of it, how long do you plan to be in this city?” she asked.


      How long?


      I haven’t exactly decided, but…


      “Well…I think I might stay another two or three days.”


      I felt like I had more or less finished exploring the city, but I was tired from walking around all day, and I hadn’t actually picked out a place to go to next.


      I figured it would be better to leave after taking it easy for a few days. After all, I had no reason to hurry.


      “Hmm, is that so?”


      She tried to sound like she didn’t care, but the expression on her face looked pretty happy.


      Then she looked at me with a smile as she said, “So then, tomorrow, if you like, why don’t we go eat somewhere?”


      Millinarina offered to treat me as thanks for the day’s work.


      Ohh? Free fooood?


      “Someplace with tasty bread, please,” I replied immediately.


      I had no reason to refuse, now, did I?


      “You really love bread, don’t you…? We bought some this morning, too.”


      “Bread is great. If you like, I could expound on its charms for you right now.”


      “I don’t think I’ll ever make it home if you do, so please don’t.”


      “You know me quite well.”


      “…But that’s a perfect choice. If it’s a place with good bread you want, I know a great restaurant.”


      “Oh-hoh, what kind of restaurant?”


      “Well, it’s—”


      The characteristics she listed off after that were of great interest to me. According to her, it was a restaurant an up-and-coming artist had opened, and it was decorated beautifully like an art museum and also served superb cuisine.


      The bread was particularly delicious, not to mention free no matter how much you ate! At least that’s what she said.


      Now, what is going on here? She’s boldly enumerating a list of characteristics I’ve heard somewhere before.


      To be more specific, I remember going there two days ago.


      “—So how about it? Won’t you have lunch with me there tomorrow?” she asked me.


      I had been to the restaurant once before, and I could have gotten her to choose a different restaurant, but—


      “All right, sure.”


      I nodded and decided to try and forget the fact that I had visited that restaurant two days earlier.


      Somehow, I got the feeling that was what I needed to do.


      “Hooray! Okay, see you tomorrow!”


      Because her face looked incredibly happy as she talked about tomorrow’s plans.
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      I could hear the local children’s clamoring coming through the open window of my room, along with the gentle breeze.


      Blinking as I awakened, I yawned and stretched gently. Then after I washed my face and changed my clothes, I went down to the front entrance.


      Another new day had begun.


      As usual, I sat in the restaurant attached to the hotel and had my breakfast while listening in on the conversation of a group that appeared to be part of the circus.


      After filling my stomach, I passed by the front desk on my way out.


      “Hmm… That’s strange… The numbers don’t add up.”


      Over at the counter, the owner of the hotel let out a sigh as he glared at slips of paper. It was a scene exactly like the previous day’s.


      I do think you have a real problem if calculations aren’t adding up every day, but…


      Imagining a future in which he was likely to get scolded by his wife again, I opened the door of the hotel.


      I still had time before my plans with Millinarina.


      Where shall I go today?


      I walked aimlessly around town.


      Just like every day, the city was filled with festive merrymaking.


      I saw children with big smiles on their faces tugging at their parents’ hands.


      They were headed for a person in a clown costume putting on a juggling act.


      I walked a little farther and spotted a person presenting a magic trick. “Come take a look! What I have here is a perfectly ordinary box! I would now like to summon my assistant, who will instantly teleport into this box!”


      As I kept walking, I saw someone making animals, including a dog, a monkey, and a pheasant, put on a performance.


      I saw a group of musicians with various instruments, including a violin, a trumpet, and an accordion, playing in the street.


      I was impressed that the people could throw themselves into the festivities every day with such enthusiasm.


      Of course I had enjoyed the spectacle on my first day in the city, but it seemed to me like they must get bored putting on the same shows day after day.


      As for me, I had gotten entirely used to it by now.


      I was sure that my face was probably much calmer now as I looked around town, compared to the day I had first entered the city. In fact, rather than calm, I may have even looked a little bored.


      I wondered whether there might be other people like me, who were getting a little bored with all the tumult in town.


      “…Oh?”


      As I was walking around absentmindedly, the figure of a certain girl suddenly caught my attention. There I saw someone just as weary of the spectacles in the city as I was—well, not exactly, but there was something about her that showed me she didn’t care much for all the festive merrymaking.


      She was a girl of about fifteen, with long hair and excessively long sleeves, and in her hands, which were hidden inside those sleeves, she held a sign on which was written I AM MISERABLE. PLEASE HELP ME.


      “……”


      And who should she be but Patty?


      It had been a while—well, not exactly, but it had been a few days since we’d run into each other, and I decided all on my own that this must be fate. Waving my hand excitedly, I called out to her in greeting.


      “Hello, Patty.”


      When I greeted her, she turned to face me and let out a little shriek. “Eek!”


      She reacted like some kind of small animal.


      “…? Huh, wh-what’s going on…? Why do you know my n-name…?”


      Then she gave me a very rude response.


      I’m not sure how to answer that.


      “Um… A few days ago, I went with you to your beloved Chester Castle, remember?”


      Did you forget? Do you have a memory like a small animal, too?


      I didn’t ask my questions out loud, but the way she was acting gave me an uncomfortable feeling I just couldn’t shake.


      “Chester Castle…? Why do you know I like Chester Castle…?” Patty cocked her head.


      Immediately, she asked with a start, “D-don’t tell me you’re a stalker…?!”


      “I am not.”


      Seriously, what are you talking about?


      I let out an exasperated sigh and then suddenly noticed something.


      If I was remembering things correctly, Patty had started wearing a hairpin after we’d gone to Chester Castle. However, the hair of the girl in front of me was hanging down long enough to conceal her golden eyes.


      Of course I had to say something about that.


      “…Somehow, it seems like you’ve reverted to how you were before, haven’t you?”


      Peering into her face, I took one step closer.


      I asked her if something had happened.


      “Eek!”


      Once again, she let out a short little shriek. She drew back and used her sign that said I AM MISERABLE. PLEASE HELP ME. to cover her face.


      “Um, Patty—”


      What’s going on? What’s the matter?


      I started to ask her. I started to reach out my hand.


      But—


      “I-I’m sorry!”


      In a louder voice than before, before I could touch her, she rejected me.


      Then she peeked quickly out from behind the sign that was covering her face. She looked at me with eyes full of wariness. She trembled with fear, her eyes choked with tears.


      And she said—


      “Who are you?”
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      CHAPTER 5


      The Day That Wouldn’t End


      “Who am…? Wait, um…”


      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to respond to that.


      For a moment, my mind went blank. I wasn’t sure whether she had forgotten about me in just a few short days, or whether there was something wrong with my own memory.


      I had just faced off against the Gloom Witch, who vanished from everyone’s memories, after all, so Patty’s reaction made me worry that I myself might also have become a person nobody could remember.


      “Ohhh…strangers are so scary…”


      Patty was obviously frightened. She gradually backed away, covering her face with her sign, still peeking out at me from behind it.


      Every time she stepped back, my feet moved forward.


      “Patty, I think we need to figure out what’s going on, but—”


      “Eeek! Don’t come any closer!”


      She shrieked even louder and ran away.


      She must have been so confused. A stranger whose name she didn’t even know was suddenly speaking to her like an old friend. But I didn’t have the slightest clue what was going on either.


      I was desperate to get even a little bit of information.


      And so I found myself awkwardly chasing after the unwilling girl.


      “Listen, Patty. What do you mean you don’t know me—?”


      “Hyeaaahhh! Don’t chase me anymore, pleeeeeease!”


      Just like when she had first encountered the ghost at Chester Castle, Patty fled across the street, crying as she ran.


      “……”


      I could have followed her anywhere she went, but I gave up midway and just stood there.


      Unlike at Chester Castle, there were people watching here, so it wasn’t like we could just run wild.


      Besides, the girl rejecting me looked extremely frantic, and she really didn’t seem to remember me.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      I still had no idea what was happening, but I walked on, wandering around the city.


      The festive atmosphere was ongoing throughout town, and it looked the same as it always had.


      There were tall buildings, and short ones, painted in colors from blue, to white, to yellow.


      These strange buildings, which all looked different, varying in height and color, stood shoulder to shoulder while the road, paved with cobblestones like a snake’s scales, twisted and turned between them, continuing ever forward.


      After walking for a while along the road that was echoing with music, I arrived in front of a certain establishment.


      It was a fancy restaurant that had the appearance of an art gallery.


      This was the place where I had promised to meet Millinarina for a meal that afternoon.


      From the doorway, I could see a bit of the state of things inside the restaurant. The waitresses were chatting it up in a corner, and there were only a few customers in the spacious dining room.


      Though I could by no means say that the place was flourishing, it was filled with a calm, cool atmosphere.


      —If I’m not mistaken, the last time I visited this restaurant, the owner of a rival restaurant, jealous of young talent, ended up personally becoming a signboard and advertising for this place, but…


      I’d expected the place to have had some success.


      But it didn’t feel like that, not even a little.


      It was as if the bizarre series of events I had witnessed had never happened at all.


      “Hey, you over there.”


      While I was standing there in a daze in front of the restaurant, someone spoke to me.


      Millinarina, I suppose?


      I feel like she’s awfully early for our lunch date, but—when I turned around, I saw a young woman, accompanied by a man.


      It was the same young woman who had been there with me several days earlier at the time of the poisoned minestrone incident, the one who was about to get married, or rather, the marriage fraudster.


      “I’m so sorry, could you possibly…?”


      She made a gesture like she was standing on tiptoes and trying to peer into the door that was behind me.


      She seemed to be saying, Move it.


      “…Sorry.”


      I moved aside slightly and urged the woman and the man accompanying her to enter the restaurant.


      “Thank you,” she said dismissively, then stepped inside without even looking in my direction.


      Once again, it was as if she had completely forgotten about me.


      I remembered her face, but perhaps I was the strange one for remembering her so clearly, when we had only been together once, during that incident.


      However, there was a particular reason I had been able to instantly recognize the couple I had met several days earlier with such clear confidence.


      “……”


      I turned around and stared into the restaurant.


      Everything about the couple who had just entered the restaurant was familiar.


      The dress the woman was wearing. And the clothes the man had had on.


      Also, all the people I could see through the open door.


      Everything was a perfect match for what I had seen several days earlier.
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      I didn’t have any conclusive evidence just yet.


      However, I forged ahead along the main avenue of the city, even though I had a bad feeling about things. My memories of walking through town were vague, almost as if I had encountered the Gloom Witch.


      Lots of people were streaming into a strangely shaped building that looked like a flower beginning to bloom.


      The Blooming Basilica.


      It was the concert hall I had also visited the previous day.


      “…I knew it.”


      Just as I’d predicted, I was confronted with a strange sight. It was so bizarre that it made me question my memories.


      LADY SAMARA, LIVE IN CONCERT FOR THE FIRST TIME!


      There were posters hanging up with those words written on them. The Blooming Basilica was overflowing with people who had gathered to listen to the most famous songstress in the city.


      Even though her first concert was supposed to have concluded the previous day.


      “Um, excuse me?”


      I chose a girl from among the crowd gathered for the concert and tapped her on the shoulder.


      The girl, who was chatting with her friends, turned to me with a smile on her face and asked, “Oh, yes? What is it?”


      I inquired, “Lady Samara’s concert, is that happening today?”


      I’m sure the answer to my question must have seemed incredibly obvious to her.


      “…? Yes, that’s right. That’s why everyone’s lined up.” She nodded.


      “…Not yesterday or tomorrow, it’s today?”


      “…? Yeah. It’s a special performance, today only. Not yesterday or tomorrow.”


      The girl looked at my expression and seemed to pick up on something. The good-natured girl touched my shoulder like she was trying to cheer me up and said, “By any chance…did you forget to buy your ticket? But that’s okay! Don’t be upset! I think I heard them announce a little while ago that there are still seats open for the night show. If you’re lucky, I bet you can still make it, if you go buy your ticket now—”


      “Thank you so much.”


      Once I had heard that much, I thanked her and got myself out of the crowd.


      I didn’t feel like I needed to get more information than that.


      Once I found out that the inaugural concert was being held on that day, just as it had been yesterday, that was all I needed to know.


      “…Just how long has this been going on?”


      I turned my back on the Blooming Basilica and pondered deeply.


      At first, I had thought that something was happening to me because of my encounters with the Azure Witch, Annelotte. I’d thought that maybe I wouldn’t remain in people’s memories anymore.


      But apparently, I wasn’t the one being affected. Strange things were happening to the city itself.


      How long has this been going on?


      Thinking back on my time in the city, I realized there were signs that should have warned me that something was out of place, starting from the second day of my stay.


      The repetition of the same scenery almost daily.


      The deeply insightful conversation the circus members kept having beside me as I ate my breakfast. The daily festival merrymaking as I walked around the city. The repetition of what seemed like the same day over and over again.


      As an experiment, I bought a newspaper at a roadside stall and checked its contents.


      The front page featured an article celebrating the concert the songstress Samara was holding that day.


      Not a single one of the things that had happened since I had arrived in the city were noted in the paper.


      There was no mention, for example, of the sensational revelation that Sir Chester was not the creator of the magic batons.


      Or, for example, that someone had caused an incident by poisoning the food at a certain high-class restaurant.


      There was nothing about the pair of robbers getting caught.


      Nor was there any information on the Gloom Witch being arrested.


      No matter how many pages I turned, I could not find anything about any of it in the newspaper.


      It was almost as if I had hallucinated the past few days or something.


      “…It can’t be.”


      The conclusion I reached seemed like a joke, but it was reality.


      I didn’t know when it had started over, but there could be no mistake.


      The city was repeating the same day—


      “Hey, you there.”


      And if we were repeating the same day, then that meant it was like none of the things I had experienced so far had happened.


      That was why Patty had been afraid of me. Because she had a fear of strangers.


      That was why there had been only a few customers in the high-class restaurant. Because they hadn’t yet discovered the dish with the poison in it.


      “The way you’re dressed…there’s no mistaking it. You’re the Gloom Witch, aren’t you?”


      That meant that even Millinarina and I working together to arrest the Gloom Witch the previous day had never happened.


      “…Millinarina.”


      Standing before me was the magical girl Millinarina, dressed as always in a flashy outfit.
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      If the events of the previous day had never happened, then that was a reasonable thing for her to say.


      In her mind, the Gloom Witch hadn’t been captured yet. Wandering around town wearing my black robe and pointed hat, I must have seemed exactly like the Gloom Witch she was looking for.


      It’s a sad story, isn’t it?


      She’d gone to such pains to make plans for us to go eat together.


      “I am not a suspicious person. Let me just go ahead and say that I’m not the Gloom Witch you’re looking for.”


      Before she could attack me, I spoke to her, trying to divert her attention as I took out my wand. But I already knew from the previous day that no matter what I said, she wouldn’t hear me.


      “Hah!” She snorted as she pointed her magic baton at me. “Someone who wasn’t suspicious would never come right out and say so!”


      I was right—today is the same.


      Millinarina did not seem interested in arguing about it. She produced the same blue cord from her magic baton and sent it flying toward me.


      “Sigh…”


      I waved my wand as I let out an enormous sigh, and I smashed the tip of the blue cord she had produced with a ball of magical energy. When the blue cord came into contact with my magical energy, it began to wrap itself around it.


      Once the two spells were tangled together like that, I immediately sent my ball of magical energy flying.


      “—Ah!”


      My magical energy flew away. And the magic wand tethered to it by the blue cord was pulled along by my freewheeling magical energy and flew off as well.


      I knew from the previous day that the blue cord that came from her magic wand was not something she could expand and contract at will.


      Just by understanding the theory behind it, the magic Millinarina used was easy to handle.


      “Okay, good-bye.”


      I did not give her an opening to pull out her second magic baton.


      Once her hands were empty, I let off more magical energy from my own wand and covered the area in a white fog.


      I didn’t have even the least inclination to fight her in earnest.


      “…Dammit! Don’t you run from me!”


      I heard her shout from the other side of the obscured area. I wheeled around and broke into a run.


      If Millinarina lost her temper and we got into a real battle, we might end up doing some reckless things in the middle of town as we had the day before. In which case, fleeing right away seemed to be the easiest way of dealing with her.


      I was sure that by the time the fog cleared, I would be out of her view.


      If we could get to that point—based on the fact that she would remember my face and my clothes after I ran away, I was sure she would realize.


      She’d realize that I was not the Gloom Witch.


      I’m still not sure how much time passed after that.


      When I came to, it was afternoon, and my stomach had begun to growl, demanding food. I had made sure to leave plenty of room so that I could have my meal with Millinarina.


      Stroking my stomach like I was trying to comfort a child throwing a tantrum, I let out a sigh.


      “…Is it this late already?”


      I remembered running away from Millinarina—but when I reached back into my memory, I realized that there was absolutely nothing after that.


      I looked out over my surroundings and saw the same familiar city.


      I was all the way back in front of my hotel.


      And yet I had no memory of getting myself there.


      Had I become so overwhelmed by emotion that the events of the past few days had vanished from my mind?


      No, no.


      “…The Gloom Witch, too, then?”


      If everything that had happened so far had been reset, then naturally, that also meant the Gloom Witch’s imprisonment had been undone, too.


      In all likelihood, I had encountered the Gloom Witch on my way back to the hotel.


      Unfortunately, I had absolutely no idea what had happened to me during that time.


      Whatever had occurred between me and the Gloom Witch had vanished.


      Just like the previous day in the city.
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      I took a few days to look into whether the city really was experiencing the same day over and over again.


      To get right to my conclusion, without a doubt, the city was repeating the same day.


      The schedule of events mentioned in the newspaper was the same every day. The people walking around town were the same every day.


      No matter what I did, when we crossed into the next day, it was as if none of the events of the previous day had ever happened, and the next morning, the same day would begin again.


      Since this was a rare opportunity, I tried all sorts of different things.


      “The bread in this shop isn’t great, is it? It’s really nothing to write home about.”


      As I chewed on my bread, I shrugged dismissively and provoked the owner of the bakery.


      The baker’s eyebrows switched as he said, “Huhhh? Whad’ju say?”


      You’re angry, huh? You’re angry, but you’re keeping your calm.


      “How dare you say that, after eating just one piece of my bread? If you’re gonna say something like that, missy, I guess you can make tastier bread than me?”


      “Yes, of course I can… Tomorrow, I’ll come here again and show you what real bread tastes like.”


      And then the following day—


      “The bread in this shop is delicious, isn’t it? It’s excellent.”


      Without preparing any “real bread” to speak of, I praised the owner highly.


      Hey there, baker.


      “Heh-heh…oh really? If you can tell after eating just one piece of my bread, missy, I’d say you’ve got a real good palate.”


      The owner of the bakery was flattered, as if the events of the previous day had never happened at all.


      After that, I proceeded to go to a different hotel than the one I had been staying at.


      “All right. That’s a two-night, three-day stay, starting tomorrow. We’ll see you then.”


      “Thanks very much. My name is Elaina. The Ashen Witch.”


      An unfaithful, immoral witch who made reservations at a different hotel despite already having a room. That’s me.


      However, even a wicked deed like that was gone by the next day.


      “The Ashen Witch, Elaina, was it…? I’m terribly sorry, but I don’t have your name on our reservations list…”


      As I’d expected, it was as if the events of that day had never happened.


      Of course, that was only reasonable, since the same single day was repeating.


      After that, to give another example, I tried drawing some graffiti in an alleyway in town.


      “I wonder what would be good…? This won’t work if it gets erased, so how about I draw something kind of elaborate?”


      I decided to draw a picture of a girl with a balloon, a picture I had seen recently.


      And then the next day—


      “…Hmm?”


      Now, according to my expectations, my drawing should have disappeared, but for some reason or other, the next day, when I went out to that same location, the lonely little girl was still there on the wall, reaching for her balloon.


      What exactly is going on here?


      “Hey, you over there…”


      I was so puzzled by it that I approached a girl nearby, who looked like she had time to spare, and dragged her into the back alley. A wicked witch who kidnaps innocent little girls. That’s me.


      “What is it, miss?”


      The innocent little girl looked up at me with her cute, round eyes.


      “There’s a drawing here, right? Can you see it?”


      “Yeah. It sucks.”


      “Okay, but right now, it’s not particularly important whether it’s good or not, okay?” I got irritated with the brutally honest little girl. “Could I get you to draw the same picture again, right beside this one, please?”


      “Why? Isn’t that a bad thing to do?”


      “You’re right, it is a bad thing to do. By the way, I’m changing the subject here, but do you know what this is…?”


      I quietly slipped the girl a gold coin.


      “M-money…!”


      The innocent young girl was now holding an absurd amount of money. I felt like I heard her swallowing.


      “If you had this much money, you could buy lots of your favorite things, right…?”


      “Lots of my favorite things…!”


      “Yes. That’s exactly right… Your favorite things, as much as you like…right?”


      “Gulp…!”


      “So you’ll draw the picture for me?”


      And so the abominable witch led the young girl down the wrong path.


      As a result, the girl drew her picture next to mine. I’d asked her to draw whatever she liked, and as a result, she drew a monster with ash-gray hair, making a nasty face.


      “Who’s this creative monster of yours?”


      When I asked her that, the girl answered me with a smile as dazzling as the sun. “It’s you!”


      “…You have a unique artistic flair.”


      “Eh-heh-heh…”


      The girl laughed awkwardly, grasping tightly onto her gold coin.


      Well, my goal was to get her to draw something… Now, it’s a little clumsy, but I can bear it. If anything, a drawing this distinctive will be impossible to miss, I suppose.


      “……”


      However, when I went to that same spot the next day, mysteriously, the picture the girl had drawn had vanished without a trace.


      Only the picture I had drawn was left there by its lonesome.


      Could somebody have erased it?


      But when I asked the little girl I had met the previous day about it, she just looked at me with her round, cute eyes and said something that wounded me further.


      “Miss, who are you?”


      At that point, I became aware of one thing.


      As far as I could tell, I seemed to be the only one who was aware of the repeating day in the city—but apparently, the things I did were somehow not reset every day.


      Just like how only the picture I drew remained until the next day.


      Only things I acted upon would stay the same the next time through the day.


      For example, I tried breaking the cup that was in my room at the hotel.


      The broken pieces were still there the next morning.


      “Hmm… That’s strange… The numbers don’t add up.”


      I walked past the proprietor, who was puzzling over his books just like he did every day, and stepped out into the city.


      When I gave it some thought, I realized my room key didn’t reset when the day repeated, which meant I was able to carry it with me into the next repetition, and it became obvious why the number of keys and the number of guests didn’t match up.


      Because for some reason, I had a key, even though I technically had not yet checked in to the hotel.


      “I don’t know if it’s because I’m a traveler who came from the outside, or if there’s something else behind it…”


      I was the only person who wasn’t repeating the same day.


      That development did make me feel special, but at the same time, I felt a strange sense of alienation, as if my existence was the only one being acknowledged by the boisterous city.
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      There had to be a cause for the strange things that were happening.


      Whatever it might be, as a traveler, my curiosity was piqued, and I wanted to seek it out. I wondered whether I could escape from the repeating day if I simply left the city. I was sure that I could, because I was not a part of the repeating day.


      However, my curiosity demanded that I solve the mystery of the city, rather than turning away from it.


      And so my curiosity produced a single question in my mind.


      “If one day is being repeated over and over, then how does that day end?”


      Come to think of it, not once since I had come to the city had I stayed up late into the night. I’d been unintentionally going to bed early, certain that the next day, the city would still be in the midst of a boisterous festival.


