



[image: Cover]












[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Insert


Table of Contents


Yen Newsletter


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.




















[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]




























[image: Book Title Page]






















Prologue: Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha Ha


Hey.


Wanna hear a nasty story?


Hey, you. You ever killed someone?


I have.


C’mon, don’t look at me like that.


Pretty much anyone who’s worked on a big farm has killed something.


Chickens, cows. Killing really takes it out of you.


There are lots of ways to get over that: experience, environment, religion, hunger. But until you get to that point, it’s still rough.


Once you’re a full-grown adult, not a stupid kid, some people aren’t even sure if they want to stomp on a line of ants. What about you?


Whoa, whoa, whoa, hang on. C’mon, I told you not to look at me like that. I’m not trying to lecture you, and I’m not preaching a religion or a vegetarian diet or anything like that.


Listen, I’m not talking about animals here. I love raw meat. I have pride. But all that aside…


I’m talking about people.


The thing is, it takes a lot of labor to kill a person.


I mean, don’t get the wrong idea. People die easy. Push ’em off the train platform, wedge an ice pick into the back of their head, and that’s it. Age, sex, and experience all mean nothing. If you can’t beat them in a fight, just poison them.


Anyone with eyes in their back who can dodge bullets and digest poison isn’t a mere human, so they’re not applicable to this exercise. Rule out the Headless Rider, who might be dead from the start for all I know, and that freak of nature who throws vending machines one-handed.


…Oops, I’m getting off track. Sorry.


At any rate, you can kill people real easily.


But it takes an incredible amount of work to actually kill.


People die quick, but it takes labor to go from “wanting to kill” to “killing.”


You often hear about stupid kids thinking they were just gonna beat on a guy, real easy, and then he just up and died on them. Right?


But when you have an adult, someone much, much stronger than a kid, possibly in possession of a gun…and they calmly think to themselves, All right, I’m going to kill him, that takes quite a lot of mental effort. Especially the first time. It’s different once you get used to it—then there’s no going back. At least, according to what I heard a soldier say once on TV when he came back from some war or another.


What I’m getting at is, it’s really, really hard for normal folks like you to rationally kill a person.


It’s a whole lot easier to suddenly go into a rage, scream that you’re going to kill someone, and then start firing.


Isn’t that weird?


Someone without intent to murder can’t kill a person. If they do, it’s an accident. There’s still a punishment for that, of course. The only difference between “I killed him” and “I accidentally killed him” is the level of intent.


So let me ask again.


Could you kill a person?


You sell information in Shinjuku, toying with people however you like.


But you love human beings more than anyone else around. Isn’t that right?


I’ve heard about you, Izaya Orihara.


Could you kill a person? With your own hands, I mean.


Instead, you stab them with a knife real weak so they don’t die, and you pretend you’re a real bad guy.


Either way, you’re gonna use them, right?


You know, it’s laughable what a cowardly creep you are.


Ha ha!


Ha  ha  ha!


Ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha  ha


Ha    ha    ha    ha    ha    ha    ha    ha    ha    ha    ha   ha   ha    ha


Ha      ha      ha      ha      ha      ha      ha      ha      ha      ha      ha


Ha        ha        ha        ha        ha        ha        ha        ha        ha
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Chat room




{Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.}


<Easy with the laughing.>


{Aha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha}


{Aha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha}


<A little overboard, Tarou!>







—SETTON HAS ENTERED THE CHAT—







[Evenin’.]


{Oh, good evening.}


<And good evening to you.>


[Are you just copy-pasting that mechanical laugh? What’s up, Tarou?]


{Well, what else can you do? Check out the backlogs.}


<Yah!>


{Huh?}


[Ah!]


{The backlog disappeared!}


<Heh-heh! Never overlook the power of administrator privilege!>


{This is tyranny!}


[That’s mean.]


[So what happened?]


{That’s the thing… Kanra said something weird.}


{You know Shizuo Heiwajima, right?}


[Yes. You were talking about him?]


[I’m not sure why, but his name seems to pop up in here a lot.]


{You’re right, lol. So, about Shizuo…}


|well|


[Huh?!]


|i’m going to leave for today|


{Oh, sure. Good night, Saika.}


[When did you get here, Saika?!]