      If the city really was repeating a single day, then there had to be a moment when that day ended.


      And if I was awake for it, I ought to be able to see that moment with my own eyes.


      “Let’s try and stay up late, then—”


      At any rate, tomorrow was going to be the same day again, so I sat up reading a book until it was late at night.


      I left my window open.


      The wind picked up, and a gentle night breeze caressed me.


      It was so quiet that the tumult of the day seemed like just a fleeting apparition. It felt so nice at night…


      “…………Ah!”


      I was startled to find myself awakening from a deep slumber. Oh my, how shameful that the Ashen Witch of all people had fallen asleep while reading a book.


      In a panic, I picked up the clock to check the time.


      On my clock, the hands had advanced until there was just one minute left before the date changed.


      “Well, as far as timing goes, that worked out.”


      I closed my book, thinking it had been a close call, and to take a look around, I got on my broom and set out through the window into the city at night.


      “It really is quiet, huh?”


      Everyone in town must have already been asleep.


      The dark city spread out beneath me, giving off neither sound nor light. From time to time, the twisting, turning streets and the rows of colorful buildings disappeared entirely when the fickle moonlight took cover behind a cloud.


      However, even during such a dark night, there was one building with a real sense of presence.


      The Blooming Basilica.


      The bizarre building that looked like a blooming flower.


      “……”


      Mysteriously, my gaze was drawn to the Blooming Basilica, which towered over everything on the far side of town. I wasn’t necessarily convinced that there was something going on with the Blooming Basilica, and I didn’t have any particular hunch about it.


      As I stared at it, the only thing I was sure of was the fact that the Blooming Basilica represented the city.


      While I stared at the building, midnight arrived.


      As a result, I observed a strange phenomenon happen to the city, with the Blooming Basilica as its starting point.


      “…What is that?”


      The first thing was a change so small, it was hard to make out without straining my eyes.


      In the darkness, the Blooming Basilica was trembling. It was wavering, as if it was being reflected on the surface of water.


      A globular area around the Blooming Basilica was covered in a thin, transparent membrane, like a soap bubble.


      Then this thin, soap bubble–like membrane behaved just like a soap bubble would and gradually, gradually swelled to swallow up the whole city.


      It didn’t take much time at all for that thin membrane to reach me.


      The membrane swallowed up the whole city, myself included, and once it had, it popped. As soon as it popped, blue droplets rained down on the city, sparkling like stars, and the whole city twinkled brightly.


      Then time began to run backward.


      The hands on the clock tower overlooking the main avenue began to spin backward with dizzying speed, the lights around town flickered, turning on and off repeatedly, things flew this way and that as if leaping through the air, and people moved restlessly in the wrong direction through town.


      And then by the time the glittering blue lights had faded—


      The city was wrapped in silence once again.


      The time displayed on the clock tower was one minute past midnight.


      Exactly the same time the hands of my watch displayed.


      But if there was one single thing that was different, it was that my watch had advanced to the next day, while the city remained trapped in the previous day.
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      Then I fell asleep, and when I woke up, the same day had started again.


      The quiet night, then the hustle and bustle of the boisterous city, like a fantasy, was audible outside my curtains. But when I peeked out the window, as expected, I saw the same scenery as always.


      What I had seen the previous night had not been a dream, and I started my morning in low spirits after confirming my suspicions that I was indeed unaffected by the repeating city.


      “Hmm… That’s strange… The numbers don’t add up.”


      I felt guilty, since I was the reason the hotel owner’s numbers didn’t add up, but there was no way I would get him to believe me even if I told him his math wasn’t working because a single day was happening on repeat, so I once again calmly passed him by and stepped calmly out into the street.


      During the previous day, I had seen the ending and beginning of the day, and to tell the truth, it had given me a bit of peace of mind.


      For starters, the entire world wasn’t stuck repeating the same day. It was a peculiar phenomenon that was happening only in that particular city.


      “The weather didn’t change while the hours were running backward, and most importantly, it seems very likely that the blue droplets that rained down on the city were created by some kind of magical energy…”


      That meant something had gone wrong, but only with the city, not with the rest of the world, and not with me.


      That was a relief.


      With that realization, and after what had happened the previous day, it was clear what I needed to do that day.


      “…Let’s get to the Blooming Basilica, then.”


      I looked up at the strangely shaped building towering across the street.


      If I went there, I was sure something would come to light.


      “Ughhh…”


      But that said, even though my plans for the day were set, even though I could see what I needed to do, that didn’t mean the source of my worries was gone.


      To start, there was the concert hall, the Blooming Basilica.


      I had only gotten a cursory look around when I’d gone inside previously, and there were way too many sections of it that were off-limits. And not only were there many rooms, but the layout was complex. If I hadn’t been with Millinarina the last time I went in, I was sure I would have gotten lost somewhere.


      Under such conditions, I thought it would be extremely difficult to locate the cause of the repeating day. I wasn’t even sure I would find it there and didn’t know what exactly I was looking for.


      What a pickle. What should I do?


      For the time being, I tried to come up with a plan as I walked over.


      Worst-case scenario, I could transform into a mouse or something and go roaming around inside the Blooming Basilica—


      “…Huh?”


      I blinked, and then—


      I was sure I had been walking down the road, but before I realized it, I was at the Blooming Basilica—around back, behind the building.


      STAFF ONLY was written in big letters on a tightly closed door, which was solidly locked up so that no one without permission could have gotten through it in the first place.


      Now, what in the world am I doing in a place like this?


      “…Maybe I ran into the Gloom Witch, but—”


      Sure enough, no matter how many times I met her, every time I saw the Gloom Witch, I was left with no memory of our encounter. I wondered what she and I had talked about during the gap in my memory.


      Perhaps the Gloom Witch, who was always doing naughty things, had ribbed me with her elbow as she asked me, “Come on and show me how to trespass into the Blooming Basilica!”


      No, no, that would never happen.


      I shook my head to drive away the thought.


      However, I suddenly noticed I was holding a slip of paper.


      Oh my, what could this be?


      I unfolded the paper and ran my eyes over the words written there. I didn’t have any memory of them, but they were all in my handwriting.


      I heard about this from the Gloom Witch, but apparently, if you go in through the door in the back of the Blooming Basilica, the security there is weak, and it will be easy to get in.


      ……


      I’m listening…


      The Gloom Witch was a really nice person. She told me this without any trouble. She’s a true friend.


      I wrote some words I don’t really understand…


      Plus, since there is a high probability that I’ll lose my way, I also got a sketch of the floor plan from the Gloom Witch. Look in your pocket, please.


      I did as I was told and stuck my hand in my pocket. Sure enough, there was a floor plan in there. It had a note attached that said, For my darling witch. [image: image]


      Not only super mischievous, but super thoughtful as well, huh…?


      However, even though she had gone to such lengths to help me, one problem remained.


      The door in front of me was blocking my way.


      Unless I could get that door open, there was nothing I could do.


      What on earth should I do?


      I looked back at the note for help.


      By any chance, are you just standing there thinking you can’t open the door? Just pop it open with a spell. That sort of thing is your specialty, isn’t it?


      ……


      I see, I see, so that’s one way in, huh?


      I already knew that, though.
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      I didn’t remember it, of course, but the Gloom Witch, or rather, the Azure Witch, seemed to be a very courteous individual. Bizarrely so.


      There was a letter written in beautiful handwriting enclosed with the drawing of the floor plan.


      The backstage area is where the performers and actors move around as well, so no one will suspect you of anything if they catch you walking through the hallways, Elaina. In fact, I bet people will think you’re an actor in costume, if they see a girl dressed in a black robe and a pointed hat. Just be confident.


      I followed the advice from the Gloom Witch and walked confidently backstage, holding her floor plan in one hand. I passed several people on my way, but sure enough, as long as I behaved cordially, I had no problems.


      And when I lost my way, I looked openly at my floor plan.


      I figured that if I didn’t know where I was going, I ought to act like it.


      If you go to the Second Hall now, you’ll be able to see the cause of the repeating day, said the letter from the Gloom Witch. From the way she said it, I could tell she knew something about the situation.


      …If she wasn’t the kind of person who vanished from my memory as soon as I took my eyes off her, I’d make sure to get her to tell me all about it, but…


      “Well, let’s leave that problem for later.”


      First, I guess I’ll proceed according to the Gloom Witch’s guidance.


      Although, since my memories of the time I spent with her are missing, I can’t discount the possibility that this could be a trap—


      However, at the very least, when I’d written the letter for my future self, I hadn’t seemed to think there was even a slight possibility that she was tricking me.


      In which case, I decided I should trust my past self.


      “…This must be the place.”


      And without any trouble, I found my way to the Second Hall she had specified.


      I braced myself against the heavy door, heaved with all my might, and opened it.


      Lukewarm air blew past me.


      The inside of the hall was almost entirely dark. Only one place was illuminated by a light. Inevitably, my gaze was drawn to that spot.


      Up on the stage, standing under the light that poured down on that single spot, was a lone woman.


      The songstress Samara.


      “…Huh?”


      Apparently, she could see me, even from her position in the spotlight. Staring curiously at me, the unexpected trespasser, she said, “…Do you work here? You can’t just come in here on your own.”


      Though her words were critical, her tone was soft, and she was gazing at me like she was gently reasoning with me.


      Exactly what had the letter meant when it said that the cause of the repeating day was in that room?


      “Do you remember me?” I asked the woman on the stage, hoping to buy myself some time.


      I don’t suppose you do.


      I started looking around the room, but I didn’t find anything particularly odd.


      “No… Are you a fan, perhaps? You can’t be here… They haven’t begun admitting people yet, have they?”


      From her perspective, I must have been the strangest thing in the room. Her eyes followed me the whole time, and she looked baffled even though she wore a gentle smile. She never took her eyes off me.


      I ignored her warnings and felt her staring at me as I searched for whatever could be the cause of the day repeating itself.


      But I didn’t really expect to find anything suspicious by taking a cursory look around.


      To begin with, the Second Hall didn’t really have anything in it. Just seats and the stage and the songstress—that was all that was there.


      “…Um, did you hear me? This area is off-limits!”


      Before long, I made my way up onto the stage, and although Samara spoke to me with the usual smile on her face, she was starting to seem more upset.


      Since a woman dressed as a witch had suddenly entered the hall and gone all the way up to the stage, well, I suppose it’s only natural that, from an outside perspective, it couldn’t help but seem suspicious.


      “Don’t mind me. I’ll be finished soon.”


      Waving my hand dismissively, I then proceeded to the backstage area. Blending into the darkness, I saw small props for the stage and large set pieces that seemed like they would be used in productions.


      “…I’m guessing it’s not any of this stuff.”


      I was only speculating, but it seemed to me like it was all just ordinary stuff. The things sitting in the wings of the stage were all too ordinary to be causing the repetition of a day.


      “…Are you searching for something?”


      Samara must have quickly picked up on the fact that it was going to be impossible to convince me to leave or to drive me out. She seemed to have changed tactics and was trying to get me to hurry up and leave by satisfying my desire.


      “……”


      I came back out from the wings of the stage and approached her closely as I said, “Yes, I am. The fact is that right now, the city is repeating the same day over and over.”


      I was certain she would see me as a very eccentric or suspicious character once I started saying something so strange, but I figured I was already quite an oddball as far as she was concerned, so what did I care?


      At any rate, everything that happened would be back the way it was when the day reset.


      “I heard that something here is causing the city to repeat the same day over and over and came to look for it.”


      “Causing the city to repeat the same day…? What on earth are you—?”


      “Do you know where it could be?”


      I stood right in front of her and cocked my head to the side.


      “……” Her smile dropped slightly from her expression. “Um, what are you even talking about? I don’t understand the meaning behind what you’re saying.”


      “I have a hunch that you’re suspicious—what do you think about that? Are you sure you haven’t got anything that could be causing the day to repeat?”


      “…Would you cut this out, please? I’m getting ready to give my inaugural concert today. I’m busy. I don’t have time to play games with a fan like you.”


      “That inaugural concert of yours, just how many times have you given it?”


      I asked another question in rapid succession. “By the way, do you know of someone called the Gloom Witch?”


      After staying quiet for a moment, she said, “The Gloom Witch, huh? Of course I know about her. She’s the witch who leaves people with no memories, right?”


      “That’s right.”


      That’s exactly it.


      “To most of the people in town, she’s merely a sort of rumor or legend. I think the only people who know that she really exists are Millinarina, who’s been chasing the Gloom Witch, and the people she’s actually hurt.”


      “And I suppose you are one of the people who’s been hurt as well?”


      “That’s what I’m saying.”


      And we only have a little bit of information about what this Gloom Witch looks like.


      “Apparently, any witch dressed in a black robe and a black pointed hat is being taken for the Gloom Witch.”


      “……”


      By the way, I’m changing the subject, but—


      “Samara, why did you think I was a fan? I’m a witch, dressed in black, who showed up unexpectedly in an off-limits area of the building, in a city where you don’t have any mages. Shouldn’t you, as Millinarina’s predecessor, who protected the safety of this city, have immediately suspected that I might be the Gloom Witch?”


      “……”


      She stayed silent.


      Well, that’s fine.


      “Samara, I’m going to ask you again.”


      I’m just asking you what I want to know.


      “Today marks how many times you’ve given this concert?”
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      —And where is the thing that’s causing the day to repeat?


      I asked my question, staring directly at Samara.


      I asked her as she stared coldly back at me, the smile having already left her expression.


      “……Haah.” After another moment of silence, she let out a shallow sigh.


      Then, as she pulled out a magic baton, she said, “…Certainly, now that you mention it, you are dressed the same way she is. And it’s certainly not like me to treat someone like you like a fan and not be suspicious of you, given your appearance. That was naive of me—”


      Instantly.


      In just an instant, my body was blasted into the back of the hall. Her magic baton had instantly fired off a wind spell, faster than I could charge up any magical energy or do anything to prepare.


      “…Tch!”


      It caught me off guard. I knew about the magic batons from facing off against Millinarina that one time, but I hadn’t expected Samara to launch an instantaneous attack.


      As I hung in the air, I turned things over in my mind for what amounted to less than a second.


      Now then, what should I do? Should I pull out my broom before I fall to the ground and avoid crashing? Or should I use a spell to absorb the impact? Actually, it might be interesting to keep going and let myself fall.


      “……”


      However, I didn’t get the chance to choose any of the plans that had flashed through my head.


      “—Watch out!”


      My body, which I was pretty sure was flying through space, stopped suddenly in midair.


      Actually, it didn’t stop so much as it was caught, I think is more accurate to say.


      “…Are you okay, Elaina?”


      The person who caught me midair after I’d been blown away was a witch riding on a broom. Dressed in a black robe and wearing a black pointed hat, she fired smoke from the tip of her wand and examined my complexion as she veiled the whole area in white.


      I didn’t remember seeing the woman before.


      But I knew who she was.


      Just as Samara clicked her tongue somewhere beyond the white cloud, I murmured, in a low voice, “…The Gloom Witch.”


      The young woman quietly shook her head when called by that name.


      She had been called the Gloom Witch, but she had a real name.


      The Azure Witch.


      “…Annelotte.”


      When her name slipped out of my mouth, her eyes narrowed, and she smiled.


      “I just saw you earlier, Elaina.”


      Though I’m sure you don’t remember—she added.
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      CHAPTER 6


      The Azure Witch


      It was a really trivial thing that started it.


      When I was a child, one day when I left my house, there was a crowd of people nearby. They were gathering at an ordinary antique shop, which usually didn’t have anyone near it at all.


      Naturally, it made me curious to see people gathered around a shop like that. I was eight years old at the time, so without thinking and without any hesitation, I charged right in.


      There was a girl a little older than me there, attracting attention from a lot of people.


      I supposed she was the daughter of the antique dealer. She stood in front of the store, singing a song.


      She had a beautiful voice.


      All the people gathered around her were filled with joy, smiling at each other as they listened to her song. The girl seemed to radiate happiness.


      I was immediately fascinated by the scene of a girl not that different in age from me making so many people so happy, and I admired her.


      I had no talents of my own, but I, too, wanted to make people happy, like that girl.


      “Oh, miss, you’re so good at singing!”


      As soon as she was finished singing, I ran up to her and excitedly told her. I told her I also wanted to become the kind of person who could make people happy, just like her.


      She smiled at me as she patted my head.


      That’s how trivial of a start it was.


      Even now, I sometimes remember that girl’s voice, which I heard as a child.


      Because seeing her there in that trivial scene made me who I am today.
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      “That was a close one, wasn’t it, Elaina?”


      Annelotte was still carrying me in her arms. We zipped through the air on her broom until we arrived at a place near the Blooming Basilica. It was her home.


      We entered through the window she’d left open as usual, with no concern for security at all, and in front of me, I saw something entirely new—because although I had been in there once before, the room had vanished without a trace from my memories, along with her existence.


      In one corner of the room sat a collection of paintings, furniture, knickknacks, and all manner of other things she had stolen from who knows where.


      Annelotte put her broom away as soon as she let me down and then waved her wand.


      “Now, I’m sure you’ve got a lot of different questions weighing on your mind, but—first, why don’t we set up an environment where we can talk?”


      Magical energy poured from her wand. Six mirrors rose to float in midair, surrounding the two of us.


      Inside the ring of mirrors, Annelotte and I were everywhere at once, facing each other from every conceivable angle.


      Wherever I looked, I saw myself and her.


      She had made it utterly impossible for me to lose sight of her.


      “Now you can’t possibly forget about me, see?” She was wearing exactly the same smile on her face in each of the mirrors surrounding me. “I’m sure you have all sorts of things you’d like to ask me, right? Sit down.”


      As she said that, she gestured toward the bed.


      I nodded, and she pulled the chair out from under the desk and sat down facing me.


      I stared intently at the face of a woman I did not recognize.


      “Where do you want to start?”


      I wondered where I should start my questioning. I wondered what I should ask first. More importantly, I had so many different things I wanted to ask that my mind felt flooded with endless questions.


      “Let me start with who you are.”


      The Gloom Witch.


      The woman who didn’t stay in anyone’s memories. But who, for some reason, understood the situation I’d been placed in. The woman who apparently understood that this city had been repeating the same day.


      Despite how confusing my present situation seemed, I could see that, in general, she was at the center of this series of events.


      “Fair enough, all right, let’s start there.”


      Perhaps this woman who didn’t remain in anyone’s memories didn’t get many chances to talk to people like this.


      She nodded with a little, happy smile.


      “My name is Annelotte. The guardian of justice who has been protecting this city for a long time, the Azure Witch—,” she explained.
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      I started to frequent the antique shop when I was eight years old.


      I visited the shop almost every day, because I wanted to hear the girl who had been performing in front of the shop sing again.


      When I was very young, I looked up to her.


      I wanted to become the sort of person who was kind to others, and who could make people happy with one of my own talents.


      It was a great joy for me to see her standing out in front of the shop every day.


      So I was hopelessly shaken one day when she suddenly didn’t show up.


      I left without understanding the reason for it, even after asking the old woman who ran the shop. According to her, the girl was the shop owner’s granddaughter. She had been singing songs whenever she occasionally came to help out.


      Even after that day, I kept going to the shop, trusting that the girl would come back.


      It’s a tale of perseverance.


      “…Oh, huh? Annelotte dear, you’re here again?”


      The girl didn’t come anymore after that, but over time, the old woman learned my face and name.


      Perhaps it was because she didn’t get many customers like me. I was a child who obviously didn’t have any interest in buying antiques or even the money to do so in the first place, but every time I showed my face at the shop, the owner let me touch all sorts of things in there, and she taught me a lot.


      Bit by bit, I started to take an interest in the things in the shop, and I began to ask the old woman all sorts of questions.


      I asked her about the various objects, which had finished their duties for the time being and were waiting to become useful for someone again.


      What’s that? What’s this? Okay, then, what’s this one?


      I pointed to them one by one. The old woman thoughtfully told me about each and every item.


      One of the objects there was a mage’s wand.


      “This is something that was used in the old days. Before we could make the magic batons we have today, these were commonplace. No one can use them anymore, though,” the old woman told me.


      I’d heard that in the age before I was born, there was no such thing as our magic batons, and that to do magic, people had to be capable of controlling magical energy—basically, they couldn’t do it if they didn’t have the talent for it.


      “Whoa, things were hard in the past, huh?” I interjected as I took the wand from the old woman’s hand.


      “Heh-heh-heh, how about you, I wonder? Do you have the talent? Try waving it,” the old woman encouraged me.


      “Sure.”


      To be clear, at that moment, I wasn’t thinking about anything in particular.


      So when a blue light shone from the wand right as I waved it, both the old woman and I went wide-eyed with shock.


      “Wh…what is this?! Cool!”


      I was ridiculously excited. The blue glow from the tip of the wand turned into glittering beads of light that rained down at my feet.


      “Good heavens! …This is astonishing—you have a mage’s abilities.” The old woman clapped her hands and rejoiced. She seemed delighted and happy.


      The magic wand, which had been lying dormant in the antique shop, had shown us that I was capable of being a mage.


      And it had shown me that I had a power that could make people smile.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Apparently, a long time ago, the old woman had practiced magic.


      Once it was clear that I could handle the wand, the old woman started teaching me spells here and there, whenever I went to the shop.


      I progressed very quickly. Each time I improved, the old woman smiled at me with great delight, which made me happy. But that girl whom I had admired never showed her face in the shop again.


      Then when I was twelve years old—


      Around that age, I started to develop my own magical abilities even more.


      I thought it would be wonderful to live a life using my one talent to make people happy, just like the girl who had demonstrated her beautiful singing voice out in front of the shop.


      “You should study to be a mage. You’ve got the knack for it.”


      Most importantly, the old woman who had taught me magic wanted that for me. I decided I would go study abroad on my own at a magic school in another country to learn magic.


      By the way—


      Sometimes, kids like me who leave for the big city from remote regions to learn some sort of skill find themselves surprised by the difference between what they imagined things would be like and how they actually are, or by how big the world really is—or rather, seeing people who have more talent than they do, they get depressed and start to mope around, but—


      “Magnificent! Annelotte, you, you must be a once-in-a-century—no, a once-in-a-millennium prodigy!”


      What a surprise.


      Apparently, the old woman hadn’t just been flattering me, and I really was gifted with a talent for magic.


      I immediately began making top marks at the magic school. Lots of people, teachers and students alike, called me a “Genius!” and praised me highly.


      Eh-heh-heh, oh, stop.


      Every time I was complimented, I felt happy, and my spirits soared.


      Every time a classmate begged me to teach them something they hadn’t understood in class, I did so with glee. Whenever someone in town was in trouble, I immediately extended a hand.


      I did all this because it made me happier than anything when my power could be of use to someone—when someone would smile at me.


      Before long, I graduated from magic school at the head of my class. At fifteen, I was the youngest examinee to take the test to become a witch’s apprentice, and I passed on my first try. I found myself a teacher, and in the blink of an eye, before one year was out, I had been granted my witch’s name, the Azure Witch.


      It was smooth sailing all the way.


      With my witch’s brooch hanging on my chest, I then passed once again through the gate of my hometown, Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams. It had been several years since I had visited my hometown, and it was as boisterous as always. And as always, the artificial magic batons were the only type people bothered with.


      I think I was the only one in this whole city who had a witch’s name.


      I felt a little bit lonely about that, but at the same time, I was proud of myself.


      Because it showed that I was special.


      “I’d better go say hi to the old woman.”


      As soon as I got back to town, I headed for the antique store near my house.


      I wondered what the old woman would say when I told her that I had been complimented by many people during my studies abroad.


      I finally arrived in front of the shop, still feeling restless.


      “Granny—”


      To cut straight to the point, the old woman wasn’t there.


      The only person in the shop was a middle-aged woman I did not know.


      She looked like the old woman’s daughter. Apparently, she was managing the shop.


      I don’t know why, because we were meeting for the first time, but she knew about me, and she told me a number of things about the old woman. She said the old woman had passed away while I was off at school.


      That meant not a single one of the women I had learned from was still there.


      Not the young girl whose name I didn’t even know, who had taught me to dream.


      Not the old woman who had taught me that I had the power to fulfill that dream.


      Both of them had vanished from my world.
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      My way of life didn’t necessarily change just because my role model and my teacher were both gone. I lived just the way I wanted to.


      I lived that way because I had decided when I was a little child that I would live as a mage in my city.


      And because I had the talent to do so.


      “Young lady, you know your papa and your mama are waiting for you just down this road.”


      One day in the afternoon, I saw a man leading a young girl of about ten down a narrow road that veered off the main street.


      “…Um, but my papa and mama said they were waiting at the Blooming Basilica—”


      The little girl tilted her head to the side curiously. I wondered if she was from out of town. She had a flyer in her hand for the play that was being put on that day. And she was holding popcorn in her arms.


      “Heh-heh…that’s right, and if we go this way, we’ll get to the Blooming Basilica real soon. You came here from out of town, right? You just trust uncle, now.”


      The man kept up a smile as he tried to reassure the little girl, but there was nothing but unpleasantness in his eyes as he looked down at her, breathing heavily. He was to all appearances a suspicious character.


      “…But—”


      Indeed, even the ten-year-old little girl must have noticed how creepy the man was.


      Her steps gradually slowed down.


      She turned around and saw that the Blooming Basilica was growing steadily more distant. They were obviously getting farther away from her destination.


      “D-don’t look away. Be good and come with me.”


      The suspicious man yanked forcefully on the bewildered little girl’s hand.


      “Ahh!”


      I’m sure that at that moment, the little girl believed she was in the process of being kidnapped by a strange man. Right before my eyes, her expression turned grim, tainted with fear.


      Oh, this is bad.


      “You want to go to the Blooming Basilica? If you’re okay with it, then hop on. I actually happen to have an errand to run over there right now!”


      That was what I said as I rescued the innocent little girl from the man’s clutches.


      “Huh?”


      The man turned around, and his eyes went wide. I understood why.


      The little girl, whose hand he had been holding until just a moment earlier, was riding on my broom. From his perspective, it must have looked like I had suddenly appeared out of nowhere.


      “Mister, you can’t do that! Don’t try to steal little girls just because they’re cute.”


      “……”


      The girl clung silently to me.


      I hugged her around the shoulders as I smiled at the man.


      “I’m going to pretend like I didn’t see that just now, okay? At any rate, I’m not a member of the police or anything, and I don’t have any duty to arrest you here.”


      I gave him a warning.


      But unfortunately, the man didn’t back down. “H-hey! What are you talking about? D-don’t try that nonsense on me! I—I was just showing that girl the way—so give her back!”


      He took a step closer to me. As soon as he did, I waved my wand as if I was brushing away a fly.


      A gust of wind grazed the man’s cheek. A section of the alleyway collapsed loudly.


      Then as the man gingerly turned around to look behind him, I told him, with a sigh, “I don’t have a duty to arrest you, but I also don’t have any reason to go easy on you, you know?”


      So you’ll back off, right?


      I said that much, then smiled again.


      My show of force seemed successful. The man immediately screamed, “Hyaaaaaah!” and ran away.


      “Well, should we get going, then?”


      After the man was gone, I carried the little girl on my broom to the Blooming Basilica.


      I ignored the whole complicated maze of alleyways and headed straight for our destination through the air. I showed her what a real shortcut looked like.


      “…I’m sorry.”


      As we made our way to the Blooming Basilica, the girl clung to me tightly. Perhaps it was partly out of fear of flying through the air on a broom, but I was sure I knew a different reason for why her hands were trembling.


      It was an understandable reaction, considering what might have happened if help hadn’t arrived.


      “In the future, if you’re ever in trouble, you call me, okay?”


      So I, as her rescuer, said the words that came naturally.


      “No matter where you are, I’ll come help you.”


      I began helping people, as the only witch in the city, when I was eighteen years old.


      No one asked me to do that.


      I simply thought my talent as a mage must exist for the sake of helping people, so my desire to earn people’s approval drove me to help others.


      For example, once, I saw an old woman who had lost her way, and I gallantly appeared with a map in one hand to take responsibility for guiding her all the way to her destination.


      For example, once, I returned a balloon that was floating through the air to the hands of a little girl.


      For example, I tried to repair broken pieces of public property without anyone knowing and deliver lost items to the sheriff’s office.


      Of course, when it came to getting rid of bad guys, I did plenty of that, too, whenever I found them.


      Unfortunately, in Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams, where I lived, some criminals used weapons peculiar to my hometown.


      “Throw down your magic batons and put your hands in the air! Don’t you dare move a muscle!”


      The magic batons.


      The all-too-convenient tools that enable anyone to easily conjure magic—or something like it.


      However, from a different angle, these convenient tools were also easy to misuse. Bank robberies were no exception, as I discovered when I encountered several masked men with magic batons menacing all the customers and staff inside.


      I couldn’t help but think that if there had still been practicing mages in the city, at least the criminals wouldn’t have been able to commit their crimes so easily.


      “Hey, come on. You shouldn’t be waving something like that around. It’s dangerous!”


      Suddenly, I appeared right behind the robbers.


      Since becoming a witch, I found it easy to sneak up on people by shrinking myself.


      “Wh-who the hell’re you?!”


      “I’m the Azure Witch, Annelotte!”


      The moment the men pointed their magic batons at me, I waved my own wand and relieved them of their weapons. After which I halfheartedly used my wand to bind them. And that was that.


      Whenever a criminal appeared, I rushed to the scene and put my magic on display.


      “I’m a purse snatcher. I stole this bag from a woman who looked like she had money—”


      “And I am the Azure Witch. The beautiful girl who came down from the sky to bring you to justice.”


      Once, when there was a purse snatcher, I immediately chased down the offender and took the bag back.


      “I’m a stalker. Right now, I’m tailing the girl I’m obsessed with—”


      “And I am your stalker. Right now, I’m tailing a criminal.”


      Once, a stalker was bothering someone, and I immediately arrested the culprit.


      “I’m a burglar. I slip into a house, quiet as a mouse, and steal all their money and valuables.”


      “Well, I guess that makes me the cat that chases down the mouse. Meow.”


      Once, a burglar was robbing people, so I chased her all over town and arrested the thief.


      Not to brag, but in the years after returning to my hometown, I was quite active. I’m not saying this out of arrogance—it’s an absolute fact that when it comes to the number of criminals arrested, I think I apprehended many more than the local police force.


      And then naturally enough, after several years of conspicuous activity, I gained the appreciation of those around me.


      “—Lady Annelotte! I heard that you looked after my daughter the other day… Truly, thank you so much!”


      “—Oh, excuse me! Could I get a handshake please, Lady Annelotte?!”


      “—In the future, I want to marry Lady Annelotte!”


      “Take me as your pupil, please!”


      “I want to grow up to be like Lady Annelotte!”


      “Please teach me magic!”


      Little by little, my fellow citizens began to recognize my achievements. I suppose as a result of many years of hard work.


      More and more people expressed their admiration.


      “Lady Annelotte! Someday, I want to become a mage, just like you!”


      One day, a little girl handed me a letter with a smile.


      Oh, so cute! I want to hug her!


      “Heh-heh-heh. Look! I’m gonna become a magical girl and protect this city, just like Lady Annelotte. Doesn’t this look great on me?”


      Then another time, I met a young girl who said she looked up to me. She was running around and around in a strange costume, waving a magic baton.


      I’ve never put on a weird costume like that, though…?


      “Heh-heh, by the way, I’ve been studying all your activities for a little while now, Lady Annelotte. What do you think? Impressive, right?”


      A stalker?


      “Look, I made hundreds of notes in this journal about your recent actions… It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that this journal contains everything about you, Lady Annelotte… Oh, I love you…”


      Are you a stalker?


      …Well, even if there is one weird little girl, at any rate, it’s nothing short of an honor to get such admiration from so many people.


      After all, I am who I am today because I admired someone when I was little.


      One day, I heard the voice of a girl whose name I didn’t know, singing all by herself out in front of the antique shop. It was incredibly lovely, fleeting and beautiful, even among the noise of the city. Even now, I can remember it vividly—


      “……!”


      It happened while I was flying over the city.


      Suddenly, I thought I heard her singing voice ringing out from somewhere. I immediately came to a stop and looked down on the streets from above, but at the time, I couldn’t tell where the voice was coming from.


      Even though I could always tell where the cries for help were coming from.


      The children said they admired me. That they aspired to be like me. And if I could have the chance to tell her I had once admired her, too, that would make me very happy.


      By the way.


      This is where the story changes.


      The truth is that there was one thing I had been hiding from the people of the city. While I had been doing my work offering a helping hand to every person who was in trouble, I had actually been searching for something as well.


      “—Annelotte dear, do you know what this is?”


      I’m going back in time now to talk about something that happened when I was just ten years old. This was after the old woman had been teaching me magic for two years. One day, when I was studying my spells as usual, the old woman took me into the back of her shop and showed me a doll.


      It was a strange, old-fashioned doll.


      It was sitting there limply inside a glass case that had strips of paper covered in inscrutable characters pasted all over it. I didn’t understand why she had suddenly shown me such a thing, and when I asked her, “What is this?” the old woman spoke slowly as she answered me.


      “This is a doll from the city’s ancient past, a mysterious doll that will grant you any wish.”


      “What on earth…?”


      I wondered if something so convenient could really exist. The old woman told me the story. According to her, that doll was the real reason she ran the antique shop.


      The doll had existed in the city since antiquity, granting people’s wishes, she said.


      It seemed like a very appealing object, but since it had such a mighty power, it had also incited many wars. Consequently, the ancient people had destroyed the doll so that it might never be used again.


      “However, as you can see, the doll is snug inside its case. The trouble is that even if you break it and smash it to bits, as soon as you leave it alone, it restores itself time and time again.”


      Even when broken and smashed to bits, the doll reassembled itself over and over. Once they realized that fact, the ancestors of the old woman, who came from a family of mages, had kept the doll hidden for generations, not revealing its existence to anyone.


      They needed to guard it in secret, and keep it in the hands of mages, so that the doll would not fall into anyone else’s grasp. If other people knew about it, someone would eventually misuse the doll—they were certain of it. So they only let a very small number of people know this information—only mages whom they trusted sufficiently.


      However, neither the old woman’s daughter nor her granddaughter had been blessed with a talent for magic.


      To make matters worse, the very existence of magic itself was on the decline in the city. There was simply no one left to whom she could entrust the doll.


      The old woman had spent her days keeping the secret, filled with worry but helpless to do anything about it.


      And then I appeared at just the right moment.


      “I decided it was all right to tell you about it, since you’re a mage just like me. Though we don’t have any blood relation.”


      The old woman continued, “Supposing I die someday, you need to protect the doll in my place.”


      And I acceded to the old woman’s wish—I did, but…


      She passed away while I was abroad in a foreign land, trying to become an even stronger magic user. So then, what became of the doll with the interesting history?


      As soon as I got back to town, I went to visit the old woman’s shop and asked about it.


      But the person who appeared was her daughter—that middle-aged woman.


      “Umm, the old woman’s doll…?”


      It seemed that the old woman had not confided in her daughter about the doll, even at the very end.


      When I asked the middle-aged woman about the doll, she tilted her head to the side in puzzlement as she told me she had long since disposed of the old woman’s things.


      I looked through the shop just in case, but the doll was nowhere to be found.


      “Wow.”


      No, really, this is a dire situation.


      This definitely means trouble.


      The old woman’s story passed through my mind again.


      “Whenever the doll is temporarily destroyed, it shows up again somewhere around town. And if that should happen—”


      Someone in the city might misuse it to do bad things. More than that, it was possible for someone to freely remake the fate of the city and its people as they pleased.


      I had to recover the doll before it was too late.


      So I decided that the best way to search for the doll would be to do it while I was helping people around town. Even as I was extending a helping hand to people, I was checking to see if any of them had the creepy doll—I was searching for the doll at the same time as I was helping people.


      Four years passed. My search continued.


      “…Oh, I haven’t found a thing!”


      Before I knew it, I was twenty-two years old. As always, I was passing the days lightheartedly, telling the people of the city, “Enough already!” when they praised me, “Hooray for Lady Annelotte!”


      I had seen neither hide nor hair of the doll. I hadn’t found a single trace of it, and after all that searching, it was enough to make me doubt whether the thing even existed.


      The doll had several defining characteristics.


      In terms of its outward appearance, it was small, about the right size to hold in one hand. It had a very old-fashioned design, which, to put it nicely, was elegant looking, and to put it not so nicely, was simply shabby. Its face was made to look like a little girl’s.


      Although I never actually saw it for myself, apparently, according to what the old woman told me, the doll would speak to people who were feeling down and tempt them by saying it could grant them any wish.


      And no matter how many times someone destroyed the doll, even if they burned it, with enough time, it would revert to its original state.


      What exactly was this mysterious doll, I wondered. According to one theory the old woman had told me, the doll was possessed by a demon. She said it would try every possible means of winning someone over to get its hands on a human soul.


      At any rate, no matter what the truth of the matter was, if the old woman’s shop had mistakenly disposed of the doll, I needed to recover it immediately when it reformed.


      Therefore, I needed to go frequently to her shop, where old things accumulated.


      “Hellooo?”


      One day, I went as always to see the shop owner—the old woman’s daughter. I went to check if anyone had brought in a doll, but—


      “……”


      That day was different.


      The person standing in the shop was a young woman with purple hair. I guessed she was about two or three years older than me.


      The woman had a composed air about her. She opened her eyes just a little bit wider the moment she saw me, but without letting any particular reaction slip out, she greeted me with a cool, professional smile, as if nothing was the matter.


      “…Good afternoon. Can I help you find something?”


      It was a normal reaction. A customer comes in, you greet them. No further words came from the woman.


      From the way her eyes were staring straight at me, I got the feeling I was being asked, Why did you come to this shop?


      “…Uh, no. I was just passing by.”


      So I made an excuse when I answered her.


      Even as I replied, I stared at her intently.


      At the woman in front of my eyes.


      I knew exactly who she was.


      She was the girl I’d seen singing in front of the shop all those years ago.


      There was no way I was mistaken. I had lived my whole life yearning to see her again. I had gotten where I was because I wanted to be like her. I wondered if she remembered me.


      As if I was just chatting, I told her that I myself had come from that very neighborhood, and that the shop was situated very close to where I grew up.


      “…You don’t say?”


      Those were the only words she said in response to my story about the past. She just nodded, like she was terribly bored. Then, because I wanted to get a reaction out of her and jog her memory, I started reminiscing aimlessly. I told her that long ago, I had been taught magic by the old woman who ran the shop, and that she’d let me touch all sorts of old stuff, and that I had come back to the city to help people.


      But no matter how much I talked, her attention was off somewhere else. When I finally finished talking, I told her the old woman had passed away quite a while ago.


      She nodded knowingly and again responded with only “…You don’t say.”


      I could never quite get a good reaction out of her, no matter how much I talked.


      It was like I was talking to a wall.


      Eventually, I noticed I wasn’t even reflected in her eyes, and I ended our conversation and left the shop.


      I had really expected more.


      I’d thought she might praise me for my work. I’d thought she might pat me on the head, like she used to do.


      I had really hoped for it.


      I’d hoped she would still be the same magnificent person who had been adored by those crowds of people.


      “…Reality never turns out that well, I suppose.”


      I was sure that she must have lost her dreams and had given up on singing. I had definitely picked up on a feeling akin to jealousy in her eyes, even though she had tried not to make eye contact with me.


      That was why I wanted to get away from her.


      On my way home—


      From the completely darkened street, I looked up at the moonlight.


      I was feeling so depressed that I irresponsibly wished for just one little doll to appear.
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      “I don’t suppose I need to tell you that the doll caused all of this.”


      I spoke to Elaina, who was sitting with me, surrounded by mirrors. It was kind of funny being able to see my own image from all directions at once, and also a little creepy.


      “This is the world after the doll granted Samara’s wish, and in this world, things keep repeating day after day after day.”


      “Hm.” Elaina nodded at my explanation.


      “…By the way, the purple-haired woman you talked to in the shop back then was Samara, wasn’t she?” she asked. “How many days ago did she get her wish? More importantly, what did she wish for?”


      Oh, I see, you’re the type who rushes to the conclusion, huh?


      “You’re supposed to wait to ask those things until after I explain everything from start to end…”


      And don’t ask them in rapid succession like that…


      “Sorry. I’m at the age when I’m just brimming with curiosity.”


      With a straight face, Elaina said something I didn’t entirely understand.


      Well then, let me tell a little more of the story to satisfy her demands, since she’s brimming with so much curiosity.


      Although, since Elaina had already done battle with Samara earlier anyway, at that point, there was absolutely no need to hide the truth.


      “As you guessed, the woman I met at the antique shop was Samara—”


      And about two weeks earlier, she had encountered the doll and made a wish.


      That day, I was roaming around, drifting aimlessly through the air above the city as always, going this way and that, searching for criminals. I was hungry for something to happen.


      Normally, I would encounter several incidents over the course of a single day, but on that day, for some reason, it had been peaceful all morning. Maybe it was because the city was steeped in a festival atmosphere. I’d just been flying around aimlessly on my broom since that morning. I was basically on vacation.


      That said, it was nice to have a lot of free time. The time I spent just gazing at the smiling faces of the people of the city was calming to my heart.


      “…Uh-oh.”


      But trouble only happens when your head is in the clouds. In that unexpected moment, I caught sight of smoke rising from a corner of the city.


      It was a fire.


      I immediately flew my broom in the direction of the scene. In no time, everything was engulfed in flames. I didn’t have the luxury of thinking things through—my body moved on its own.


      That was why it took me a moment to realize that the place I had arrived at was right next door to my parents’ home.


      “—Are you all right?!”


      That was why, even as I shouted to her, it took me a moment to realize that the person I saw through the open door was Samara.


      The fire was right next to my parents’ house. On the back side of the antique shop. She had probably been sorting through the storehouse or something. Although she was surrounded by flames, she was staring out the door in a daze.


      The fingers of flame were stretching higher and higher, consuming even more of the storehouse.


      “What a terrible blaze…! You’re in danger! Come out here!”


      The first thing I had to do was get her out of there, I thought. I was panicking, because there was a possibility that if I tried to use a spell to put the fire out, I might endanger her, too.


      I didn’t have it in me to injure the girl I admired.


      “Hurry!” I shouted to her, even louder than before. “If you just come out here—”


      “……”


      However, she ignored me, and everything else, and looked over at a shelf. It was then that I finally realized that the fingers of flame threatening to engulf her were not being produced by any ordinary fire.


      “…What’s that?”


      On the shelf—


      A single ragged doll, small enough to fit in one hand.


      It was exactly the same as the one I had seen in the old woman’s shop so long ago. In other words, it had been moving from place to place and had finally found its way to her granddaughter Samara.


      I have to hurry up and retrieve it.


      By the time I had that thought, it was already too late.


      “—Please, doll.”


      Samara made a wish to the doll.


      And the doll granted her wish.


      “Why was the doll with her? Why did she make a wish on it? I don’t know, but—as a result, that day, that moment, was the point when this city changed.”


      My face, which I could see in the mirrors, looked very, very depressed. The incident that started more than two weeks earlier was apparently still playing out. I had been trying to keep up a normal expression, though.


      “In what way did things change? Though I can take a rough guess—,” Elaina asked.


      I answered her with a nod.


      Generally speaking, there had been three major changes I had been able to observe.


      “The first thing is that the city began repeating the same day. The second thing is that Samara turned into a beloved songstress. And the third thing is that—as you’ve seen—I’m now treated as if I don’t exist at all. All these things are consequences of Samara’s wish being granted—,” I told Elaina.


      Of course, there might have been other things I just didn’t know about. But it didn’t seem like there were any particular changes other than those three that involved the people of the city.


      “…Why did Samara make a wish like that?”


      “No idea.”


      “…But what is she trying to do by repeating the same day over and over?”


      “Who knows…?”


      “…Is it possible that you’re missing the most important piece of the puzzle?”


      “……”


      “That’s it, isn’t it…?”


      Elaina guessed everything from my silence and let out a sigh.


      It helps that she’s quick to pick up on things.


      “Honestly, I’ve also been living these past two weeks in confusion. I haven’t had a clue what’s been happening the whole time… There’s so much I don’t understand…” I sighed.


      Everyone else in the city had only been experiencing a single day’s worth of time. But for me, it had been two weeks. I stared at Elaina, as I thought back on those days, which had nearly driven me crazy.


      “I wonder where I should start—”


      I’d rather not even talk about it— As I started to dig up the memories, the weight of everything that had happened so far was written on my face. The pain was still there.


      I stared at myself in the mirrors. I looked very, very depressed. My face didn’t look normal at all.


      The first day, at least, I was just confused.


      When I came to, I was standing in front of the storehouse that had been lost to the fire. Well, it had burned down—but actually, from the looks of it, there was no evidence that a fire had occurred. When I opened the door, I saw all the old things lined up neatly on the shelves.


      However, the doll in question was not there, and neither was Samara.


      What on earth is going on?


      Still bewildered, I flew my broom over the city.


      When you’re in trouble, the best thing to do is ask someone for help. The first thing I did was go around the neighborhood asking if there had been a fire.


      “Huh? A fire? What do you mean?”


      “Haven’t heard anything about it.”


      “I don’t think there was one.”


      The reactions from people around town were indifferent. Even when I explained all the details, they just cocked their heads.


      “And who are you anyway?” one of the people even asked me.


      Wait a minute, are you from out of town, maybe?


      I tilted my own head as I answered, “I’m Annelotte, the Azure Witch. Great to meet you!”


      At that point, I still had my composure.


      Puzzling over the strange reactions from people around town, I continued wandering around asking questions.


      “A fire, you say? No, I never saw one…”


      “I’m sure people would be making a much bigger fuss if something like that happened on a festival day…”


      “Who are you?”


      “The Azure Witch?”


      “I’m sorry. Who is that?”


      “I’ve never heard of you…”


      That was about when things started to look bad. No matter how many people I asked, no one remembered me.


      I had always felt like I was at least a little bit famous around town, but—people just stared at my face and looked puzzled, as if everything that had happened up until the previous day had been some fleeting dream.


      “Who are you?” they asked.


      “……”


      Then that evening—


      As the day came to a close, I was finally convinced that everything about the city had transformed.


      LADY SAMARA, LIVE IN CONCERT FOR THE FIRST TIME!


      I saw the poster everywhere around town. The young woman with purple hair wearing a blue dress.


      Without a doubt, that was Samara. I had seen her at the site of the fire.


      “Who is she, you ask? That’s Lady Samara, the singer. Are you here from out of town, by any chance?”


      “Imagine not knowing about Lady Samara! She’s a wonderful person who has always protected our city.”