<Just look at the user list, silly!>


[Huh? Where is that displayed…?]


{User list?}


|i’m not used to this yet|


{Where is the user list displayed, Kanra?}


<Uh-oh. I forgot, only the admin can see it!>


[Oh, Kanra… Well, either way, good evening, Saika.]


|good evening|


|i’m sorry for not saying hello|


|thank you|


|sorry|


<Why are you apologizing? lol>







—SAIKA HAS LEFT THE CHAT—







{Good night, Saika. Then again, it’s only eight thirty.}


[Maybe Saika’s coming from an Internet café.]


[That reminds me, there was just that armed robbery in Ikebukuro, so I hope everyone’s being careful walking around the area.]


{First, a slasher, now guns? It’s getting dangerous out there.}


<Let’s not talk about this stuff anymore, please?>


<Oh? By the way, has your PC not gotten that virus infection fixed, Saika?>


<You said you met Saika off-line, right, Setton?>


<Also, Ikebukuro’s always been dangerous.>


[Yes, a few times since then. The viruses and whatnot are fine now. She’s just not used to computers yet, so I’m giving her some tips.]


[Re: always dangerous—Yes, someone I know told me that even back in the Edo period, there were many street slashers around here.]


{Oh, really?}


[Oops, sorry.]


[Looks like I have some work all of a sudden. I’ve got to go.]


[So long!]


{Oh, no worries.}


<Oh, Setton. You and your late-night jobs!>


[Night!]







—SETTON HAS LEFT THE CHAT—







{Good night.}


<Good niiight.>







<Private Mode> {…Um, so… We laughed it off earlier, but…}


<Private Mode> {People will believe what you say, Izaya, so newbies to the Net like Saika might take you seriously.}


<Private Mode> <Sorry about that, I was struck by a whim.>


<Private Mode> <Plus, I thought Saika would join in on the joke. I mean, remember how Setton explained that Saika was a newbie and got hit by a nasty virus and that was the cause of all the weird posting?>


<Private Mode> {Well, that does make some sense.}


<Private Mode> <In which case, why was there that connection between the posts and the slashings?>


<Private Mode> {I think it was the slasher who was spreading the virus.}


<Private Mode> {It would explain why it was trolling our chat from a bunch of computers at once.}


<Private Mode> {The kind of virus that sends instructions afterward to make you look more powerful, you know?}


<Private Mode> <That would make some sense…but consider this, would you?>


<Private Mode> <What if Saika was the slasher?>


<Private Mode> {That’s not funny, either, man.}


<Private Mode> {Speaking of which, your first attempt at a “joke” was bad enough.}


<Private Mode> {Finding a way to legally kill Shizuo?}


<Private Mode> <If I could kill him with jokes, that would make my life a whole lot easier.>


<Private Mode> {Besides, you can’t even scratch him, he’s so powerful.}


<Private Mode> <I’m not so sure. I think it might be possible, if you just find the right method.>


<Private Mode> <If you rely on numbers, there’s no way to kill him.>


<Private Mode> <But if you throw in some extra variable…>


<Private Mode> {Knock it off.}


<Private Mode> {And let me be clear… Don’t try to use the Dollars for this.}


<Private Mode> <I’ll handle it.>







{Well, I suppose we’ll log off now.}


<Sure! Good night! [image: image]>


{Don’t use that [image: image] with me.}


<Oh, fine. ∞>


{I’m not going to keep playing this game.}







—TAROU HAS LEFT THE CHAT—


—KANRA HAS LEFT THE CHAT—







—THE CHAT ROOM IS CURRENTLY EMPTY—


—THE CHAT ROOM IS CURRENTLY EMPTY—


—THE CHAT ROOM IS CURRENTLY EMPTY—
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Chapter 1: You Know Perfectly Well.


Two years ago, Raira University Hospital, Ikebukuro


The boy’s eyes were focused on a single mass of white.


A scene like snow beyond the glass window.


Sheets behind the window.


Sheets on the bed.


A pipe frame supporting that bed.


The ceiling and walls surrounding it all.


Even the numerous devices filling the room.


Each and every one, white.


Even the skin tone and the black floating amid the white were connected with white tubes.


That point of color was like one giant eye, which the boy felt was looking out at him.


With a pale gaze.