      “She’s giving her inaugural concert today.”


      “Everyone in town is looking forward to it.”


      The same people who had been puzzled by the existence of the Azure Witch told me with passion about the many magnificent achievements of the songstress Samara. After working for many years to help the people of the city, she had suddenly taken a pupil three months earlier and handed over that role to her so that she could retire.


      After three months of rest, she would take the stage at the Blooming Basilica and sing—apparently.


      “A singer…huh?”


      The woman pictured on the posters looked much happier than when I had seen her in the shop a little while ago, or when I had seen her in the burning storehouse.


      I wondered if this was the world she had wished for.


      I wondered if it had been her wish to steal someone else’s achievements, and to perform her songs.


      I didn’t want to believe it.


      I didn’t want to believe that the girl I had once admired would do such a thing.


      “I found you! You must be the Gloom Witch!”


      I was standing in the street staring at a poster and dealing with my private shock, when I heard a grouchy voice coming from behind me.


      When I turned around, there was a girl there glaring at me, and she was obviously in a bad mood.


      “…You’re—”


      She had a familiar face. She had a familiar look. The longer I looked at her, the clearer it became. It was the girl who had been twirling around in her strange costume a little while ago, telling me she was going to become a magical girl someday, in other words, my little stalker.


      I started with a greeting.


      “…It’s nice to see you again.”


      “Hmph. I’m surprised you even remember me.”


      “You ought to look in a mirror sometime.”


      After one look at you, I’ve been seeing that outfit in my dreams.


      Nevertheless, I was sincerely delighted that she was speaking to me. At the moment, everyone in town was only interested in Samara.


      “Well, if you remember me, then we can dispense with the pleasantries. Prepare yourself, Gloom Witch!”


      “Huh?”


      I take back what I just said.


      I’m not delighted at all.


      “Gloom Witch…?”


      What’s that?


      As I stood there confused, she activated her magic baton and cast some sort of spell at me. She cast a multitude of spells at me, one after another. There was no trace of admiration in her actions, and no mercy.


      Sure enough, she also seemed to have forgotten who I was—


      “For what it’s worth, I’m something of a witch myself. I’m not going to lose to an amateur.”


      One minute later—


      There I was, looking down at the girl I had tied up with rope. I casually tossed aside the magic baton I had confiscated from her.


      When I asked the girl who had launched a sudden attack against me why she had assaulted me, she spat out, “Because you’re the Gloom Witch, duh.” Apparently, I had unwittingly incurred her enmity.


      The Gloom Witch is a phrase that’s peculiar to the city. It’s an idiom that refers to things that don’t exist, and things that have been completely forgotten.


      It was as if she was telling me, in a roundabout way, that I didn’t really exist. It hurt.


      “…For now, let me do some information gathering, okay?”


      I rummaged roughly through her belongings. Apparently, she was an otherwise ordinary student. Inside her bag were textbooks and study materials, as well as a diary.


      “…Mm-hm.”


      I immediately looked at the diary.


      “Ah! Hey, wait! What are you looking at that for?!” Wrapped up like a little caterpillar, the girl writhed and twisted on the ground as she protested, but I figured that reading somebody else’s diary would be the fastest way to find out what was going on.


      This is one thing I’m going to have to ask you to endure.


      “……”


      To cut right to the chase, apparently, the existence of the Azure Witch had been erased.


      According to her diary, this girl—Millinarina—was a beginner magical girl, who had inherited her position as the city’s protector from Samara just a little while ago.


      Millinarina’s activities over the past three months were all documented there. She had written down every movement of the Gloom Witch—where she went, and what kind of incidents she caused.


      Her notes lined up with all the incidents and accidents I had resolved over the past three months.


      I was only guessing, but—


      The girl, who had once been a wildly enthusiastic fan of mine, had probably started keeping a record of the many incidents I had resolved over the previous three months. There were clippings from the newspaper pasted into the diary as well. Just as I thought, she was my stalker.


      However, under the influence of the special doll, her notes seemed to have been rewritten so that all the many incidents I had resolved seemed like incidents that had been caused by the Gloom Witch.


      “All of my achievements, gone, just like that… That hurts.”


      Then, after letting out a big, huge sigh, I returned her diary to her bag for her.


      Apparently, just stealing the achievements of the Azure Witch, Annelotte, hadn’t been satisfying enough. I had been turned into the Gloom Witch, an unrepentant villain.


      “…What should I do?”


      I was stumped.


      I couldn’t help but panic. As long as Samara was walking around with a doll that was so powerful it could grant any wish, even if I challenged her directly, my chances of success were close to zero.


      “…For now, at least for today, I think I’ll get some rest.”


      Before I knew it, our surroundings were already growing dark.


      “Millinarina, was it? You should also make sure not to push yourself too hard. I’ve been working as a guardian of this city, protecting girls like you, after all—,” I reminded her, as I unwound the rope around her.


      Once I had gotten plenty of distance from her, I released the magic spell that had been restraining her body.


      She must have paid attention to what I said. She didn’t come after me again that day.


      “I found you! You must be the Gloom Witch!”


      But the following day, she swooped in again with the same line as always.


      “You’re a total stalker…”


      And so once again, after a minute—


      There we were, her coiled up in rope and me especially exasperated. “…Um, listen. I told you yesterday, didn’t I? Don’t go overboard like this, I said. Maybe you weren’t listening…”


      Even if my achievements had been stolen from me, even if everyone had been made to completely forget the name of the Azure Witch, that didn’t mean I was no longer myself. I greeted the second day with that thought.


      I could just start again from scratch. That’s what I thought.


      “…Huh? What are you talking about?” After she’d been snugly tied up, Millinarina glared at me as she told me, “I don’t think I saw you yesterday, though.”


      That’s what she said.


      “Uh, what? Did you forget what happened yesterday?”


      Ah, but if she hadn’t forgotten, I suppose she wouldn’t have attacked me…


      Astonished by what I’d heard, I looked down at her, bound up in rope.


      We’d been in exactly the same positions the day before.


      Exactly the same.


      “—Ah!”


      That was when I realized.


      The scenery around town was exactly the same, too.


      LADY SAMARA, LIVE IN CONCERT FOR THE FIRST TIME!


      I’d seen the same faces all throughout the city. The people of the city were brimming with excitement, looking forward to Samara’s first concert.


      I shuddered once I was sure that I was experiencing the same day as yesterday, and, lying on the road, Millinarina snapped at me. “…Even if I did see you, it’s not like I would remember you. You’re the Gloom Witch, after all.”


      The Gloom Witch.


      That common excuse people used when they forgot something, that phrase peculiar to our city. That expression.


      If I wasn’t mistaken, it had become the name for the bothersome witch who never remained in people’s memories, who secretly went around doing mischief and causing trouble.
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      It was a full reversal from being the guardian and protector of the city.


      Before I knew it, I had apparently been reduced to nothing more than an evil influence.


      From that day on, little Millinarina attacked me relentlessly, over and over again, every time she saw me around town, practically every day. And of course, that same single day kept repeating itself.


      I wasn’t sure whether I had lost my mind or the city had. Gradually, things made less and less sense to me. I tried everything to understand the position I’d been placed in.


      “…The things I’ve collected over there are the result of me trying the same stuff you’ve tried, Elaina.”


      I urged her to take a look. In the corner of the room sat an artless pile of clutter. I explained that once I understood that the same day was repeating itself, I, too, had wondered what would happen when I altered things, just like Elaina had. I’d also wondered if the whole world was repeating that one single day, or if it was just the city. And I had tried everything to find out.


      “…In short, that’s how you ended up behaving like the Gloom Witch. Is that what you’re saying?”


      “Sure, I suppose you could say that.” I nodded.


      “If you left these things sitting here, that means you didn’t return them, right?”


      “I didn’t have time.”


      Or maybe it was because I was more than a little bit upset that everyone forgot about me, so I was sulking.


      Elaina turned back to face me right away.


      “So you never ran into Samara, for two whole weeks?”


      When she asked me that, I could see in Elaina’s eyes that she wanted me to hurry up and tell her the rest of the story. Just as I would expect from someone at an age when she was brimming with curiosity.


      I nodded.


      “I did, although I can count the times on one hand.”


      So I can recall them easily.


      I encountered Samara on the third day after the city changed—or rather, when we were on the third repetition of the current day.


      The first time the day happened, and again the second time—


      I had already figured out that Samara was the person responsible for bringing about the current situation, so in between asking around and investigating the city, I was also tracking her movements.


      Her behavior was surprisingly simple. She was faithfully repeating the same single day. What I mean is that she was always in the Blooming Basilica, and never anywhere else, and she hardly ever went outside. In a way, it made her easy to find, because I knew I’d pretty much be able to see her if I went to the Blooming Basilica, no matter the time of day.


      Then on the third time the day happened—


      I timed things for when Samara would be alone and went to persuade her to put a stop to things.


      To the Second Hall.


      Just like the time I rescued Elaina, Samara was standing on the stage in a daze.


      “…Annelotte.”


      I opened the doors into the hall, and when she saw me, Samara looked somewhat surprised.


      I’m embarrassed to admit it, but at the time, I felt just a little bit happy about it.


      Because it was the first time she had ever called me by my name.


      And because she was the only one who remembered me.


      “Hello.” I stared at her, trying my best to keep my cool and not let my feelings show on my face. “Do you have the doll with you now, Samara?”


      “……”


      Silence.


      “That doll is a very dangerous object. Give it to me right away, please. If you don’t—”


      “You. People are calling you the Gloom Witch now, right?”


      The way she spoke to me sounded like it was meant to provoke me, but she didn’t so much as smirk. There was no expression on her face, and she was staring at me like she was bored to tears.


      She informed me, unilaterally, “…You’re not to have anything further to do with me. Not that I’ll retain any memory of you even if you do, though—,” she told me without taking her eyes off me.


      That was when I took out my wand to snatch the doll from her by force.


      It took less than a minute for me to be totally and utterly defeated.


      Apparently, the magic baton she was holding was a special version that had been created by the doll—and the power it dealt in one single blow was, to be perfectly honest, equal or greater to my full strength. She was able to conjure an inexhaustible supply of magical energy and fire off spells in rapid succession, without holding anything back.


      There was no way I could win.


      “You understand, don’t you? You can’t possibly do anything to interfere. Get out of my sight,” she announced coldheartedly.


      That day, I suffered the first loss of my life.


      And then that day repeated.


      The second time I went, I used an underhanded method. I transformed into a little mouse and tried to steal the doll from her. However, the moment she touched me, my transformation spell was undone, and once again, before I knew it, I found myself lying on the floor of the Second Hall like a pile of garbage.


      “I thought you might try something like that, so I wished on my dolly that whenever you touched me, your transformation spell would come undone.”


      She told me that as she pulled the doll out from an inside pocket.


      The third time, I once again tried to fight her fair and square. I was knocked off my feet in even less time than the first and second times.


      The fourth, fifth, and sixth times, I also tried to fight her fair and square. Because I am the Azure Witch, the guardian who protected the city for so long.


      But every time I faced her, it was clear that I was no longer that witch who had protected the city.


      Every time I faced her, I fell before the bored-looking woman.


      Little by little, I lost sight of my own reason for existing.


      “Who are you?”


      “You look a mess.”


      “It’s a festival day—what’s wrong with you? You’re making such a grim face.”


      People gave me disgusted looks as I walked around town after my defeat.


      I was no longer the Azure Witch. I meant nothing to them.


      “I found you! You must be the Gloom Witch!”


      Encountering Millinarina after losing to Samara was like running into a storm.


      The girl who was supposed to look up to me appeared to relentlessly attack me with magic, as if she was venting all her misplaced anger at me.


      I lost the willpower to stand up to her, and I was even put in jail. Though I think I might have preferred to spend the day in jail, where I could wait for it to end without thinking about anything.


      “…Ah, I see.”


      Through experience, I came to understand something. Everything I wasn’t touching at the end of the day would be reset to how it was at the start of the day.


      As if refusing to let me overstay, the door to my jail cell opened at daybreak. If I tried to idly stay where I was in the cell, before too long, a guard would appear and mistake me for a homeless person who had wandered in and would shoo me out. It seemed the jail was not a place I could stay.


      Even if I challenged Samara to a fight, I couldn’t win. Everyone in town had forgotten me. The girl who had once adored me was hunting me. And a single day was being repeated over and over again.


      Everything I had ever built was gone.


      There was nowhere I belonged. There was no one who remembered me anywhere.


      In a city where no one knew me, I had become nobody.


      I had lost it all in an instant.


      I had always thought that because I was a mage, I was supposed to save other people. I had always thought that was my mission. I had always believed I had the power in me to make people happy.


      I couldn’t make anyone happy during the day that kept repeating. There was nothing I could do. I wasn’t there, even in people’s memories, and every day was just a repeat of a day when I didn’t exist.


      “…Ugh, I’m exhausted already.”


      I had lost hope.
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      No matter what I did, I couldn’t find the answer. Once my identity as the Azure Witch had been stolen from me, there was nothing left for me. I was empty, just a hollow person who didn’t exist in anyone’s memories.


      Before I knew it, I was crying.


      Standing in the road, sobbing out loud.


      Everything in my life had gone fine so far, and I had never known the grief of being completely forgotten, or the sorrow of being rejected by someone I admired, or the weight of total failure.


      After a whole lifetime of smooth sailing, my heart was completely broken by the shadow that fell over my days for the first time.


      It was an extremely pathetic story. People passing on the street mocked me and said I was old enough to know better, whispering to each other as they stared at me from a distance. But what did I care? As soon as they took their eyes off me, they would forget all about me anyway.


      I had completely abandoned myself.


      I had completely given up.


      “…Hello. Are you all right?”


      The person I met at that moment was you.


      Elaina.


      Right after you entered the city, the first thing you did was walk up to me and extend your hand.
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      After that, I had a tearful conversation with Elaina, who had just entered the city.


      At first, I kept the details about the situation affecting the city and myself under wraps.


      I was sure that, given Elaina’s personality, it wouldn’t have really been a problem to talk about it, but it was our first time ever meeting, and it was obvious that if I told her something crazy, like that the city was going to repeat the same day again and that no one would be able to remember me, she would definitely think I was weird.


      Although I guess it was plenty weird to make someone I was meeting for the first time listen to me as I cried and complained.


      However, for the time being, I left out the details of the situation, but I told her about how everything I had accomplished had come to nothing, and how everything I had worked so hard at for many years had been erased—I complained that even though I was supposed to use my powers to help people, since I decided to become a mage, no one needed my power anymore.


      And that the name of the Azure Witch had lost all meaning.


      I had been rejected by the person I admired, deserted by the people of my city, lost everything, and lost my reason for living, I told her.


      I didn’t know what to do anymore, I told her.


      “—I see.”


      Despite the fact that she was a total stranger, Elaina did not make fun of me. She nodded seriously and listened to what I had to say.


      “…I don’t really get it,” she replied, almost too frankly. “Are you saying that in this city, mages have to help other people?”


      She must have been bothered by the idea, as a fellow witch. She asked the question with a look on her face that said, Sounds like a pain…


      Of course, that’s not what I meant.


      I backed up and told her more.


      The story about the girl who sang her songs on the street corner when I was little. How I wanted to become the kind of person who could make others smile, just like her.


      I talked about how I didn’t have any other talents, but I did have a talent for magic, and I wanted to use it to help people in need.


      “……”


      Elaina stayed totally quiet as she listened to my story, then after a brief moment of silence, she opened her mouth. “…I’m sorry, I feel like your story is still difficult for me to understand,” she said with a groan, and a somber look on her face.


      Perhaps she was trying to be considerate and not upset me any more, since I was already crying. Her tone was gentle, and she put her hand on my shoulder as she reasoned with me.


      “The talent you possess and the things you feel you must do are each their own thing, wouldn’t you say? There are so many other ways to offer people help. And there are countless other jobs that use magic.


      “So why do you have to use your magic to help people? What are you hoping to get out of recognition from others? I don’t understand.”


      She spoke to me candidly.


      “To me, magic is nothing more than one means by which to live my life. Magic spells are convenient and fascinating, but they’re not all-powerful. Rightfully, magic isn’t supposed to be anything more than one of the ways you can solve your problems.


      “If you feel like all the effort you’ve made so far has led to nowhere, don’t you think it might be a good idea to look for something else you’d rather do?”


      She smiled at me.


      “How about taking a closer look at yourself?”


      What was it that I wanted to do?


      My life so far had been smooth sailing, and I had never once doubted myself, but…


      I wondered whether I even wanted to be a mage people admired.


      Or if I really wanted to help people.


      At that point, I finally realized something.


      I’m sure it was because I had never doubted my way of living before. I’m sure that was why I was so late to realize it.


      I realized that I had never once faced up to the feelings inside me.


      For what purpose had I become the Azure Witch?


      I thought about it.


      Before I knew it, my tears had stopped.


      “Heh, looks like I said something kind of useful… Helping someone the moment I enter the city…that’s just like me. That was pretty good advice, if I do say so myself—,” Elaina said, conceitedly. Then she added, “Well, it looks like you’ve stopped crying, so there’s no need for me to keep talking to you,” and smiled at me.


      After that, she stood up and left me with a wave of her hand and disappeared into the city.


      Even though she was going to forget me, I still kept staring after the good-humored witch, for a long time.


      From that day on, I was curious about her.


      I started to follow her around whenever I saw her in town.


      In my mind, I had always imagined that a witch should be the kind of person who helped people, and I’d always considered our magic to exist for the sake of others. To someone like me, a girl who simply lived her life the way she pleased, she was a strange and, at the same time, fascinating creature.


      After I made Elaina listen to my complaining on her first day in the city, I saw her extend a helping hand to a black-haired little girl, humming a tune as she did.


      The next day, I watched her resolve the incident in the restaurant. I couldn’t tell whether she really had the skills to deal with these situations without using much magic, or whether she was simply lucky.


      On her third day in the city, she headed for a bar. If I had been in her place, I would have used magic right then and there to arrest those men, but she sat right there in her seat as she got other people to seize the robbers.


      It was all just as she’d told me.


      To her, magic and spells seemed to be nothing more than one of many tools she used during her everyday life. Even though she was a mage, she demonstrated how to help people without using hardly any magic at all.


      Magic was absolutely not necessary for solving people’s problems. That was what Elaina’s actions seemed to be telling me.


      Did I have to help people just because I was a witch, I wondered?


      No.


      It was easy to help people even without magic.


      Even without using magic, it was easy to get people to like you.


      “I found you! You must be the Gloom Witch!”


      The first time I saw Elaina use magic full-out was on her fourth day in the city.


      Apparently, it happened because she was dressed similarly to me, in a black robe and pointed hat. She was mistaken for the Gloom Witch.


      Little Millinarina’s spells were extremely forceful. She was still a student after all, just a young girl who had been imitating me. I was sure she wasn’t accustomed to using magic yet.


      Elaina and Millinarina did battle up on a roof. Millinarina swung her baton around without any regard for the damage it would do to the city.


      When Elaina snatched her baton from her, she immediately pulled out a second one.


      “Whoa, uh-oh.”


      It seemed like she didn’t care about the fate of the city one bit. The next thing Millinarina did was conjure stones with her magic baton and make them rain down on the city.


      Oh my goodness.


      If I don’t stop her, the damage will be enormous.


      That was why I stepped in between them. I waved my wand and snatched Millinarina’s magic baton from her. Then after using a spell to stop the shower of stones, I tied the two of them up. I took them to the Blooming Basilica without any further discussion.


      Little Millinarina had been roaming around town looking for me. If she lost her memory while she was with Elaina, she was sure to see that Elaina was not the Gloom Witch—not me, in other words.


      Also, I wanted to get her to explain the situation to Samara as well.


      “…Good grief, what a nuisance.”


      As my reward for saving the city from a crisis, I borrowed some bread from Elaina and then put some distance between us.


      I watched from afar as Elaina and Millinarina examined their surroundings with bewilderment.


      I had used my magic for the first time in a while. Oddly enough, my mood had brightened.


      I wondered what was different from all the times I’d helped the people of the city before.


      “…Oh, I get it.”


      That was when I realized I had unconsciously been wishing for some kind of reward from the city’s residents.


      I wanted to make people smile. Just like the girl I had admired when I was little.


      As a witch and the longtime guardian of the city, I had been placed on a pedestal, and my naive wish no longer mattered to me.


      Instead, I had been using my magic to get people to appreciate me.


      That had to be why I became so miserable once they forgot about me.


      “…I’m so shallow.”


      There hadn’t been any such selfishness in the singing voice that had so moved me when I was younger.


      For the rest of that day, Elaina and Millinarina attacked me over and over again as a team. Every time they came for me, I played some joke on them to toy with them and then ran away. It was thrilling. It had been so long since I’d had a decent conversation with anybody.


      They caught me at the end of the day, but the next morning, I was able to just walk out of jail. I had experienced that before, so I didn’t feel anything when they arrested me. From Elaina and Millinarina’s perspective, I’m sure it probably looked like I was way too cocky sitting there in my cell.


      While I was secretly stalking Elaina, just like Millinarina, who had been surveilling me, I realized something.


      It was the day after the two of them chased me all around town.


      “…What’s going on here? Hang on—”


      Wearing a puzzled expression, Elaina spoke to me when she caught sight of me in town. She seemed to recognize that I was the Gloom Witch from my appearance.


      “…Well, this is a surprise,” she said. “It’s like you were never actually arrested at all, huh? Jeez…so in the end, what was the point of all our hard work yesterday? We wasted a whole day,” she muttered with an exasperated shrug.


      It was then that I finally realized for the first time that Elaina also seemed to exist outside of the repetition of the day, just like me.


      Apparently, Elaina, having come from outside the city, was not affected by the repeating days.


      “Ah, Elaina, I know today is the same day as yesterday. It’s not just you!” I corrected the record on the spot.


      She opened her eyes wide and asked me for the details of our situation. “…What do you mean?”


      But as soon as I was finished explaining, the moment she took her eyes off me, her memory was reset. I could see it in her eyes.


      “……”


      As I walked through the city with Elaina, I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can give you a detailed explanation right now.”


      There was nothing I could do but wait for her to arrive at the conclusion under her own power. If she was going to forget everything as soon as I told her, then there was no point.


      I couldn’t do much to stop Samara by myself.


      To get Elaina, a fellow witch, to help me, I needed her to arrive at the truth on her own.


      From that day forward, I began trying to meet up with Elaina.


      Although in the end, no matter where we met, no matter what we did, I still disappeared entirely from her memory, so every single time, we had to start over again like we were first meeting.


      “Oh, you’re the Gloom Witch, aren’t you? Hi there.”


      Sometimes, she spoke to me casually, like we were friends.


      “There’s a little something I’d like to ask you. Are there any bakeries around here you’d recommend? Would you show me one?”


      Once, she wanted bread, so I took her to a bakery.


      “Um, so…if you’re being honest, how much profit would you say you’ve made so far…?”


      One time, she asked me something I didn’t really understand, to satisfy her curiosity.


      “Ah, Miss Gloom Witch. What do you think of this drawing? Is it any good? It’s good, isn’t it? Please say it’s good, or I’m going to lose it.”


      Another time, she showed me some graffiti she had drawn on a wall.


      I didn’t sense the slightest bit of hostility from her. That had been true when she had attacked me with Millinarina as well.


      At the very least, I knew she must have been taught by the people of the city and by little Millinarina that I was an evil person.


      “…Elaina, you come talk to me an awful lot, don’t you? Surely you’ve heard about what kind of person the Gloom Witch is, right? So why?”


      Just once, I asked her this question, like an annoying little girl.


      She answered me calmly.


      It was truly a fitting answer from someone who had taught me to think of magic as just one of my many options.


      “I’m the one who will decide whether you are a bad person. I have been listening carefully to what the people around town think of you, gathering information, but I’m not going to consider that to be the final word on the matter.”


      “So from your perspective, Elaina, what kind of person do you think I am now?”


      “Right now, I’m getting the impression that you’re kind of an annoying girl.”


      “Girl, huh?”


      Come on, I think I’m probably older than you.


      “Sorry.” She snickered.


      I felt just a little heartache when I thought about how this conversation would also disappear from her memory as soon as I left her field of vision.


      It was several days later when Elaina became convinced that she had been repeating the same single day over and over again—when she witnessed the end of the day firsthand. Although, well, it was the same day.


      And then the next morning—


      I ran into Elaina when she was on her way to the Blooming Basilica.


      “Oh, hey, are you headed for the Blooming Basilica by any chance? Hello!” I waved my hand at her.


      It was our first meeting, again. I wasn’t sure how many times it had happened.


      “Are you the Gloom Witch?” At first glance, she realized that I was me and then immediately asked me, prodding my arm with her elbow, “Come show me how to break into the Blooming Basilica, okay?”


      She was talking to me like we were best friends.


      Wait, but to her, this ought to be our first meeting.


      Perceptive as I am, I immediately picked up on her intentions and agreed.


      “Okay!”


      I was sure she was going to the Blooming Basilica to try to determine the cause of the repeating day.


      As we walked around town, moving among the people who were excited for the festival, we chatted about nothing in particular.


      I’d thought there might be a possibility that Elaina would ask me how to get into the Blooming Basilica, so I had something I had prepared in advance.


      “I’d like to give you this. Go on, it’s for you,” I said as I offered her the letter and my hand-drawn floor plan with the words for my darling witch [image: image] written on it.


      I had written down everything I knew about walking through the Blooming Basilica.


      “You’re surprisingly mischievous…”


      Elaina took the letter, letting her astonished comment slip out as she did, then pulled out a memo pad and asked, “So then, how can I get inside?”


      “You can go in through the door at the back of the Blooming Basilica. Surveillance back there is lax, and you’re unlikely to be noticed.”


      “Mm-hm.”


      “The floor plan I just gave you will lead the way when you’re inside, so open it up once you go in through the back door. Go ahead and write that on it. I think it’ll be easier for you to believe it later if you write it yourself.”


      “You’re probably right.”


      She smoothly wrote my praises on the paper.


      The Gloom Witch was a really nice person. She told me this without any trouble. She’s a true friend.


      You’ve got to be kidding me.


      Plus, since there is a high probability that I’ll lose my way, I also got a sketch of the floor plan from the Gloom Witch. Look in your pocket, please.


      After writing that, Elaina shoved my letter and the floor plan into her pocket.


      After guiding her that far, I suddenly realized something.


      “Crap…now that I think about it, the staff door is locked, and you can’t use it right now. I’ll have to prepare a different entrance for you…,” I grumbled.


      “I see.” Elaina nodded.


      By any chance, are you just standing there thinking you can’t open the door? Just pop it open with a spell. That sort of thing is your specialty, isn’t it?


      ……


      Your specialty…?
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      Then after that, Elaina encountered Samara in the Blooming Basilica.


      “Today marks how many times you’ve given this concert?”


      She really is quick to pick up on things.


      She found her way to the Second Hall, following my guidance, and quickly realized that Samara was the main cause of everything.


      Samara wore the same bored-looking expression as always, but she did reveal just a little bit of displeasure when Elaina realized what was going on.


      She immediately blasted Elaina away with her magic baton.


      “—Watch out!”


      I had been watching from the shadows and jumped in right away to help Elaina out. I got on my broom and caught the flying girl in my arms.


      I was sure that the two of us, me and Elaina, who still didn’t know what was going on, wouldn’t be able to take the doll away from Samara yet.


      So I conjured some smoke and retreated for the time being.


      “…Gloom Witch.”


      I could just barely make out the figure of Samara through the smoke, clicking her tongue.


      “…Samara.”


      I murmured her name in a voice too quiet for anyone to hear.


      I felt like I was making eye contact with her for the first time.


      It was an arrogant thing to say.


      Because at the same time I had tried to make the people of the city smile, I hadn’t taken any interest in the person who had given me my most important aspiration.


      I didn’t know the details of Samara’s circumstances.


      But I could surmise that something had happened.


      More than two weeks earlier, when we had reunited at her grandmother’s shop, I had immediately sensed it when I looked into her eyes.


      I was certain her dream had failed. She had never gotten the chance to sing her songs in front of a crowd. Even though she had always wanted to sing, she hadn’t been able to get recognition from anyone.


      Nevertheless, she hadn’t given up on her dream, and she had been suffering while it smoldered within her.


      And she felt something akin to jealousy toward me, since I had fulfilled my own dream and was living out my ideal life, day after day.


      I’d realized all that immediately.


      I had been unable to face those facts, because of my own desperate wish that Samara was not that kind of person.


      That was why I had to show her again.


      Nothing about me had changed, even though I was no longer the Azure Witch.


      Even though I wasn’t the Azure Witch anymore, I continued to be the kind of person who saved people.


      “…Annelotte.”


      In the smoke—


      Elaina, whom I was holding in my arms, looked up at me in bewilderment.


      I narrowed my eyes with a smile.


      “I just saw you earlier, Elaina.”


      Though I’m sure you don’t remember—I added.
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      CHAPTER 7


      The End of the Day That Wouldn’t End


      There was still time before the audience would start coming in.


      The Ashen Witch, who I was sure had been there until just a moment earlier, had already vanished. It was as if she had never even existed to begin with.


      I knew Annelotte must have come to her rescue.


      The fact that I had no recollection of where the Ashen Witch had gone, as well as the evidence that I had used my magic baton, all pointed to that conclusion.


      “……”


      I looked down at the empty seats from the stage.


      Two weeks.


      Two weeks’ worth of time had passed since I had started performing my first concert as a songstress. And I was still performing my first ever concert.


      After doing so time and time again, I could replay the event in my mind just by closing my eyes for a moment.


      Spectators would fill the spacious hall to capacity.


      When the curtain went up, looks full of hopes and dreams would pour onto me from every seat in the house. They would be warm looks that affirmed everything about me.


      I would express my feelings of gratitude to all the people who happened to be present in the theater and announce that I was going to do my very best and sing from the heart. Even though everything I would say would be a big cliché, the audience in their seats would still take my words to heart, nod, and tear up.


      Once I started singing, the hall would be shrouded in silence.


      Only my voice would echo off everything around me.


      When I was finished singing, the people would all stand up, almost as if they had arranged it ahead of time, and fill the theater with applause.


      The people would flatter me and tell me my singing was wonderful, the greatest around.


      Everyone would love me.


      Everyone would be looking only at me.


      Today, and tomorrow, and the day after that.


      I would remain in this moment, this single day, forever.
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      “So that’s how it is, Elaina. And now we go take the doll from Samara! I made it to the end of my story, too, so we don’t need these anymore, do we?” she said, as she used magic to banish the mirrors she had deployed in all directions, and extended her hand to me.


      The gesture looked not entirely unlike a gentleman escorting a princess…


      Wait, what’s this hand?


      I suddenly cocked my head to the side, slow to pick up on her meaning.


      Compositionally, we were less like a princess and a gentleman and more like a pet owner waiting for a paw and her stupid dog that couldn’t understand the point of her gesture.


      Finally, Annelotte let out a disappointed sigh. “Haah…oh no, Elaina. Come on…you understand, don’t you? The meaning of this hand?”


      “Hm.” I nodded. “Is it this?”


      Whap!


      I slapped her hand with my little paw. It made a nice noise. Honestly, it felt nice, too. It was thrilling.


      “Ow!”


      Then the Azure Witch, or rather, Annelotte, withdrew her hand as she frowned sullenly in response to the sudden violence.


      It seemed like that was not the development she was expecting. Her expression was exactly like someone whose hand had just been bitten by a pet dog.


      “That was mean, Elaina… You promised me earlier, didn’t you? You made a promise about what you were supposed to do when I put my hand out like that.”


      “Did I?”


      You say I promised earlier, but I don’t have even the slightest memory of meeting you before.


      What kind of thing did I promise you?


      “You promised me that if I put my hand out like this, you would put an engagement ring on my finger, right?”


      “No, I definitely don’t think I did.”


      “No! That’s not true! You definitely did make me that promise!”


      “I don’t remember it.”


      “Well, that’s because all your memories since you met me are missing, Elaina… I guess it’s understandable that you wouldn’t remember. But listen, ever since I met you, there have been all sorts of things happening between us.”


      “Is that so?”


      From my perspective, I had actually met her for the first time when she had appeared gallantly earlier and scooped me up in her arms like a princess, so even though she told me all sorts of things had happened, alas, they weren’t quite coming to me at the moment.


      She began recounting unknown memories to me one by one with a nostalgic look on her face, as if she was flipping through an old photo album.


      “For example—well, let’s see, three days ago, when we first met, we spent the whole day together on a date.”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Really, did we?


      “And on your second day here, you said to me, ‘If we manage to settle this case, I could see myself living here in this city with you.’”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Really, did I?


      “And then when I ran into you yesterday, Elaina, you told me, ‘Annelotte, of all the people I’ve ever met, you are the most beautiful. You’re the greatest. I want to marry you in the future.’ You made quite a passionate proposal.”


      “Wow!”


      Now that’s definitely a lie.


      I let out a dramatic sigh.


      “If you’re going to tell lies, could I ask you to come up with ones that are a little better?”


      “They’re not lies! You definitely made me that promise!”


      “Are you under some kind of curse where your intelligence drops every time I have a conversation with you or something?”


      “How strange. You’re the meanest of all the Elainas I’ve met so far… I wonder what’s causing that…?”


      “Maybe it’s because out of all the versions of you I’ve met so far, you’re the one with the most nonsensical behavior?”


      Although…


      You’ve spent two weeks having your existence erased from the world.


      And for two weeks, the city has been repeating the same day over and over again.


      Her existence wasn’t being acknowledged by anyone, and on top of that, she had been struggling through things alone in a city where everyone was forever repeating the same single day. To her, having someone like me around must have seemed very precious.


      I’m sure she couldn’t help being a little excited.


      If I hadn’t shown up, she might never have been able to tell if she was the one who was losing it, or if the city itself had gone crazy.


      Although I could say the same thing about myself.


      If she wasn’t there, I might still have been puzzling over it, unable to determine which one of us was strange, the city or me.


      As fellow breakers of the rules of the City of Revolving Dreams, we were natural friends and allies.


      Anyway, if we weren’t able to solve the city’s problem, I was certain that the place would be trapped in a single day for all eternity like a dream and continue repeating it forever.


      “Well, all joking aside.” She shrugged. “As I told you earlier at length, this city has been repeating the same single day over and over again for two whole weeks. And the source of the situation is the doll in Samara’s possession. If we can just take that away from her, the city ought to go back to normal.”


      “……”


      “I don’t have any evidence to back that up, though.”


      “Do we have any chance at success? Do you have a plan?” I asked.


      Annelotte put on a triumphant face, as if she had been waiting for those words. Her expression looked like she had been struck by some really brilliant idea—


      “Elaina, we have here two witches, correct?”


      “Yes.”


      “My thinking is that with two witches working together, we can probably at least make something happen. What do you think?”


      “I see.”


      So you have absolutely no plan at all.


      You are utterly without a plan.


      So you did suddenly become stupid, as I thought. What happened? Are you exhausted?


      I had been so sure that she would present me now with a brilliant idea that even I hadn’t thought of, and then the two of us would go face off against Samara together, but, well, that’s just not what happened.


      I mean, just adding me, one more person, didn’t give her too many more options anyway.


      “So yeah, you know, I think we might be able to win if we, like, blast her, the two of us.”


      “Your intelligence is dropping again…”


      I feel like every time we have a conversation, your brain stops working, but maybe it’s just my imagination.


      “Now, that was just a joke, okay?”


      You’re not making a joking face, but okay—even as I thought that, I just nodded along, because she was making a fairly serious face.


      “Relax, Elaina. I’ve got an actual plan ready to go. If we succeed, tomorrow will come for real.”


      “Oh-hoh. What kind of plan?”


      “Heh-heh-heh. Well, it’s—”


      She mumbled the plan she had in mind.


      It was just one single step, and an overly simple one at that.


      “…Is that the only means possible?”


      “Probably, yes.”


      ……


      I was silent for a while.


      Then she said to me, “So, Elaina, will you help me? I need your strength.”


      I didn’t give her a straight answer.


      “…Won’t it be difficult for the two of us to fight together? If you and I lose sight of each other during the battle, something awful could happen.”


      Given the nature of Annelotte’s condition, there was no question that my memory would be reset the moment that happened.


      In other words, I would forget why I was fighting against Samara. We wouldn’t be able to coordinate at all.


      Isn’t that guaranteed to be an impediment to the plan?


      “…For some reason, I suddenly feel like going home.”


      At that moment, I lost all my enthusiasm.


      I was fed up with the whole affair, and Annelotte, who had been continually losing intelligence since we started, puffed out her cheeks at me.


      She grabbed tightly onto my hand.


      “You can’t, Elaina,” she said with fire blazing in her eyes. “Because I’m never letting you go ever again. Heh-heh-heh.”


      “……”


      Not only is your intelligence dropping, but now you’re also showing some willingness to restrain me as well. At this point, I have to wonder just how many more sides of you I’m going to see before you’re done with me.


      “…By the way, Elaina, earlier, when I held out my hand, it was so I could do this.”


      “…? What are you talking about?”


      “I never told you this, Elaina, but there is one method that will keep the memories associated with me from disappearing from your mind, even if I’m not in your field of vision.”


      Oh-hoh?


      “…What do we have to do?”


      “This.”


      She lifted our intertwined hands and poked my hand with her index finger.


      I don’t really understand what you mean, though?


      I cocked my head, and she said, “As you already know, Elaina, all memories associated with me disappear once I leave your field of vision. However, as long as you’re touching me, you’re all right, even if you can’t see me.”


      She proceeded to demonstrate.


      Keeping contact with my hand, she left my field of vision—she went around behind me.


      “……”


      Annelotte was nowhere to be seen.


      However, I knew she was behind me.


      My memory of her had remained intact.


      “See? Right? Heh-heh-heh.”


      Annelotte giggled happily and appeared suddenly from my peripheral vision.


      “If we use this trick, then at the very least, we won’t have to worry about you forgetting about me in the middle of the battle.”


      “…I see.”


      But to do that, do I have to hold hands with Annelotte around the clock…?


      “…You hate it?”


      Annelotte’s expression instantly clouded over.


      No, no—


      “I don’t necessarily hate it, but…” Choosing my words carefully, I turned around to face her. “It’s just, I’m the type of girl who doesn’t like to be tied down.”


      “Sure, well then, this will work out fine. Despite how I look, I’m not the type who will try to tie you down.”


      “Did you forget what you just did?”


      By any chance, does Annelotte also forget about herself?


      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously, and she narrowed her eyes back at me with a smile.


      “Well, anyway, for the sake of the battle, we have to be holding hands. It might make you overheat a little. Sorry, Elaina.”


      I nodded as I responded.


      “Well, I don’t mind that much…” And it sounds like there’s no other way. But “if you do anything weird, though, I’m going to slap your hand without mercy, so keep that in mind.”


      “Sure. That’s fine. Despite how I look, I’m quite the gentleman.”


      As she said that, Annelotte entwined her fingers with mine like we were sweethearts.


      “……”


      Whap!
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      Every time I, the songstress Samara, took the stage, I thought back on the past.


      I believe I was destined from a young age to sing my songs.


      When I was only about eight years old, I joined in with a piano performance at a restaurant and sang a song. Lots of the customers complimented my singing voice. People told me I could be a professional singer in the future.


      That was the first time I ever sang in front of people.


      After that day, I was fascinated by the idea of getting people to listen to me sing.


      My father worked outside the city, and whenever he occasionally came back home, I pleaded with him to take me to that same restaurant. He always smiled uncomfortably, but sometimes, he would take me there.


      Every time we went back, I walked up to the piano on my own and started singing.


      When I was just about ten years old, my mother came to me and asked me to help out at my grandmother’s shop. I wanted to practice my songs instead, but as I watched my mother putting on makeup to meet someone, I got the feeling that I shouldn’t be home and obediently followed her wishes.


      Whenever I was feeling gloomy, the only thing to do was sing.


      “Your singing voice is really lovely, Samara dear.”


      I tried singing out in front of the antique shop as a way to distract myself. From time to time, the people passing by would turn toward the sound of my voice and stop for a while, then when I finished my song, they would applaud or shake my hand and give me just a little bit of money.


      My grandmother, who watched me from inside her shop, said I was such a prodigy.


      My grandmother’s antique shop had a unique atmosphere to it.


      After singing for a while, I went to look at the things in the shop while I helped her with her work. The shop was full of old things that had already finished performing their duties. As they sat there quietly waiting to return to service, they were wrapped in a mysterious aura that was somehow different from ordinary objects.


      “What’s this?” I asked, pointing at a gaudy dress. My grandmother told me it was clothing from a bygone era.


      “What’s that?” I asked, pointing at a wooden stick. My grandmother told me it was a witch’s wand.


      When I asked, “Can I touch it?” my grandmother nodded softly and said, “Go ahead.”


      I grunted as I tried swinging the wand, but nothing happened. Apparently, in the old days, only people who learned to command wands like those could use magic. From my perspective as someone who lived in an age when anyone could cast spells by using one of the new magic batons, that sounded unimaginably inconvenient.


      When I told her that with surprise in my voice, my grandmother looked nostalgic for the past, and just a little bit sad as she replied, “It sure was…”


      Every time I saw something that caught my interest, I asked my grandmother about it, and she kindly told me about it with a smile.


      Every time I got her to tell me about something, I felt an emotional uplift, like she was letting me in on a secret, a secret the other people in town didn’t know.


      “What’s this?”


      There was one item my grandmother had never told me anything about. It was a small doll that sat hidden in the back of the shop.


      It was stored in a glass case that was wrapped in strips of paper covered in strange writing.


      There was clearly something different about it.


      Which was why I asked. But—


      “You’re not to touch that!”


      My grandmother raised her voice. That was the first and last time I ever saw her get angry.


      After that, I started going to my grandmother’s shop whenever I had the day off. I spent those days singing in front of the shop and helping my grandmother out inside. Whenever I sang, my grandmother and all the people passing by would smile. In their own way, those were perfect days.


      If I sang, I could bring someone joy.


      That fact gave me a reason to live.


      “Oh, miss, you’re so good at singing!”


      One little girl came to see me often. She was probably about eight years old.


      I patted the little girl’s head during her frequent visits. She said her dream was to become someone who made people happy, like me.


      That was an honor. At the time, I was still only about ten years old. And yet there was a girl whose goal was to be like me, and that, plus the fact that I could make passersby happy with my songs, delighted me.


      I believed it was my duty to raise people’s hopes, as long as I kept singing.


      I always wished that those wonderful days could continue on forever.


      But my wish didn’t come true.


      Around the time I turned twelve, my father said to me, “Samara. You grow up into a proper adult, you hear?” Then he patted me on the head and left the house with his belongings. When I asked where he was going, my mother gave me a hollow answer, like it was somebody else’s business. “Apparently, he has to go far away for work.”


      But I knew.


      I knew that when my father was away, my mother met a strange man outside the house, and I knew she had invited him back to our home many times, and I knew what kind of relationship the strange man must have had with my mother.


      The strange man had acted irresponsibly, and his relationship with my mother became public knowledge. As soon as that happened, he suddenly stopped coming to the house, as if he had never had any relationship with my mother to begin with. He was an irresponsible man.


      After that, I almost completely stopped going to my grandmother’s house. My mother became like an empty husk after losing my father and got so weak that she seemed like she might collapse without my support.
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      “I wonder if it’s really necessary for us to be holding hands even while we’re walking around town?”


      We were on a street lined with every conceivable type of store, selling things from fruit to full meals, from precious metals to bread.


      We walked along, lost in the crowd of people, and I stared incredulously at Annelotte, who was walking beside me, as I asked my question.


      Wouldn’t it be enough to do it just while we’re fighting Samara?


      In response to me making this perfectly reasonable point, Annelotte told me, by way of explanation, “No…but if you lost sight of me in town, I’d have to explain it all over again from the beginning, and wouldn’t that be a pain? Plus there are so many people out here.”


      She sounded exactly like a boyfriend who was searching for an excuse to hold hands with his new girlfriend.


      “…Hm.”


      Nevertheless, she was right that it would be a big pain for me, too, to have to sit through the same long story all over again.


      Although the memories had left my mind, my body remembered everything that had happened while I was with Annelotte.


      Of course, my body would be tired if I had to hear the same long story multiple times a day.


      It would be just like when, for example, we had battled several times a day, and my magic was exhausted.


      “…! Elaina, this way…!”


      And then—


      Annelotte suddenly tugged forcefully on my hand and pulled me into a nook off the street. I was led directly behind a display of food belonging to a street stall.


      “…? Huh, Annelotte…? What are we…?”


      I was surprised by this sudden development. For someone who called herself a gentleman, this was surprisingly rough behavior. I privately prepared to give her another slap.


      Annelotte, on the other hand, was not so much as looking at me. Instead, she was glaring across the street from behind the cover of the stall.


      …What’s going on?


      Tilting my head in confusion, I followed her line of sight.


      “…I’m feeling a little bit hungry now.”


      There I saw Millinarina, in her school uniform.


      She must have been on her way home from school. The expression on her face didn’t show any sense of danger, or the feeling of tension she had when she was dressed in her magical girl outfit.


      “…Phew, that was a close one, huh, Elaina?” Annelotte mopped her brow as she stared at Millinarina.


      “It sure was.”


      “Come to think of it, I forgot about this, but Millinarina often wanders around this part of town at this time of day. Good thing I noticed just before she got to us.”


      If we had encountered Millinarina just then, there was no doubt that we would have been forced into a battle right there in the middle of the city.


      “For now, let’s spend a little time here.”


      Setting aside whether that was gentlemanly of her, I think it’s fair to say that concealing ourselves in a hiding place was the right decision.


      “Ah, umm…who are you…?”


      Although I don’t think it seemed that way to the shopkeeper.


      The owner of the taco stand frowned, like he was annoyed, and grumbled, “Who are you people…?”


      Annelotte said, “Shh!”


      Be quiet for a minute! she told him with her eyes.


      “No, don’t you shush me… What’s your deal…?” asked the shopkeeper.


      It was an unbelievably disrespectful way to talk to the woman who had once been the city’s most famous guardian.


      However, Annelotte’s great achievements now all belonged to Samara. The shopkeeper’s puckered expression was surely enough to convince her of that.


      “Annelotte, allow me.”


      I figured I was probably more used to dealing with emergency situations like this than Annelotte was.


      I touched her shoulder and had her take a step back, then approached the shopkeeper.


      “……” Then I silently slipped a coin into his hand. In doing so, I hoped that he would look the other way. After all, in this world, money is money.


      “No, I said don’t shush me. I’m serious—who are you?”