It was an illusion, of course; the point floating in the white was the face of a girl about his age, her eyes closed and face pointed toward the ceiling.


It was the boy himself who was creating the illusion.


The guilt that gripped him so terribly made him wish that she would blame him for his transgression.


He wanted to run, but he had nowhere to go. He was afraid of the guilt that would remain after he did, so he hoped that if she blamed him, at least that guilt would disappear—a shameful, cowardly hope.


But the bedridden girl was almost cruelly silent.


In fact, she could neither hear anything nor open her eyes to see anything.


Unable to even speak to her, the boy could only tremble in fear.


“Hey, isn’t that great?”


The voice was completely at odds with the gravity of the situation.


The boy didn’t bother to turn around toward it. He ground his teeth audibly.


But the owner of the voice didn’t seem to be affected in the least by the boy’s bare hostility. He continued, “So she didn’t die, huh? Lady Luck’s on your side. As long as she’s alive, you can find a way to work things out.”


“Iza…ya…,” the boy replied, the anger palpable now. The only reason he didn’t turn around and pummel Izaya Orihara was because he knew the true target of his anger was his own self.


The black-clad Izaya, who stood out in stark relief against the white hospital hallway, gave the boy a knowing smile. “You’re smart—that’s why I like you. You understand that what happened to her was because of you. It is to your great credit that you didn’t let your emotions goad you into attacking me. I’m certain that she’s grateful for that too. Can’t wait until she wakes up truly.”


At the very moment Izaya’s speech finished, the boy leaped onto him. He knew they were in a hospital, but he could find no good reason to stop himself this time.


Yet Izaya easily evaded the boy’s desperate punch by a hair’s breadth, extending a leg to knock him off-balance. He grabbed the boy’s unsteady arm and spun him down to the floor. There was no sound or impact, just the soft landing of leaves onto the ground.


Stunned that he was now sitting on the hallway tile, the boy could only stare up at the man. From below, Izaya’s smile took on a hint of shadow.


“Correct.”


“…”


“You were right to turn your anger on me there. I taunted you with clear and present malice,” Izaya cackled with no hint of remorse. He brought a finger up to his lips. “But this is a hospital. Gotta keep it quiet in here,” he taunted, turning his gaze to the girl in the room.


“In a coma, huh? I really hope she wakes up. On the other hand, perhaps you would prefer that she never opens her eyes again?”


“What does…that mean…?” the boy gasped haltingly. The anger had faded a bit, leaving only the rasp of fear.


Izaya looked down on the desperate boy. “What does it mean? You know exactly what I mean. By even asking that question, aren’t you just attempting to delude yourself into thinking you don’t know what’s going on? You’re afraid, aren’t you? If she wakes up, you might be blamed for your part in this for the rest of your life.”


“…”


“But what would happen if she dies without ever waking up? Wouldn’t that be a lifetime of guilt for you? I suppose it would be, knowing you. So whether she lives or dies, you’re left with the guilt on your conscience.”


“…”


The boy fell silent. Izaya turned to him and gently spoke words of comfort. It was as if he was doling out the forgiveness in the girl’s stead. But the actual content of those words was anything but warm.


“You can’t escape it, no matter how you struggle. No matter where you go, the past will follow you. No matter how hard you try to forget, no matter if you die and let it all disappear, the past will always be right behind you, chasing you down. Chasing, chasing, chasing, chasing… Do you know why?”


Izaya shrugged his shoulders, gesturing that even he could do nothing about this. “Because it’s lonely. The past, memories, and outcomes are all very lonely things. They want a companion.”


He stopped momentarily, leaned back against the wall, and gazed into the distance. When he spoke again, it was practically a monologue.


“I don’t believe in God. Because its existence is anything but certain.”


“…”


“In a world where even the future is uncertain, the past is a great and mighty thing—because it surely existed,” he said, the grand concepts belied by the matter-of-fact tone of his voice. “Sometimes, I even think that the accumulation of the past itself should be ‘God’ to mankind.”


Simple, so simple.


“Even if the past is colored by mistakes and illusions that make it differ from reality…as long as the person involved believes it, that past becomes the truth to them.”


He could have been speaking to anyone, or perhaps even himself. But it almost seemed like he was talking to the silent girl on the other side of the glass.