      Not long after that, after Millinarina had moved out of sight, we left the taco stand.


      “Every time something like this happens, you know, it hits me again that the people here have forgotten all about me,” Annelotte told me as she messily ate the tacos we’d been forced to buy as payment for the inconvenience we’d caused.


      Not remaining in anyone’s memory was the same as not existing.


      “…I hear you.”


      I turned and looked behind us while munching on my tacos. The shopkeeper had completely forgotten about the inconvenience we had caused him and was charming the people coming and going down the street with a smile.


      “I’m sure that having everyone forget about you must be painful.”


      Even though she was trying to play her role cheerfully, Annelotte was beyond the point where she could hide her loneliness and sadness.


      Even as she smiled lightheartedly, she continued tightly gripping my hand.
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      After my father left the house—


      My mother took jobs for low wages and did what she could to let me keep going to school. She stopped smiling.


      I wondered if I could make her smile by singing one of my songs.


      I stood there in front of my mother. Her face was dark, as if the fire in her had gone out. I thought I could try singing to her.


      I thought I could do something to help support her.


      But sadly, the only thing I could do was sing. That was when I recalled the days when I had gotten money by singing outside my grandmother’s shop.


      I imagined that if I sang inside, and not out on the street, I might make even more money.


      That was why I went to the restaurant and put in my earnest request.


      “…Huh? You want to sing…in my restaurant?”


      I got straight to the point, right down to business. I said I would sing along to any music and asked them to please compensate me somehow.


      Oddly enough, that restaurant was the same place where, long ago, my father had taken my hand and led me up to the piano to sing my songs. But that was many years in the past. The people running the restaurant didn’t remember me at all.


      In the end, even if they weren’t all that enthusiastic about it, I did get permission from the people running the restaurant, and I was allowed to make my debut as a temporary act, for what amounted to pocket change.


      At the time, I was fourteen years old. As absurd as my request was, the restaurant agreed to it. The fact that I was too young for it may have worked in my favor, or maybe they recognized my excellent singing voice. At the time, I was desperate and didn’t care which one it was. I thought it was the only thing I could do to help make my mother more comfortable.


      From then on, I sang, and I saved my money to help out just a little bit with our living expenses. My mother told me I didn’t need to be doing that, but she didn’t forbid it, because my money helped out with the family finances considerably.


      Even so, I didn’t want to cause her too much worry, so I made the excuse that what I was doing at that time was just practice and said, “My dream is to become a singer and sing up on a big stage anyway.” It wasn’t a lie.


      It was my goal to become famous, and I felt like it was my duty to use my singing to make lots of people smile.


      I spent my days going back and forth between school and work.


      I never had time to hang out with my classmates. I had to work. Every time my classmates complained about our teachers or studying, I felt reassured, because it allowed me to feel like I was the one who was working hardest and suffering most.


      Gradually, my number of friends dwindled.


      But I had my work, so I didn’t mind.


      Year after year, I sang and sang and studied, and that’s how I passed my days.


      Before I knew it, singing, which had once been my glittering dream, was turning into an ordinary job.


      But still, I kept on singing.


      Then right after I turned eighteen, my grandmother passed away. Both my mother and I had been so occupied with how busy we were that we had hardly been going to see her.


      “Samara. I’m going to inherit grandma’s shop, so don’t worry about me. You go live however you like. I’m sorry for causing you nothing but trouble.”


      After my grandmother’s funeral, my mother said that to me and smiled.


      It sounded like my mother was worried about how much of a burden she had placed on my shoulders. I had just turned eighteen. Once I graduated from school, I would be a working adult.


      “Thank you.” I expressed superficial gratitude to my mother, then headed to the restaurant to sing.


      As I walked through town, I suddenly began to question what it would mean to live however I liked.


      As I was singing in the restaurant, I suddenly felt bothered by the fact that my mother had described my days of singing as “trouble.”


      Was that really how it appeared from my mother’s perspective? Had I seemed like I was living an uncomfortable life?


      But I’m already doing what I love—


      “Samara dear, how old did you say you are now? Eighteen, huh? This might be a good age for you to start looking at other career paths, you know?”


      Those were the words the owner of the restaurant said to me one day. In a roundabout way, they were telling me “Enough already, don’t you think it’s time for you to leave this restaurant?” and “Shouldn’t you think about quitting singing?” and “It’s not like you’re going to become a famous singer anyway.”


      Most of the girls with singing careers in our city have been taking the stage in some form since they were eighteen years old.


      Not in the corner of a little restaurant like me. They had been on big stages like the one at the Blooming Basilica, singing in front of huge crowds.


      To tell the truth—


      I had long since realized it.


      All I had was a talent for singing.


      And girls just as talented as me were a dime a dozen in this world.


      I had barely studied while I was in school, and I hadn’t made any friends. I had spent every day singing, toiling away in my own little world, obsessed with myself, and any paths other than singing had long since been cut off from me.


      When I looked around me, at a world overflowing with talented girls who sparkled like dazzling jewels, I felt like I was still desperately polishing a gemstone that had long since lost its luster.


      “Samara. You grow up into a proper adult, you hear?”


      My father’s words weighed heavily upon my shoulders.


      I wondered whether I was growing into the kind of proper adult my father had wanted me to be. Day after day, with that question on my mind, I kept on singing, taking the one and only path that remained for me.


      When I was nineteen, I lost my gig at the restaurant.


      “A cute girl who’s younger and more cheerful has joined us,” they told me.


      But still, I kept singing.


      As I moved from one establishment to the next, sometimes facing ridicule for being a “lousy singer,” sometimes enduring mockery for having a “depressing face,” I made it to my twentieth birthday, celebrated by no one.


      I kept on singing the whole time.


      I turned twenty-one, making the rounds to different restaurants like a migratory bird. I finally found my way to establishments that served alcohol. Wearing an insincere smile for the drunk men, I dreamed of one day making lots of people smile with my songs.


      Through all of it, I kept singing.


      But ultimately, not long after that, I quit the last place I had managed to get work. I quit because none of the drunk men there listened to a single thing I sang.


      And then when I was twenty-two—


      —“Oh, miss, you’re so good at singing!”


      I suddenly recalled a scene from when I was only ten years old. I thought back on those days filled with happiness, when I sang in the street and small children wanted to be like me. Those pure days full of light, before I had stopped believing that it was my duty to give people hope as long as I kept on singing.


      I longed to return to those days.


      So I sang my songs in the street.


      As soon as I started singing, I realized something. Singing out in front of my grandmother’s shop, the people had stopped for me because they saw a little girl who was good at singing despite being only ten years old. That was the only reason.


      That was why no one was stopping to listen to me any longer.


      And just at that moment—


      “—Everyone in Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams! Hello! I am Annelotte! If any of you are having any difficulties, please come consult with me! I’ll do a splendid job of solving your problems!”


      I heard a striking voice coming from up in the sky above the city. When I looked up, I saw many leaflets fluttering through the air. I picked one up and discovered it was all about the weird girl who called herself the protector of the city.


      Apparently, she was running a sort of handyman service specializing in helping people. She only wanted gratitude as payment. Her only goal was to make the people of the city smile.


      The person touting such an absurd and childish ideal was a young woman with light blue hair. The Azure Witch, Annelotte.


      The same girl who had once said she wanted to be like me.
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      We boldly entered the Blooming Basilica through the back, just as I had done earlier.


      As we passed through the backstage hallways, we headed for the Second Hall, where we figured we would find Samara. The Second Hall, where her concert would be held that day, several hours later.


      Perhaps because she had attempted to fight Samara many times before, Annelotte seemed to know how Samara spent most of her time.


      “Basically, she goes back and forth between the Second Hall and the dressing room. By the way, at this time of day, she’s probably standing onstage in the Second Hall just like she was before, staring off into space.”


      …Come to think of it, even that one time Millinarina and I caught Annelotte, Samara immediately returned to the Blooming Basilica.


      “It sounds like she’s really devoted to her job.”


      “I’m glad it saves us the trouble of looking for her,” Annelotte agreed, sounding exasperated.


      But it’s strange—


      “…She’s like you and me, right? She understands that we have been repeating the same day?”


      From what I had picked up from the way she spoke during our last encounter, Samara understood that when she took the stage each day, she was repeating her inaugural concert every time.


      It’s an extremely eerie subject.


      “…Doesn’t she get bored of it?”


      She spent her days giving her first concert over and over again, following the same pattern of actions day after day, just like the majority of the people in the city.


      If it were me, I think I would have had enough of it after about three days.


      “Ah-ha-ha, you look like you don’t know what you want to do about her.” Annelotte saw my expression and laughed. “I wonder? Maybe in her heart of hearts, she really doesn’t want to keep repeating the same single day after all.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “I’m just saying I get that feeling when I look at her, that’s all. Like, for some reason or other, I feel like she might be reluctantly repeating the same day over and over again.”


      “Are you saying we just got caught up in those reluctant repetitions? What a huge pain.”


      “But maybe it wasn’t exactly her intention to drag everyone in the city into it.”


      “…You’re really taking her side on this, aren’t you? What’s going on here?”


      I stared at her pointedly, still holding her hand. The look I gave her was like a clever girlfriend who felt like there was something fishy going on with her boyfriend’s relationships with other girls.


      Depending on what she says next, I might even have to slap her hand.


      “That’s because I’m a wonderful person who helps all the people of this city, no matter who they are.” She dodged the question.


      “……”


      I stared at her, even less impressed than before.


      Is that really all there is to it?


      “Well…I mean, it’s not like I have any evidence, but that’s just the feeling I got…” Annelotte averted her eyes uncomfortably.


      “That again?”


      But your expression tells me you’re onto something.


      After that, I didn’t try to question her any further. Not because I wanted to seize the perfect opportunity to show her that I could be a good girl and not pry deeply into things I didn’t need to know, or any reason like that.


      It was simply because we had arrived at the Second Hall.


      “Hey—”


      She fixed her eyes on me and said, “After I saw her, you know—that’s just the feeling I got.”


      Then without even giving me time to prepare myself, she opened the heavy door. Some ever so slightly cooler air flowed out past us.


      I gazed across the hall at Samara, who was staring down at the empty seats from up on the stage.


      “……”


      The songstress Samara, repeating her first concert in the city, was there all alone, standing onstage in a daze, shedding a single lonely tear.
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      “If you’re ever having trouble with anything, please call me for help! I’ll come to your aid right away!”


      The Azure Witch raced through the sky over Carousel, the City of Revolving Dreams. Gazing up at her as she flew through the sky nearly every day on her rounds helping people, I sang my songs by the roadside.


      According to what she said, the girl was from Carousel and had spent several years abroad at a foreign school for witches before coming back.


      I was sure she was in the same predicament as me. She must have possessed just one single talent; therefore, the only thing she could do was practice magic. When I had that thought, I naturally developed a feeling of kinship with her. But at the same time, I regretted causing her to take such a path.


      I was certain that she had chosen a life dependent on magic because she had admired someone like me.


      “…She’s dazzling,” I mumbled, looking up at the city’s sky from the road.


      Soaring on her broom beneath the brilliant shining sun, she was full of hope for a future she couldn’t yet see.


      It was a feeling I had left behind a long time ago. I was sure she would realize it, too, whether it was five years on, or ten, or even later.


      She would realize that the only talent she possessed didn’t have any great value.


      “—It’s all right, Samara. Don’t you worry about it,” my mother said one day, while she was hugging me.


      I wasn’t working, and I was spending almost every day just going back and forth between home and the roadside. I wasn’t even sure what I wanted to do. I was just living. My mother spoke to me kindly. “This time around, I’m going to work hard to repay you for the trouble I caused you when you were a student. So it’s okay for you to rest for a while.”


      My mother said this while stroking my head like I was a little child.


      I felt happy, but at the same time, some dark emotions whirled around inside me, because my mother’s words undercut the many days I had spent striving toward my dream. My mother had never forced me to sing against my will. I wanted to sing. But the more I had tried to convince myself I was right by doing so, the more I found myself singing out of a sense of obligation, and those days flashed through my mind. I wondered, had I really been striving toward my dream? Had I been singing because I loved it? Or had I just been singing aimlessly? Maybe that was why no one had shown interest in me, even yet.


      I closed my eyes against my mother’s chest.


      My field of vision went completely dark.


      I had been watching Annelotte the whole time I was singing by the roadside. I had been cheering for her. Because she was in the same position I was.


      Singing had been my way of cheering her on, as she continued to rise to dazzling new heights.


      —No matter what, she’s going to get discouraged before too long.


      I tried not to listen to the deep, dark part of me that whispered those kinds of thoughts.


      “Hey, did you hear? Sounds like Annelotte solved another case.”


      “Didn’t she have a hand in capturing that gang of thieves the day before yesterday, too? That’s our girl.”


      Some people walked past me on the street as I was singing.


      “She’s gonna be a big deal. No doubt about it.”


      “Hey, hey, look at this! I got Annelotte to sign it!”


      “She really is incredible! When I called for help, she showed up right away and solved my problem!”


      With each passing day, Annelotte received more and more recognition from the people of the city.


      She was a mage. She was old-fashioned, behind the times, and yet even the people who had snickered at her at first suddenly reversed their opinions and praised her.


      A day, a week, a month.


      As more time passed, people began to look at her differently. And as they gazed up at her, they all stopped looking at me, just singing by the roadside.


      “…Maddening.”


      Maddening. Maddening. Maddening.


      She was different from me. I realized that she was someone who, unlike a miserable person like me, had something that made her shine and understood the value of it.


      Not long after she came back to the city, I quit singing along the main avenue. For many days, even when I went out into town, I just wandered around aimlessly. I spent my days unsure what I was even living for.


      I was jealous of her radiance, while I was spending every day feeling empty. I didn’t understand why she was capable and I was not. Whenever she made even the most trivial mistake, I felt relieved. If I saw someone lose their temper at her error, it calmed me. It gave me a little thrill whenever a newspaper article wrote about her like she was the bad guy. From the bottom of my heart, I despised that side of myself.


      Fail, fail, the devil inside of me chanted again and again. I truly resented her.


      From the bottom of my heart, I despised that ugliness in myself.


      I didn’t want to acknowledge her, the girl who was even now living my dream, because if I did, it would mean facing up to my own failures. So even though I wanted to cheer her on, I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to resent her, and yet there I was, the version of me I despised.


      After that, I wasted many futile years. I worked a few times. Once or twice, I even asked if they would let me sing in the restaurant the way I had before.


      But each time, I was reminded that no one was paying attention to me anymore.


      Eventually, before I knew it, I was twenty-five years old.


      I was too old, and it was too late for me to be dreaming of the future.


      Before long, I even stopped leaving the house. My mother did not criticize me even a little, no matter how low I fell in the world. Her kindness had slowly strangled me. Because I could tell, since we had always been together, what my mother was thinking. She wasn’t sure if she should say something to me about it.


      “Listen, if you want to, how about you come help out at the shop?”


      My mother spoke to me in a tone of voice that was as gentle as if she was handling one of the antiques in my grandmother’s shop. The meaning hidden behind her solicitous words was somewhat different. She was telling me to face up to reality.


      I didn’t have enough life experience to refuse my mother’s suggestion.


      From then on, I worked in my grandmother’s shop with my mother. I never tried to sing out in front of the shop like I once had. I just spent every day watching as retired and abandoned objects were carried off by their next owners.


      Someday, I want to stand on the stage I dreamed of.


      Every time I hesitated, my wish got steadily further away. The only reason I didn’t give up completely was because there was no other path in life for me.


      “Excuse me!”


      Then on an otherwise ordinary day, just after my mother had stepped out, a customer visited the antique shop.


      She was a young woman with light blue hair.


      She wore a black robe, a pointed hat, and a star-shaped brooch.


      It was the Azure Witch, Annelotte.


      “…Tch.”


      I didn’t know what kind of face I should make. My chest felt constricted. I had trouble breathing. We weren’t on bad terms or anything. It was simply that long ago, we had been in the same position. That was all.


      “…Good afternoon. Can I help you find something?”


      I tried to look unbothered and greeted her.


      In response to my feigned composure, she smiled and said, “…Uh, no. I was just passing by.”


      Then she told me that she was from this area herself, and that it was where she had gotten her start.


      “…You don’t say?”


      I had stopped going to the shop by the time it happened, so I didn’t know about it, but apparently, for several years before she left to study abroad, she’d learned magic from my grandmother.


      Apparently, when she said she had gotten her start at the shop, she meant it was where she had learned magic. My chest ached just a little to hear that. It occurred to me that even then, after everything that had happened, I still wanted to be someone she admired.


      I told her my grandmother had already died quite some time ago.


      She nodded.


      “Ah, yes. I knew that.”


      She knew that.


      “…Oh, you did?”


      Even so, she had apparently been poking her head into the shop from time to time, whenever she was passing nearby for work. She told me that visiting such a treasured place was a way for her to return to her roots.


      We had a bit of a conversation then, and afterward, she left the shop. She didn’t have a single comment to make about me.


      Apparently, she had forgotten all about me.


      I wasn’t sure what I should say at the time.


      When you were little, I sang out in front of this shop and patted your head, you know. Do you remember me?


      I wondered, if I’d said something like that, to try and find out how she felt, would we have become slightly better friends?


      I thought it over as I watched her walk away.


      Several days after that—


      I was asked to tidy up the storehouse so that we could use it to organize my grandmother’s keepsakes and merchandise for the store. My mother had left the storehouse completely untouched since inheriting the shop. She’d been foisting such bothersome tasks upon me ever since I’d started helping out at the shop in earnest.


      “…This sucks.”


      The storehouse was full of dust. The cavernous room was overflowing with objects that were genuinely no longer needed by anyone. It was just junk, as far as the eye could see. It all looked like it had been abandoned for a long time. The inside of the storehouse was filled with the stink of mold.


      “…Let’s get this job over with quickly.”


      I didn’t want to spend a lot of time there.


      I looked at those forgotten objects, which had been stuffed into corners to quietly rot, and I felt like I was being treated exactly the same way.


      “It seems like you’re feeling sad.”


      It happened when I was adjusting the fixtures in the storehouse.


      I heard a little girl’s voice coming from somewhere. As I surveyed my surroundings, my eyes passed over a sea of old junk and landed on a doll.


      …A doll?


      “Hello.”


      On a shelf in the storehouse, a small doll was sitting on top of a stack of books, dangling its legs. Its little eyes were staring at me.


      Its appearance was familiar to me.


      “You’re troubled by something, aren’t you? I can tell from the face you’re making. If you like, I could help you.”


      It was the doll that had sat in my grandmother’s shop all those years ago—it looked exactly like the one that had been kept in the glass case.


      Then the doll introduced itself to me as the “Wish-Granting Doll.”
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      “…Oh, you’re here again?”


      Samara looked at us mockingly from up on the stage. As she gripped her wand, she said, “You must be exhausted from trying over and over again.”


      The fact that Annelotte had been there before ought to have slipped from her memory, but—perhaps she had learned to expect her, after two weeks of continuous confrontations. She seemed to understand, more or less, what had happened before.


      “And you brought Elaina back with you again, even after you went to all that trouble to save her? She won’t even be that much help.”


      …In her mind, even if she blasted me away, I probably didn’t leave much of an impression. She really didn’t seem to take me seriously, as she snorted with laughter.


      “She’s got a really nasty personality, huh?”


      “She’s always like this when she battles against me.”


      Annelotte and I were still holding hands. We gripped our wands with our free hands, and together, we slowly closed the distance between ourselves and Samara, watching for an opportunity to attack.


      Holding hands during the battle would definitely restrict our movements. We couldn’t ride our brooms, and our spells might interfere with each other.


      A short, decisive battle is what we’re hoping for.


      “…Samara. I’m always saying this, but—I wonder if you would give me that doll you have? It’s not something you should have. It’s a very dangerous object.”


      “Is it really? This is my first time hearing of it.”


      “That’s because your memories have been vanishing.”


      “Well then, you probably already know how I’m going to answer.”


      “I do. Though it would be helpful if you would just accept that it’s time to move on already.”


      “I have no intention of handing over the doll, or of letting these happy days slip away from me. Sorry, but I’m going to ask you to leave.”


      “I see, it seems like you’re not tired of it just yet.”


      Beside me, Annelotte let out a big, exasperated sigh. She seemed to have heard this exchange already, ever since her first time facing off against Samara.


      “Well then, it looks like there’s nothing to do but fight again, until you do get tired of all this—right!”


      Annelotte held her wand at the ready.


      She cast a spell from her wand a moment later. Countless balls of fire spilled out of the tip of her wand, winding like snakes to slip between the seats in the hall as they rushed toward Samara.


      Then from all directions, the balls of fire attacked Samara.


      But—


      “What’s that? How futile.”


      She snorted with laughter. All around Samara, cloudy streams of water rained down from out of nowhere and put out Annelotte’s flames.


      Samara hadn’t moved at all. She’d done nothing to summon any magical energy, and she hadn’t even waved her baton. Apparently, the magic baton she was holding was special.


      Still, we would be at a disadvantage the longer the fight dragged on. A short, decisive battle was what we required.


      I guess the first thing we’d better do is get rid of that pesky magic baton.


      “Hyah!”


      To that end, I also took a shot. I had been stealthily collecting magical energy in the tip of my wand the whole time, keeping it contained, and I waved my wand and released all the power I’d gathered.


      “—Tch!” Though she wore a blank expression, for just a brief moment, shock appeared in Samara’s eyes.


      Magical energy, which flew at her like a bullet, pierced the gemstone on the tip of her magic baton and shattered it into tiny pieces.


      This way, she shouldn’t be able to use magic anymore.


      “Hi-yah!”


      Then I filled the whole Second Hall with fog.


      Just like Annelotte was always doing, I made us vanish. As we disappeared in the fog, I led Annelotte away by the hand.
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      Once again, I said, “Let’s go, Annelotte.”


      The moment Samara lost sight of us, the memory of the time she’d spent facing off against us also left her.


      In other words, every time we concealed ourselves, her memory of us would vanish from her mind. That ought to delay her reactions. To put it another way, each time we hid in the fog, we could reset the battle, or at least that was my theory.


      To defeat someone in possession of a powerful tool that could make any wish of hers come true, our only recourse was to repeat our short, decisive battle in that way.


      —It should at least take her a while to prepare a new magic baton now, right after I destroyed her old one. Now’s the perfect chance, if we’re going to strike.


      “Here we go.”


      Then, tugging on Annelotte’s hand, I plunged into the fog.


      We approached Samara’s location.


      “It’s futile, I told you.”


      But it only took one swing.


      Just one swing of her magic baton, and the fog I had conjured suddenly evaporated.


      I thought I just wrecked your baton—


      “—I wondered what was going on when I was suddenly in a cloud of fog, but you two launched a surprise attack on me, didn’t you?” Up on the stage, where the fog had cleared, Samara picked up the doll with a chuckle. “But it’s no use. I have this. Not even if you break my baton and blind me with fog. As long as I have this doll, she’ll sort out any trouble I’m in. As long as I have this, I don’t need anything else. Not ever again—”


      What are you talking about?


      “You know, we came here because this city has no future anymore, thanks to you,” I said to her as I waved my wand.


      So don’t give me that dreamy nonsense, please.


      “Listen, Samara, please. Wake up—” Annelotte implored her, as she waved her wand.


      I wondered whether the doll would listen to her wish, too.


      “No!”


      Samara did not seem the least bit interested in hearing what we had to say, as she shot off another round of spells in our direction.