“And if you use that past as the basis for your actions and your way of life, wouldn’t that make it a type of god?”


“I have no idea…what you’re trying to say,” the boy grunted, shaking his head in dead seriousness.


Izaya sighed with the trace of a bitter smile. “You know perfectly well,” the information agent said, his mouth twisted with pleasure, as he stared down at the trembling boy. His answer couldn’t have been more simple and direct. “You cannot escape her anymore. Your guilt toward her will become your past, which means that, in a way, she has become your god.”


The boy was silent. He had no choice but to feel the impact of Izaya’s words.


“She is absolute. But that’s not so bad, is it? After all…you love her, don’t you?”


Even as the boy accepted that truth, he wanted nothing more than to expel it from his being.


It was two days later that she regained consciousness.


When the girl, who had no family, opened her eyes at last, the boy was not there.


Masaomi Kida had fled from her.


Even though he knew, as Izaya said, he could never escape her.


He couldn’t find an answer other than to run. That was his only reason.


Time passed.


The girl became Masaomi’s past, and thus she gripped his heart.


Even as she lived, she became the past.


[image: image]


Present day, Raira University Hospital, Ikebukuro


In the quiet of the hospital, slightly removed from the bustle of the train station, the boy stared out at the sky through the window.


He thought on the serial slashings that had gripped the city just a few weeks earlier.


On the night that fifty people were attacked by the slasher, Ikebukuro went into a minor panic. It made front-page headlines in the papers the next day, turning the “slasher” incident into national news.


But meanwhile, on that same night, a number of different events converged, sending certain official institutions—particularly the police and hospitals—into even greater confusion than the media had reported.


Immediately after the slashing happened, a large-scale brawl broke out nearby, which caused the hospital to be flooded with nearly a hundred emergency patients. At least, that’s what the boy heard.


The boy, Masaomi Kida, had no direct connection to this brawl, but he knew several people who’d fallen victim to the various incidents, and he was paying hospital visits nearly every day.


Those friends were all out now, which meant that Masaomi had no need to come back to the hospital, but here he was.


He was standing at the open window of the private room, schoolbag slung over his shoulder, enjoying the breeze.


“It’s cold, Masaomi.”


He shut the window without turning around to face the speaker. “Oh, sorry.”


There was a wry grimace on his face, but his eyes were looking at his own smile in the reflection of the glass. He was checking to see that his expression was properly formed.
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“You won’t…look at me.”


“…”


A silence fell onto the room. Eventually, the girl spoke up in a gentle voice that echoed off the walls.


“So your friend is in the hospital now?”


“…Who told you that?”


He hadn’t spoken a word about Anri and his other friends to the owner of the voice. Masaomi turned around, his eyes full of conflicting emotion, to look at the girl sitting up in the hospital bed. She ignored his question and said, “I saw you from the window. You came every day. Was it a girl?”


“Yeah. Glasses, nice body… Just a perfect example of a teenage girl whose imbalance makes her attractive,” Masaomi joked rather than deny it.


The girl was not shaken by his answer. She only smiled as she got further to the point. “You like her?”


“Yeah… She goes to my school. I’m in a love triangle with my good friend,” Masaomi noted, only adding fuel to the fire. But the girl—Saki Mikajima—seemed delighted.


“Oh? You must be serious if you’re throwing yourself into a three-way romance like that. I can barely remember you getting involved with a girl for anything other than a fling,” Saki giggled.


Masaomi silently turned back to the window. The entrance to the hospital was clearly visible from the fifth-floor room. If you were good at picking apart faces and clothes with sharp vision, and you had all the time in the world to gaze out the window, you might be able to pick out who was coming, Masaomi noticed.


Meanwhile, Saki’s smile never left her face. “But I need to correct you first.”


She tilted her pale neck, the short hair that framed her face bobbing slightly.


“If you include me, it’s a romantic square.”


“Stop right there, Saki. Just stop. Close your mouth, breathe through your nose, and listen,” Masaomi interjected, cutting short what could have been taken as either serious or a joke. He looked straight into his own eyes in the window’s reflection. “What we had—it’s over now. Finished. Closing time. Past expiration date. Got that?”


“If we’re over, why do you keep showing up?”


“…”


Masaomi looked to be formulating an answer, but Saki continued before he could speak.


“In fact…you’ve started visiting a lot more recently. Did something happen?” she asked briskly. He held his silence.


In the reflection of the window, the girl’s face held a gentle smile, but nothing moved aside from her lips. Perhaps she had grown too used to holding that expression.


“Could it be…that you want to go back to the old days again?”


“…Sorry. Gonna go home for today.”


It was a weak attempt to change the topic. Masaomi lifted his hand in a brief wave to Saki, then stepped out of the room. As he left, her voice held just a touch more emotion than before.


“You’ll be back, Masaomi.”


He put a hand on the door, trying to block her voice out. He’d heard what she would say next over and over and over. He focused only on leaving, not on the content of the words.


“After all, it’s already decided. Which is why I don’t mind at all if you fall in love with other girls. Because in the very, very end, you’ll still love me more than them.”


Saki knew full well that Masaomi wasn’t listening. She spoke the words to the empty room.


They were meant for herself more than him.


“So until that moment arrives, you need to love many, many girls, Masaomi.”


So many words, right into the wheelchair at the side of her bed.


“So many, you might forget about me. I don’t want you to keep yourself from being happy, just because you’re worried about me. Instead, I want you to go out with all kinds of girls, have many romances, learn to love and be loved, until you forget all about me.”


So many, many words.


“Since in the end, you’ll still come back to me, you know. And for all the mountains of love you built with other people over the years, your love for me will stand even higher, higher, higher. It will happen—it will happen without a doubt. After all…”


Saki’s paradoxical words spilled into the void.


Her smile stayed in place, reaching nothing but the empty room.


Without end.


“That’s what Izaya said.”


She smiled and smiled.


Without end.




















[image: Book Title Page]






















Chapter 2: That Was Indeed a Monster.


In a city where even the night is brimming with light, there is a monster.


(Yes, a monster that was indeed a monster.)


Another member of the city wandered in the darkness tonight, soon to be gripped by the fear of that creature.


[image: image]


Ikebukuro


As she straddled the headlightless motorcycle, she was certain that she was being followed.


Her bike’s engine made no sound.


And yet, she was easily traveling over thirty-five miles an hour. That alone made her an eerie sight, but even through her helmet, she could sense the shadow closing in on her.


She didn’t have to look into her side mirror. She could sense her surroundings through her back.


It’s the police.


Her grip on the handlebars relaxed as the shadow wafted within her helmet.


There was no need for undue fear as long as she understood what she was facing, that it wasn’t some unexplained menace. Of course, to people unfamiliar with the process, being pursued by the police was an inexplicable and menacing experience—but to Celty Sturluson, it was an encounter with which she was somewhat familiar.


She took care to follow traffic safety laws in all cases outside of an emergency, but there was no hiding the lack of a license plate and lights. She couldn’t possibly pay a ticket if she got pulled over. Celty didn’t even have a driver’s license, so getting arrested would lead to a chain reaction of ugly consequences.


A self-deprecating smile flitted across Celty’s mind.


Breaking the law or not, if I get caught, I’ve got bigger problems.


She silently focused her consciousness on the multiple squad bikes approaching her from the rear.


It’s not like the law of Japan can do anything with me once they’ve got me.


Oblivious to Celty’s confidence, the police motorcycles picked up speed bit by bit, approaching her rear quietly but surely.


Then, I guess I need to give them a show.


She sped up, daring them to react, pulling the black bike into a wide parking lot on the side of the road.


To convince them that this is pointless.


The cops closed in, four in all. It was a bit much just to stop one motorcycle, but apparently even that wasn’t enough—one of the officers was using his radio to call for more backup.


You need to learn that the very idea of catching me is futile.


At her back was the wall of a building and a fence of inorganic color.


At her feet, cracked asphalt and white lines demarcating parking spaces.


Overhead, the faded, blurred moonlight dimmed by the surrounding neon.


With the surroundings just right, Celty was now ready to reveal her true nature.


She took off her helmet to show them.


The motorcycle officers had been following commonsense procedures according to what they knew was normal. But now they recognized an abnormality.


There was no head where there should have been beneath the helmet. From the cross section of her neck, black smoke spilled like some kind of out-of-control humidifier.


That in this world, there are monsters that surpass all human understanding.