      With eyes dark like the black of night, she gripped her magic baton and countered our attacks head-on with balls of magical energy.


      Immediately afterward, I conjured more fog, and Annelotte made a surprise attack from inside.


      But again, Samara said, “That’s futile,” cleared the fog, and shattered our spells.


      In that way, we faced each other head-on and repeated our brief, decisive battle many times over.


      Our objective was to snatch the doll from Samara, who was wearing quite an uncomfortable-looking expression for someone who was living in the world she had wished for.
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      “I am the Wish-Granting Doll. As my name suggests, I’m a marvelous doll that grants people’s sincerest wishes.”


      It sounded absurd, but that was what the doll said, in a flat voice, as it stared at me, dangling its legs.


      “You’re…the doll that was in the shop…?”


      I remembered it. The mysterious doll, the one thing my grandmother wouldn’t allow me to even touch.


      “That’s right. You don’t seem surprised, even though a doll is talking.”


      “…I am surprised.”


      “Are you? You’re not very expressive.”


      I didn’t hear anything very expressive in the doll’s words either as it answered me sarcastically. Though that was hardly surprising, since it wasn’t a living person to begin with.


      “It’s been a long time since I met anyone. I’ve spent so long inside this room.”


      According to the doll, which called itself the Wish-Granting Doll, it had played an important, albeit unappreciated role in the city’s development.


      Then the doll told me plainly, “I am capable of granting any wish at all. Since it’s been so long since I met anyone, why don’t I grant your wish to commemorate the occasion?”


      “…Sounds suspicious.”


      What is this thing talking about?


      For it to suddenly appear and start telling me it will do whatever I wish—that’s just too good to be true.


      “I’m suspicious that you would grant me a wish without getting anything in return.”


      “Well then, how about this? Only when you decide to unmake your wish will I take the thing you hold most precious as my compensation.”


      “My most precious thing…?”


      “Your singing voice, perhaps.”


      “…!”


      The doll explained.


      The doll could grant me as many wishes as I wanted, but it would only undo them all at once. And I wouldn’t be allowed to unmake just one wish either. When I lost them, I would lose them all.


      “So what will you do?”


      “……”


      Who would take such a questionable—?


      “This is your chance to get back at Annelotte,” the doll whispered.


      “…! How do you know about Annelotte—?”


      “I can’t ascertain what a person holds dearest if I don’t read their mind, now can I?”


      “……”


      The doll’s eyes locked on me. As if it were seeing right through me.


      “You’ve been suffering for a long time, haven’t you? You work so hard, but no one appreciates it, no one takes any notice. Everyone here, they all ignore you. Even though you have a truly wonderful talent.”


      “……”


      “It doesn’t sit right with me how Annelotte has been able to waltz through life. Especially because the more that girl shines, the more wretched your life becomes.”


      “Stop it.”


      “Even though the people of this city supported you when you were little, now that you’re older, they don’t see any promise in you, and nobody wants to look at you anymore. The eyes you feel on you from time to time are looks of pity. People like that are unforgivable. They’re hateful. I’d like to put them to shame someday. I’d like to tell them it serves them right.”


      “…Stop.”


      “You’ve seen too much misfortune in your life so far, and now I see you’re resistant to good fortune. You poor thing. I’ll start by granting the wish you hold in the deepest part of your heart.”


      “…Huh?”


      It happened the moment I lifted my head.


      The storehouse caught fire. The flames surrounded me and the doll.


      “…What are you—?” What on earth are you doing? I was confused. My breath caught in my throat, and I couldn’t get my voice out. I don’t want anything like this to happen, though—


      “It would be great if this stupid store would disappear. That’s what you were thinking, right?”


      “…No, I wouldn’t—”


      “But that’s what you were saying inside your mind.” The doll whispered to me. “You’ve got talent, but you can’t get anyone to recognize it. A world like that is unforgivable. Annelotte is unforgivable. She lives a comfortable life, and everything always goes well for her. She’s unforgivable, she acts selfless, and everyone loves her so much. But you hate yourself even more for thinking those things.”


      The doll laughed.


      “Living in a world like this is suffocating, isn’t it? Don’t you hate it? Come on, try making a wish with me. I’ll grant you whatever you desire—”


      Steadily, steadily—


      The fire enveloped the storehouse. The flames crawling up from the floor flickered and swayed as they traced the edges of the old objects, their fingers stretching ever upward.


      Eventually, the whole place was sure to be enveloped in the blaze.


      “Come on, quickly. If you don’t make a decision, you’ll die!”


      The doll laughed.


      There was no way out. Before I knew it, I had only one option left to me.


      Just like my life so far.


      So I—


      “—Are you all right?!”


      I sucked in a hot breath, then just as I was about to answer—


      —a witch appeared and kicked in the door to the storehouse.


      It was Annelotte.


      “What a terrible blaze…! You’re in danger! Come out here!”


      She extended a hand to me from the doorway.


      “Ah, she came to save you. Are you okay with that? With throwing away this chance?”


      Up on its shelf, the doll smiled.


      “—Hurry!”


      She stretched out her hand.


      “What will you do?” the doll asked me.


      Annelotte reached out to me from the doorway, and she and I locked eyes. She looked desperate. I was sure she must have flown over in a hurry as soon as she realized that the blaze was rising from the storehouse.


      That was because she was a guardian and protector, who helped all the people of the city, with no exceptions.


      “…Ah, I see.”


      At that point, I finally realized something.


      From her perspective, I appeared to be nothing more than a weakling in need of a helping hand. I realized that an insurmountable gap had opened between us, one that couldn’t be overcome by just working a little harder.


      So I made my wish.


      There was nothing wrong with that, was there? After all, everything always seemed to go well for Annelotte, so what would be the matter if I just happened to have my own stroke of luck and got the doll to grant my wishes?


      “—Doll, I wish…”


      So I made my wish.


      I wished to make the world the way I wanted it to be.


      To turn it into a world without that eyesore.
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      “I keep losing my memory…”


      It was the eighth time I had conjured a cloud of fog and covered Annelotte’s attack. And even though it was the eighth time, Samara continued deftly handling our attacks with a bored-looking expression on her face.


      “…Just how many times are you going to do this before you’re satisfied? It’s futile. Completely futile. No matter how hard you all try, you’re absolutely no match for me.”


      Apparently, the doll that could grant any wish, or whatever its name was, had plenty of power left.


      I had attempted several times to destroy Samara’s magic baton, but it only took a few moments for it to return to its original state, as if it had never actually been broken at all. Then Samara would launch an attack at us, using an enormous amount of magical energy.


      “…What a pickle, ah-ha-ha.”


      Annelotte laughed lightheartedly, but she was frowning.


      Up to that point, we had been trying over and over to use the best spells we had at our disposal, but even so, we had yet to land a decisive blow.


      If only we could get her to give up the doll, this would all be over, but—Samara wasn’t even giving us any openings to get close to her.


      “It’s futile, and yet… It’s futile, and yet you challenge me time and time again… What are you trying to do…?”


      Samara sighed. She looked extremely bored. In her eyes, I could see that she was fed up. Her eyes said she was someone who had no hope, and who had given up on everything.


      Annelotte spoke to Samara.


      “We don’t know yet whether it’s futile or not, do we?” She raised her voice only a little. She sounded less cheerful than usual. “As long as we keep trying, it’s not clear at all whether or not it’s futile. You always see the results after something’s over, after all. So right now, it’s not futile for us to be facing each other like this,” she said bluntly.


      “…Hmph.” Samara snorted in response. “At any rate, as soon as you leave my field of vision, I forget about you immediately. So what, then? You want to keep repeating the same conversation?”


      “Ha-ha-ha-ha! I wish you wouldn’t underestimate me.”


      As she said that, Annelotte readied her wand.


      She shot the magical energy that came out of the wand at her own legs, and as the power wrapped around her, she sprang up off the floor, instantly leaping onto the center of the stage.


      “We’ve told you the same thing over and over again—”


      Then we got behind her.


      “—Tch! It’s futile!”


      It was a word I had heard so many times that day, it made my ears ache. Samara had repeated it countless times. Every time she said it, she seemed to be in pain.


      Futile, futile. No point in doing what we’d done.


      I was sure she must have believed that was how it would always turn out.


      “Enough already, I just want you to listen to what I have to say—!” Annelotte launched a spell at point-blank range.


      “Tch…! I told you, something like that is—!”


      Futile.


      With a single wave of Samara’s magic baton, Annelotte’s desperate spell was neutralized. Despite that, Annelotte adjusted her grip on her wand again, but she must have gotten too close, and maybe that backfired. Magic poured from Samara’s baton, coalescing around Annelotte’s wand—


      —and smashed it to pieces.


      “…! I’ve got no wand!”


      She made a split-second decision. Annelotte tossed aside her now-useless wand, let go of my hand, and kicked away Samara’s baton.


      —Clatter.


      Almost at the same moment the magic baton fell to the ground in the distance, Annelotte threw her arms around Samara.


      “L-let me go!”


      I think that might have been the first time I’d heard Samara sound flustered.


      “I won’t!”


      Then Annelotte gave me a signal with her eyes.


      It looked like she was telling me to go ahead.


      I didn’t hesitate. If it was a request from the city’s guardian and protector, I intended to heed it. I gathered magical energy in my wand, taking care not to take my eyes off Samara and Annelotte.


      “My apologies,” I said while doing my best to go easy on Samara.


      That said, I still remembered when she blasted me into the distance earlier, so when I fired off my spell at her, I put twice as much power into it.


      “Hyah!”


      I made some sort of noise as I did.


      And at almost exactly the same time, Samara’s hands touched me and Annelotte both.


      For just a moment, I wondered, Without her baton, what is she going to do just by touching us?


      But when I thought about it, I remembered she had that convenient doll that could grant any wish she made.


      “…Blast them away.”


      That meant that when she made a wish like that, of course, things happened as she wished. She didn’t need a spell or a magic baton.


      As for the result—


      The three of us each went flying in perfect harmony. Annelotte and I fell into a heap on a dark part of the stage.


      Samara flew out to the farthest seats.


      One blow from Samara was quite a serious thing. It was so powerful, it felt less like magic and more like I had been hit in the stomach with a ball of lead. It was bad enough that I didn’t even think I’d be able to get up the energy to stand anytime soon.


      “Oww…!”


      Annelotte groaned. She was lying right on top of me. I was glad to see she was unhurt—that was the most important thing—but she was quite heavy, so I wished I could get her to get off of me.


      We were exhausted. However, Samara, who had gone flying out into the theater seats, stood right back up.


      “…It’s no use.”


      Muttering just a few words as she did, she approached the stage, step by step. Her head hung low, and she seemed unsteady on her feet.


      “It’s all futile now, everything— I’m sorry, it’s my fault…”


      Then with tears in her eyes, she said, “As long as I’m alive, you two will never be able to get out of here again—”
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      The doll made my dreams come true.


      From that day forward, a wonderful world unfolded before my eyes. Whenever I went out into town, people would ask me for a handshake or tell me with a delighted look that they admired me.


      It seemed to me that I had become Annelotte’s equal.


      One thing that was different was that I had a pupil, and that pupil of mine was now the city’s protector.


      And that I was going to be giving my inaugural concert that day at the Blooming Basilica—that was different, too.


      “Is this actually…reality…?” I asked the doll.


      The small doll in my hands gave me a dispassionate answer, as before.


      “As you can see, this is reality. This is the world you desired so badly. All the people of the city have faith in you. All the people of the city appreciate your efforts, and they all want to hear you sing. All the people of the city are grateful to you.”


      And the doll said, “The Azure Witch Annelotte does not exist. And that is your ideal world.”


      Annelotte was gone. She didn’t exist.


      I wondered whether that was really something I had wanted. From then on, the doll, which could look into my mind, granted any wish I made.


      It gave me marvelous dresses.


      It gave me a magic baton that never ran out of power.


      It distributed posters around town for my concert.


      I had seen Millinarina, my new pupil, before. I remembered her as the girl who had always followed Annelotte around.


      But then that, too, was no longer true, now that I had changed the city.


      “You really are amazing, huh, Lady Samara? I hope I can be like you someday.”


      Millinarina struck up a conversation on the way to the Blooming Basilica for my first concert. In her mind, we must have had a close relationship.


      “Listen, I’m going to work hard to capture the Gloom Witch, so when I do, I want you to recognize that I’ve got what it takes.”


      The Gloom Witch.


      A mysterious witch who did not even remain in people’s memories. It was a common phrase that had been used in the city since antiquity. Millinarina said she was chasing her down.


      The Gloom Witch really did exist, apparently. I didn’t care. I didn’t need this girl admiring me.


      “That’s great. I’m cheering for you.”


      I wasn’t particularly kind to her, but neither was I particularly harsh. Because she didn’t interest me.


      And then after that, I began the first concert of my life at the Blooming Basilica.


      The inside of the spacious hall was packed with spectators.


      When the curtain went up, from every seat, they looked at me with eyes full of dreams and expectations. Their warm gazes affirmed everything about me.


      I expressed my feelings of gratitude to all the people who were present, and I announced that I would do my very best to put those feelings into song. All I did was deliver a few extremely clichéd phrases, and the people in the audience bit their lips sincerely, nodded, and teared up.


      Once I started singing, the theater fell silent.


      There was only my voice, vibrating everything around me.


      I felt nervous. It was the first time I’d ever had such a great crowd of people staring at me. My voice wouldn’t come out right. I was afraid of being up there alone, singing in isolation while everything around me was shrouded in darkness.


      When I sang up on that stage, my voice sounded totally different. It was awful.


      When the song was over, the people stood up together as if they had arranged it ahead of time, and the theater was engulfed in a round of applause. Their approval was much louder than my singing voice.


      The people said my song was the most wonderful thing they’d ever heard, and it made me tremble.


      Everyone loved me.


      I was the center of attention.


      The people praised me, an ordinary girl who really did not deserve to be standing there. However, every time the people showered me with applause, it became obvious that they weren’t listening to my singing voice.


      Because if they had been listening properly, they would have known that my voice wasn’t actually anything special.


      That was the moment I finally realized something. I realized that someone had to have real, undeniable ability to keep standing up on the stage.


      And that Annelotte had it, while I did not.


      Fulfilling my dream of standing onstage at the Blooming Basilica made me aware of it at last. It made me see that I had no talent at all.


      From that day forward, the repetitions began, every single day.


      The next day, and the day after that, was the day of my inaugural concert. I was baffled. I couldn’t understand how things had turned out that way. So I asked the doll.


      “…? Surely you understand it on your own?”


      The doll told me, “Surely you can see that the day after your inaugural concert, your wish, a day when everyone loves you, will be no more?”


      The people of the city were looking forward to my first concert because none of them had heard my voice before. Once they actually heard me sing, they were sure to realize that I wasn’t talented enough to perform at the Blooming Basilica.


      That was why we couldn’t move beyond my first concert.


      After that, I spent many, many days repeating the same single day over and over and continued to sing my song. I just wasn’t able to progress to tomorrow.


      Every time I sang, it reminded me that I had no real ability. Every time I was bathed in that ovation of applause, it made my chest tighten. And yet I went on repeating it, day after day.


      After a number of days had passed, something started to change in the day’s repetitions. From time to time, my memories would disappear. Such a thing had never occurred before the city had started to repeat every day.


      Every evening, Millinarina came to tell me about her accomplishments that day. Depending on the day, her results varied. One day, she encountered the Gloom Witch on the east side of the city. One day it was on the west side. Another day it was in the Blooming Basilica.


      I realized it right away. Annelotte was alive.


      “What’s the meaning of this?”


      I immediately asked the doll about it. I was sure it had told me that Annelotte no longer existed.


      “I simply granted your wish. It seems that in your heart, you wanted her to find herself in a position like yours.”


      In other words—


      “…I suppose you’re trying to say I was someone nobody remembered, like the Gloom Witch?”


      “Hmm?”


      The doll smiled.


      After that, I spent many, many more days repeating the same single day over and over. However, no matter how many times I repeated it, I was never able to perform a perfect concert.


      The more times I repeated the day, the further I got from the perfection I had envisioned.


      “……”


      After another week had passed, I finally fully realized something.


      I realized that even if I was singing from the stage, my voice wasn’t reaching anyone’s hearts. So I made a wish on the doll.


      I wished for a singing voice that was good enough to perform the concert flawlessly.


      However—


      “That might be impossible.” Even at that moment, the doll was smiling. “If I give you a better singing voice, it will nullify your previous wish, that everyone in town would appreciate your hard work.”


      Any singing voice the doll gave me would not be something I’d attained through hard work, so it was impossible. The doll answered me definitively.


      That meant, in other words, that no matter how I struggled, I would never be able to advance into the future from the current day.


      It was at that point I finally realized I had been deceived. The doll had pretended to be kind to get close to me, but ultimately, it had been planning from the very beginning to steal the thing most precious to me.


      “…In that case—”


      I’ve had enough. I suppose it’s time for me to give up on my dream of becoming a singer.


      “Go ahead and take my voice and undo all my wishes.”


      I let go of my dream and said that to the doll. I had been preparing myself for it the whole time, as I repeated my first concert over and over again. I’d had a hunch. I’d suspected that a world made exactly how I wished might eventually prove to be an illusion.


      However—


      “That might be impossible, too.”


      The doll repeated the same words again.


      “…Why?”


      I was absolutely bewildered, and the doll smiled at me.


      “Surely you must know yourself? After all, your voice doesn’t have any value, does it?” said the doll. “At this point, the only thing you have to offer me is your life.”


      I had always been that way.


      Ultimately, that held true once again. This always happened… By the time I realized what was going on, it was entirely too late, and I had fallen into a hopeless situation. I had no hope left for the future. I was simply going through the motions each day.


      The one thing that was clearly different than before was that I no longer had any path of retreat.


      I had no options left, other than death.


      “…What do I do, what do I do…?”


      No matter how many tears I cried, there was no one to help me. Who would have possibly believed me? Who would believe I had been tempted by a doll and wished for such a world?


      I just went on living day after day, harboring a pain I couldn’t share with anyone. I couldn’t ask for help, and I couldn’t do anything about it. I just waited for the day I would be ready to die.


      And then the two witches, Elaina and Annelotte, appeared.


      They probably thought they could neatly resolve the situation if only they could defeat me. That all they had to do was remove the cause of the situation. That was a major misunderstanding.


      There would be no changing the situation for the better.


      “It’s all futile now, everything— I’m sorry, it’s my fault…”


      I shouted at them from the back of the theater in desperation.


      “As long as I’m alive, you two will never be able to get out of here again—”


      It wasn’t something that could be forgiven with a simple apology, but nevertheless, I apologized to the two of them.


      “I’m sorry for getting you caught up in this. I’m sorry for trying to show off, when I’m such a worthless person—” Once I started venting the feelings inside me, which had been suffocating me all along, there was no stopping.


      The words leaked out along with my tears.


      If only I had realized it earlier. If only I had realized I couldn’t do anything.


      I wished I had given up on it earlier. I should have realized I’d never be able to make anyone happy.


      “I see. Now I’ve got a gooood grasp on the situation.”


      Annelotte was standing up on the stage.


      She fixed her eyes on me and smiled.


      “Well then, looks like it’s my turn.”


      In her hand, she was holding the doll.
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      “When did you—?”


      Eyes wide in astonishment, Samara searched through her pockets. The doll that should have been there was nowhere to be found.


      Annelotte had probably stealthily snatched it earlier, when Samara had been clinging to her. She could be awfully light-fingered for a guardian who was supposed to be protecting the peace of the city.


      “…Give it back. What are you trying to do? That’s not something you should be holding—,” Samara said, as she slowly approached the stage.


      But Annelotte slowly shook her head and smiled.


      “I refuse.”


      With both hands, Annelotte toyed with the doll and gave it a hard look.


      Finally, the doll in her hands spoke to her dispassionately. “What do you desire?”


      “What would happen if I made a wish for you to undo all the wishes you granted Samara, I wonder?”


      “I would take from you that which you hold dearest.”


      “And what is it that I hold dearest?”


      “In your case, your magic.” The doll smiled. “Give me your magical energy. If you do that, I will grant you your wish. You will never be a witch again, for the rest of your life, and it will be as if all the days you spent learning magic never happened. As long as you are willing to do that, then I will undo her wishes for you.”


      With a smile, the doll gave her that answer.


      Its smile seemed to ask if she was prepared for all that.


      “—I see, okay.”


      In response to the doll’s provocative question, Annelotte only nodded with a docile look on her face.


      Annelotte, the guardian of the city.


      What could she have been thinking at that moment? —The answer was plainly clear to both me and Samara.


      “…Don’t do anything stupid!”


      Samara ran toward the stage to take the doll away from Annelotte. “There’s no need for you to sacrifice your magic! This is all my fault. I’ve got to take responsibility and die. There’s no other way—”


      To protect the future of the city’s rightful guardian, Samara shouted desperately. But she didn’t make it all the way to Annelotte.


      Because just as she was about to get on the stage, her body was bound by a spell. Even though she tried to reach out, the magical cord that wound around her hands and feet kept her where she was.


      “…! Magic? But how—?”


      Samara was baffled.


      She was certain she had broken Annelotte’s wand earlier. She shouldn’t have been able to cast any spells. So then, well, naturally, it couldn’t be Annelotte using magic. Then who was it?


      That’s right, it’s me.


      “…Sorry, okay?” I apologized sincerely. Of course, I was aware I was going against Samara’s wishes. But there was no other way.


      Because it was what Annelotte wanted—


      “It’s difficult, isn’t it, to live with troubles on your mind? It’s painful to carry secrets, I know.”


      Annelotte smiled at her.


      “But it’s all right. I’m going to do something about all of it. So don’t worry.”


      As she said that, she sent me a signal with her eyes.


      Before we got to the theater—


      Annelotte disclosed the plan to me. It was a very, very simple procedure.


      “My grandmother taught me this, okay? That doll won’t ask for any payment when it grants your wish. However, to get it to undo a wish, it will demand something precious from the person who made the wish, as compensation.”


      In other words, the doll’s intention was to grant an inexhaustible supply of wishes and then extort the wish-maker once they were past the point of no return.


      “So,” she continued, “I’m going to pay the fee instead.”


      “……”


      “If I do that, we can go back to the way things were,” she said.


      There was no need for me to ask what she meant by saying that.


      There was no need for Annelotte to tell me what she would be using to pay.


      “…Isn’t there any other way?”


      “Probably not.” She nodded at me and seemed somehow cheerful. “Heh-heh-heh, almost certainly, today is the last day I can call myself a witch. But there’s no other way than this,” she said to me as I listened quietly.


      “So, Elaina, will you help me? I need your power—,” she said.


      “Stop it…! Please, stop! You don’t need to sacrifice your talent for my sake! This is all my fault. If I can’t…if I can’t bring it to an end, then—”


      “It’s a guardian’s job to correct problems caused by other people, Samara.”


      “But—”


      “It’s all right.”


      I was sure she must have agonized over it before arriving at her decision.


      But still, she answered with a smile that was bright enough to hide any uncertainty.


      “I don’t help people just because I’m a mage. Even without magic, I’ll try to live my life the way I want to live it. Being a mage is not my only path in life,” she said.


      “So watch me. Watch what I do from here on out—”


      Then she embraced the doll.


      A dazzling white light enveloped us all.
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      It felt just like awakening from a long dream.


      When I opened my eyes, I was in the Blooming Basilica, as I had been before. It seemed like the three of us had fallen peacefully into a deep sleep on the stage.


      I got up, and a moment later, Annelotte opened her eyes.


      “Annelotte—”


      My memories had not left me. I knew she was Annelotte.


      All the memories that had left my mind before then came back to me.


      I remembered all the days I had spent with her.


      “We did it, huh, Elaina? We finished it—”


      She let out a short sigh and smiled softly.


      “Why…?”


      The last one to wake up was Samara.


      She did not stand up like we had. After slowly sitting up, she sank back to the floor where she was, her shoulders shaking as she started crying.


      “You didn’t need to go to such lengths for me—”


      Shedding large teardrops like a little child, she lamented that the witch who had protected the city was no more.


      “Ah-ha-ha-ha! I’m really not all that bothered by it.”


      Annelotte was completely nonchalant, as if nothing had even happened. She seemed like she didn’t understand what the big deal was.


      In her mind, she had probably sorted through her feelings on the matter a long time ago.


      “I don’t really mind losing my magic.”


      She sat down right in front of Samara and gently smoothed the sobbing young woman’s hair. It looked exactly like something she might do to a little child.


      “Even without my magic, I’m still me. I haven’t changed.”


      She said that and smiled at Samara.


      “…Annelotte.”


      Samara raised her head.


      “Oh, you finally really looked at me,” Annelotte said and put on her best smile of the day. “Before now, you never looked at me, not the whole time, so I was lonely, you know, Samara?”


      She must have been very happy.


      Because Samara was the person who had given Annelotte her dream. Being able to save a person like that must have been an absolute honor.


      “Actually, I’ve always wanted to talk to you, Samara.”


      Annelotte had been patient for so long, for so many years after coming back to the city.


      Finally, her eyes sparkling, Annelotte told her she wanted to talk to her. She, too, looked like a little child, the way her eyes lit up.


      No matter how grown-up a person might get, memories from childhood are always important.


      That was true for Samara.


      And for Annelotte, too.


      “…This room is a little too big for us to have a relaxed conversation, huh?”


      The Second Hall of the Blooming Basilica was in a terrible state, on account of our fierce battle. It looked like a lot of trouble, so I hoped Annelotte would fix it up a bit, but come to think of it, she wasn’t able to use magic any longer.


      Apparently, I’m going to have to fix all this.


      But given my character, working for free didn’t agree with me.


      Which meant—


      “Allow me to repair the hall. But, if you don’t mind, after that, I’m thinking I’d like the two of you to treat me to a meal as thanks. How does that sound?”


      I made a suggestion.


      “Actually, I know a good restaurant,” I told them.
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      After using magic to repair the Second Hall of the Blooming Basilica lickety-split, because it had been all smashed up in our fierce battles, I took Samara and Annelotte along with me, and we visited a certain high-class restaurant.


      It was an enchanting and intriguing establishment, and although it was definitely a restaurant, it very much had the atmosphere of an art gallery.


      There were no customers inside just when we arrived, and it almost looked like the whole place had been reserved.


      By the way, one thing that had been on my mind was how the people of the city felt. They had been repeating the same single day over and over again— Now that they had been released from the world the doll had created, I wondered exactly how they were doing.


      Well, as it turned out, the people of the city remembered the two weeks they had spent repeating everything.


      The people remembered the songstress Samara, who had suddenly appeared, and they remembered going to her concert every day. They remembered everything, and they wondered why they had loved her so much, why they had kept going to her concert every day, and why she had abruptly disappeared. They wondered about all of this.


      It seemed essential to explain the situation to the people of the city.


      “So I’ve got to explain all sorts of things to everybody, and I guess I want you to leave everything else up to me,” said Annelotte, who was sitting across from me. “Because now I’m no longer the Azure Witch, and at the same time, I’m not the Gloom Witch anymore either. The people of this city ought to listen to what I have to say now,” she told me.


      Next to her, hanging her head apologetically, sat Samara.


      “Sorry…”


      The word that had spilled from her lips countless times at the Blooming Basilica spilled forth again.


      Beside her, Annelotte was wearing a relatively unbothered expression, which made it hard to get a good grasp on whether the situation that surrounded the two young women was serious or not.


      “You don’t need to worry about it, Samara. At any rate, I do need to make an announcement about what’s going to happen from now on. Plus I need to tell everyone about the doll.”


      With a clunk, Annelotte set the doll, which was back in its small glass case, on the table. The case had strips of paper covered in inscrutable characters pasted all over it, and the doll’s eyes remained closed. It didn’t so much as twitch.


      “What do you plan to do with that doll?”


      “I’m not sure. Ah-ha-ha.” Annelotte laughed.


      …No plan, huh?


      “I have an acquaintance who knows how to handle objects like that. I’ll give you her contact information, so let’s foist the thing off onto her.”


      “Huh, can we do that?”


      “Sure. It’s safer than leaving it in this city anyway.”


      Be that as it may, she is in a distant island country, without regular ferry service, and there’s no guarantee I can get her to accept it right away.


      What’s more, I do have a feeling she might say something like “Huh? No way” and turn it down.


      So I went ahead and scrawled out a note that read, This thing seems kind of cursed, so please do something with it, and gave it to Annelotte along with my acquaintance’s contact information.


      Well, I’m sure it will all work out somehow.


      By the way—


      “Whoa…”


      There was a girl there, staring with great interest at the doll. Her sleeves were ridiculously long, and her black hair was secured with a hairpin.


      She must have been excited because she loved the occult. Her eyes were fixed on the doll.


      “So that’s the doll that grants your wishes if you talk to it, huh? Interesting. I can see that the type of doll that was fashionable here a long time ago. By the way, what does this doll sound like when it talks to you? If you don’t mind, I’d like to see it, just once, but—”


      “Sorry, Patty, but would you mind being quiet for a minute?”


      We had found her wandering around town, so we’d brought her along for the meal. But apparently, she was fairly excited by the doll, which was the kind of thing she would have never seen under normal circumstances.


      “A meal with Annelotte…? Seriously? Am I dreaming…?”


      That one’s probably more likely to have a normal reaction, I would say.


      Millinarina.


      We had also brought her along, the girl with whom I had at some point exchanged a promise to have lunch together at the very same restaurant.


      Given how she admired Annelotte, there was probably no greater honor for her than this.


      “…I caused a lot of trouble for you, as well. I’m sorry.”


      All Samara could do was apologize. She bowed her head to Millinarina, and to Patty as well.


      “…? I don’t really remember having a lot of trouble, but…” However, as a matter of fact, Patty had nothing to do with any of it. The whole story didn’t seem like a big deal to her.


      “Me too. I got a chance to become better friends with Annelotte, so it’s fine.” Again, it wasn’t a big deal to Millinarina either.


      “…I think a lot of people probably aren’t bothered by it.”


      It’s not like you tricked them and stole their money or something. And anyway, it’s all in the past. It’s over now.


      “If you feel guilty about it, you could spend some time making up for it, but that’s about all.”


      There was still time for atonement, after all.


      It was still possible for her to fix any number of things.


      “Say, by the way, this is on a different topic, but—”


      For the moment, we set the doll aside. For the moment, we set aside the topic of the two weeks Samara had set to repeat.


      Annelotte popped up out of her seat like she had suddenly remembered something.


      “Doesn’t anybody else want to hear a song?”


      Then she looked straight at Samara.
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      Annelotte walked through a certain restaurant, pulling me by the hand as she weaved her way between the seats.


      “I’m embarrassed!” I said and held back a little, but she didn’t let go of my hand.


      Before long, we made our way to a corner of the restaurant.


      To a little stage.


      There she came to a stop and whirled around. “I know this is a selfish request, but I’m making it anyway.” Then with a smile, she said, “I want you to let me hear you sing again. The song you sang for me by the roadside when I was little. The song that gave me my dream. I want you to sing that song.”


      Annelotte stared at me intently.


      I hadn’t known.


      Annelotte had never changed. She had always remembered me.


      I hadn’t known.


      She had always looked up to me.


      “…Thank you.”


      Then I sang my song.


      Everyone in the restaurant turned to look at me.


      All of them listened attentively to my singing, nodding from time to time with smiles on their faces.


      I sang only one song.


      The moment the song ended, the whole place was engulfed in applause. The people stood up out of their seats, and everyone there smiled at me.


      That was, without a doubt—


      —the happiest moment of my life.
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      EPILOGUE


      About three days had passed since we’d marked the end of the repeating day.


      As soon as the dammed-up stream of time began flowing again, a number of incidents and hidden truths came to light in the city all at once.


      Nearly every day, the newspaper articles reported extensively on a number of such historical happenings.


      SHOCKING! THE UNKNOWN DARK PAST OF CHESTER THE INVENTOR!


      One day, there was an article about the discoveries made by a young girl written in the paper. The girl who had found skeletal remains abandoned in Chester Castle had published an essay that identified suspicious incidents in Chester’s personal history and brought to light the sad truth about the lone young female mage whom Chester had plagiarized to accomplish his glorious achievements.


      THE ENIGMATIC SONGSTRESS SAMARA


      According to another article—


      Surely the reader recalled that everyone in town had gone crazy for the songstress Samara, who had suddenly appeared like a comet crossing the sky two weeks earlier. The whole city had been wild about her, and the days they had spent going time and time again to her concert were surely fresh in the reader’s mind. But now the songstress Samara was a thing of the past.


      No one knew the whereabouts of the songstress Samara, who had suddenly vanished. The article wondered, where had she disappeared to, and who had helped her?


      According to rumors, she had been singing occasionally at a certain restaurant…


      The article went on.


      At the end of the day, it seemed like most people believed they had spent the two weeks in the grip of some unexplained hysteria.


      It seemed Samara herself thought she wasn’t worthy of standing up on the stage, but at the very least, it was safe to say that not everybody in the city thought the same way.


      THE AZURE WITCH, ANNELOTTE, SURRENDERS HER WITCH’S NAME.


      It’s probably fair to say that this was the incident that had caused the most upset in the city in recent days.


      Annelotte surrendered her star-shaped brooch and retired from being a witch.


      Regarding her reason for doing so, she consistently answered, “I just got kind of tired of being a mage.”


      Many of the citizens were saddened and confused by this.


      Exactly who was going to protect their city going forward, they wondered—?


      After walking down the street for a little while, I happened to pass in front of a certain antique shop.


      “I never knew there was a shop with such a big collection of occult objects…! Whoa!”


      Looking very excited, the young customer with extremely long sleeves gazed at all the retired objects. She was a young girl, with slightly strange interests, who got worked up about occult objects.


      “…Take your time and have a good look around.”


      The young woman running the shop greeted the strange little girl with a smile.


      The people of the city didn’t know she was in fact the very songstress who had suddenly disappeared. She was sure that as long as she didn’t start singing outside of the shop, everyone was sure to think she was nothing more than an ordinary shopkeeper.


      But she didn’t seem to be unhappy about that.


      “Miss Shopkeeper, what’s the rarest item you have in your shop? If possible, I want to see something with an occult backstory to go with it. Do you have anything like that?”


      “You’re suddenly talking very fast…”


      With a little chuckle, the shopkeeper looked around the shop. “Let me see…do we have anything rare in here?” she wondered aloud.


      In her eyes was a somewhat delighted look.


      And I was there admiring the way she carried herself with a similar look in my eyes, when—


      “Th-thief!”


      From out of nowhere, someone shouted.


      When I looked over my shoulder, I saw a woman sprawled out on the ground. She was reaching out and shouting. She was looking toward a pair of men.


      “Heh-heh-heh… Big bro, take a look at this! This lady’s got a ton of money!”


      “Fwa-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! ’Course she does! That’s ’cause we made sure to pick a woman who looked like she had money!”


      The men opened the lady’s handbag, and when they saw what was inside, they simultaneously burst into vulgar laughter.


      My, how awful. Purse snatchers, are you?


      At this rate, those greedy fellows will make off with that innocent woman’s bag. Oh my goodness me.


      If only there was some wonderful person around who could stop them. To state it more specifically, for example, someone like Annelotte.


      “Magical Girl Millinarina Miracle Change [image: image]”


      Down the alley, where the men were headed—


      A young woman, who was definitely old enough to know better than to call herself a magical girl, spun around in circles as she changed into a strange costume. Her outfit was so gaudy and frilly, it was hard to look at.


      “Listen, I’ve always wondered this, but don’t you feel embarrassed?”


      Of course, a girl wearing a costume like that in the middle of the city attracted a lot of attention.


      Standing beside her, in her regular clothes, was Annelotte, who was giving her a cold look.


      Annelotte.


      She had announced publicly that she’d given up being a witch; however—


      —she had never said anything about stopping her former activities.


      “Heh-heh-heh, listen, by the way, Annelotte, how long is it going to be before you wear the costume I made especially for you?”


      “Ah, right. I’ll wear it any day now.”


      “Any day now? When?”


      “Any day now means any day now. It doesn’t have to be right now, does it? Ah, oh no, the bad guys are closing in on us now, so we don’t have time to talk about it—”


      Annelotte stretched and got her magic baton ready.


      Losing her ability to cast spells did not mean she didn’t have any way to help people.


      “—! Wh-who are you?!”


      The men were surprised by Annelotte and Millinarina suddenly standing in their way and came to a screeching halt.


      Annelotte waved her magic wand.


      Then she smiled.


      “We’re guardians of justice.”


      As she said that, her gaze landed on me—and on the proprietor of the antique shop, Samara.


      Her eyes said one thing.


      —Watch this.


      “Magical Girl Annelotte will demonstrate for you.”


      So watch me. From now on, and forever.


      Even after losing her magic. Even after her special talent was gone.


      She showed that it didn’t have to stop her from living her life.
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      Afterword


      “I think it might be time to consider buying an apartment.”


      Purchasing property. That’s one of the major stages in a person’s life. And I thought it might be a good idea to try and find an apartment I could live in for the foreseeable future.


      It was an auspicious day when I hit upon the idea. I spent every day after that searching restlessly for property on a certain well-known website.


      Then one day, I found a place that was spacious and extraordinarily cheap within the city limits. The location wasn’t bad either.


      What exactly is going on here? I wondered.


      I didn’t understand the reason for it, but I had to go see it, so I immediately scheduled a viewing.


      Then the day of the viewing, I learned the reason why the property was so cheap.


      “It’s right next to a graveyard.”


      Next to a graveyard, huh? Now I see.


      I understand intellectually that there is nowhere in the entire country where nobody has died, but even so, the sight of a graveyard sprawling outside the window would concern the sort of person who worries about those kinds of things, and alas, I am exactly the sort of person who worries about those kinds of things.


      “So what do you think? The airflow here is really great, and when the windows are open, you get a refreshing breeze that blows right through in the springtime.”


      The day I visited, a young woman who lived there showed me the apartment.


      “By the way, are you planning to live in this property with your family?” she asked.


      “Good question. I was thinking I might propose to my girlfriend soon.”


      “Oh, that’s wonderful.”


      “Yes.”


      I lied as easily as I breathed. To tell the truth, I not only had no plans to get married, but I didn’t even have a girlfriend. The faces of Miss Anne and Mister Cooper (my pet cats) floated up in the back of my mind.


      But the thing that most concerned me about the situation was the graveyard I could see from the window of the apartment. I steadied my resolve and asked, “Um, by the way, has anyone ever seen a ghost or anything here…?”


      One might expect people to be concerned, with a graveyard next door. I couldn’t possibly just look the other way and sign a contract. I like scary stories, but I hate scary experiences. If there were any eyewitness reports of spirits, I was liable to get spooked and pee myself a little bit every time Miss Anne stared into empty space.


      The young woman giggled at my question.


      “Don’t worry. I’ve never seen one.”


      “Right.”


      Huh? Did you say “I”? Hang on—


      “But someone downstairs did say they’ve seen one…”


      “Right.” It was at that juncture that I gave up on living in that apartment. If I lived there, it would probably ruin my health.


      “By any chance, are you the type of person who believes in stories of the occult?” she asked me.


      Of course, if I didn’t believe in such things, I probably wouldn’t have asked something like that. When I nodded immediately, the young woman’s expression clouded over slightly.


      “…Have you had some kind of experience with those things before?”


      “Let me think… Actually, in the past, I’ve experienced sleep paralysis several times…”


      The trauma of those experiences has given me a slight resistance to the idea of living in an old home. When I outlined this for her, the woman immediately put on a triumphant expression and told me, “Ha-ha-ha, that’s nothing to worry about. Sleep paralysis has a scientific explanation—”


      “……!”


      There it is!


      At the time, I had just finished writing the corresponding section in the first chapter of Volume 17 of Wandering Witch, so that felt a bit like destiny. I knew she wanted to tell me that sleep paralysis is an illusion people experience when they inadvertently open their eyes during REM sleep. However, (redacted).


      First of all, any accepted scientific consensus is liable to be overturned after five years, so it’s dangerous to assume that anything you understand as being “proven by science,” those slick words that are so grating on the ear, is the singular truth.


      …But without getting into any of that, I nodded along with what the woman was saying. “I see, that’s very interesting…”


      Ultimately, the place scared me, so I didn’t sign a contract for that apartment.


      …That’s how it went for me when I first moved into the city, and now it’s been about half a year. I’ve spent my days looking through information on apartments on a certain website, muttering to myself, “…Isn’t there any decent property anywhere for me, now that I’ve turned into a spooky specter myself, roaming about searching for a permanent place to live?”


      Even though I know I’m likely to make up all sorts of excuses and end up buying nothing, it’s still fun to look at places. It fills my head with fantasies. It’s great!


      So anyway, hello again. I’m Jougi Shiraishi.


      This time, the whole book was set in just one city. It was the first time I’ve ever tried that, and I also feel like it’s the first time I’ve written a story of this particular flavor. I kept on writing, right down the wire, which was an awful nuisance for all the staff…sorry.


      At any rate, I think I’ll go ahead and get started with some comments on each chapter. Anyone who hates spoilers should turn around right about now, please! Okay then, here you go!


      Chapter 1  Ghost House


      This chapter was all about my own interests. I’m really pleased with it, including with Patty’s character. It was chock full of parody, too. Just in case, I’ll go ahead and note that the original source for Chester Castle was the Winchester Mystery House, and that all the various gags and gimmicks inside the castle were parodies of things from movies and games. After I packed the chapter with things I like, it became kind of a Scary Movie situation. But I also feel like it’s good to have this kind of chapter from time to time.


      Chapter 2  Actually, I…


      This chapter is another one where I included some parody and so on. Chapters 2 and 3 are kind of like palate cleansers.


      Chapter 3  A Story About That One Night


      In the process of writing this story, it became essential to the ending of the book, so I scrambled to include it.


      Chapter 4  Guardian of Carousel


      For the longest time, the head editor kept telling me, “She seems like a magical girl, you know, hey, she really does,” but every time, I rejected the idea. “No, magical girls are kind of…” However, no matter how many times I thought about the role of a girl who protected the city, I couldn’t come up with anything besides a magical girl, so as a result, a magical girl appeared in this chapter. I don’t have to tell you that when it happened, I thought, Damn! I really like Millinarina’s character design and the nature of her character.


      Chapter 5 and onward


      From here, I’m going to go ahead and write about these all together as one chapter.


      As you know, this is a story about a one-day time loop, and a character who doesn’t stay in anyone’s memories.


      When I started writing this volume, I knew I wanted to create a character like Annelotte who didn’t remain in anyone’s memories and build up a story about a continuous one-day time loop around her. I packed the book full of my favorite things, and as a result, the story got complicated, and the page count swelled quite a bit, and for a while, I had a really hard time. I’m glad that in the end, the page count settled at a reasonable number.


      By the way, for me, writing Samara’s recollections was the most painful part. There wasn’t really anything wicked about her, and yet… But it did make me think about how troubled people like her must not be all that rare, and that’s not limited to creatives only. This was just a sad story about how one cruel twist of fate can close off opportunities and leave you stuck. It’s a real blessing if you’re able to make a connection with someone before you have no other choices left.


      So that’s it—that was Wandering Witch Volume 17!


      It took a lot of time to write it, and I’m really awfully sorry… It was also really down to the wire when I was writing this afterword.


      Apparently, this is something that happens frequently in the creative industry, whether you work in novels or manga: After you get done making your story into an anime, you have a hard time writing more stories. It’s kind of like a backlash after how busy you were. So in the end, I felt relieved that my manuscript made it in on time. That said, I’m always busy, whether that backlash comes or not.


      Nevertheless, I’ve got pleeenty of time before the next volume is due, so I’d like to take the opportunity to relax a little and take my time writing the manuscript…though I feel like I always say that.


      Anyway, I think this will already be announced by the time anyone’s reading these notes, but I may as well go ahead and write it down here. GA Books is going to be putting out my work Riviere and the Land of Prayer! And as of now, it’s set to go on sale at the same time as Volume 18 of Wandering Witch. Good luck, future Jougi Shiraishi.


      By the way, I’m sure some people don’t know this, so I’ll mention it now. Riviere and the Land of Prayer is a reboot of a work called The Land of Prayer, and Riviere that was published just once, after Volume 3 of Wandering Witch came out. Ever since Volume 4 of Wandering Witch, I never heard any news about it, but now, this time, it’s going to be released by GA Novels, renamed as Riviere and the Land of Prayer. To all of you who were waiting for it, I’m terribly sorry for the delay. I will say that a number of various things have changed about the setting and other aspects of the book, and because of that, the title changed a little, too. Also, I just prefer the way Riviere and the Land of Prayer sounds.


      With all this going on, it seems like it’s going to be another busy year, but I’m going to try to hang in there, and take care of my body while still eating some fried chicken.


      Since I’m publishing two series at the same time, after July, there’s going to be a little bit of a gap before the next volume, but I’m going to try to write some fun chapters to make up for the delay, so please cut me some slack!


      Also, to make up for the fact that the publication schedule is going to be a little more spaced out, I think I’d like to do bite-size updates in my Twitter notes, so I’d love it if you would take a peek at those whenever you’ve got time to kill.


      And speaking of Volume 18 of Wandering Witch, I’m planning to bring back many of the characters who have appeared in previous volumes. As far as the kinds of stories they’ll appear in, you’ll just have to wait and see.


      There are still all sorts of things, like the drama CDs and so on, that I want to get to, so I hope you’ll stick with me going forward! It was super fun making the drama CD for Volume 17, so I definitely want to do it again next time, yeah! You hear that, GA Books editorial department?!


      So that’s all from Jougi Shiraishi. Now I want to offer words of thanks.


      To my manager, M.


      I’m awfully sorry that my manuscript was so last minute again this time… I think I can probably get you my manuscript for Wandering Witch early next time, so please stick with me…


      To Azure.


      It’s all divine, from the cover onward, down to every last drawing… No, I’m serious, I really loved the cover of the standard edition for Volume 17… I want to stare at it for the rest of my life… Summer sure is a wonderful time…


      To all the staff involved.


      Thank you as always for being a part of Wandering Witch! I hope to continue working with you!


      And so that was the afterword. I’ve been fairly quiet on Twitter lately, but I plan to keep on banging out the books. So by all means, please continue reading them!


      This will probably be the last book I put out this year (going by the publication schedule).


      Which means I’ll see you early next year, I hope. I’m going to make Wandering Witch and Riviere and the Land of Prayer lots of fun to make up for the wait. Count on it!


      Well then, I hope I have your continued support!


      Jougi Shiraishi, signing off.

    
  


  
    
      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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