To impress her nature upon them, the being atop the black motorcycle reached out—and controlled the night lights with her own shadow.


The seeping shadow instantly spread, forming a mist that clouded the officers’ vision. This mist only existed for a span of several seconds until the particles of shadow contracted, materializing into a weapon in Celty’s hands.


But it was far too ugly and warped to be called a weapon. It had a handle about ten feet long, twice Celty’s height, ending in a pitch-black scythe just as long. It was the kind of object found on the Death tarot card, lit by a powerful light to project a large shadow against a wall, then cut out and turned into a real object. Endless, spotless, black, black, black.


More shadow exuded from Celty’s back, erupting upward into wings just as black as the scythe that enveloped her body.


At the same time, the previously silent bike’s engine roared into life.


As it brayed with the sound of a great beast’s dying roar, Celty swung her enormous scythe, completing the image of her true self—a creature not of this world. A headless dullahan.


[image: image]


Celty Sturluson was not human.


She was a type of fairy commonly known as a dullahan, found from Scotland to Ireland—a being that visits the homes of those close to death to inform them of their impending mortality.


The dullahan carried its own severed head under its arm, rode on a two-wheeled carriage called a Coiste Bodhar pulled by a headless horse, and approached the homes of the soon to die. Anyone foolish enough to open the door was drenched with a basin full of blood. Thus the dullahan, like the banshee, made its name as a herald of ill fortune throughout European folklore.


One theory claimed that the dullahan bore a strong resemblance to the Norse Valkyrie, but Celty had no way of knowing if this was true.


It wasn’t that she didn’t know. More accurately, she just couldn’t remember.


When someone back in her homeland stole her head, she lost her memories of what she was. It was the search for the faint trail of her head that had brought her here to Ikebukuro.


Now with a motorcycle instead of a headless horse and a riding suit instead of armor, she had wandered the streets of this neighborhood for decades.


But ultimately, she had not succeeded at retrieving her head, and her memories were still lost. And she was fine with that.


As long as she could stay with those human beings she loved and who accepted her, she could live the way she was now.


She was a headless woman who let her actions speak for her missing face and held this strong, secret desire within her heart.


That was Celty Sturluson in a nutshell.


[image: image]


Instantly dragged against their wills into a display of the abnormal, the motorcycle cops panicked, which gave Celty an easy window of escape. Naturally, none of them would dare to follow her—or so she assumed.


Sadly, reality was not so kind.


Even to a monster to whom reality had only a tenuous connection, reality was cruel to all.


“It’s always been on my mind,” muttered one of the motorcycle cops to himself, seemingly the central figure of the four men, his face shadowed by his helmet.


—?


This was not the reaction she expected.


Celty concentrated on the officer’s long soliloquy, feeling that something was definitely wrong.


“Always, always. When things like you show up in manga and movies, we’re always the punching bags. By the time the hero with his superpowers shows up, we’re always lying in a pool of our own blood, just to show off how tough your kind is.”


This didn’t seem to have anything to do with his actual job, but none of the other officers showed any disagreement with the sentiment. Celty began to feel unsettled that the men were not panicking at her scythe or lack of head.


“But that’s all right. Because on the flip side, they only depict us that way because we’re considered real tough in real life. It’s a necessary evil when telling a story. Yep, absolutely true. But there’s one thing I’ve always wanted to say to any true monster or evil psychic or cyborg or ninja.”


…What in the world is he babbling about?


Celty watched the muttering cop with suspicion and spread her shadow again.


It just wasn’t enough. She hadn’t used enough yet.


None of this meant anything if it wasn’t threatening her opponent. She was producing this shadow specifically for its mental effect. But after a reaction like this, she wasn’t sure what to do anymore.


Undaunted by any of this, the man murmured, “Just one thing. Just one thing I want to say. And that is…”


He squeezed the accelerator sleeve on his right handlebar.


“Don’t fuck with traffic cops, monster.”


The engine roared, 180 degrees the opposite of the sound the black motorcycle made, and the other bikes joined in, gunning their throttles. Meanwhile, she could hear the backup motorcycles and squad cars approaching in the distance.


The traffic officer directly in front of Celty suddenly looked up. His face was pleasant. But his eyes glimmered dangerously.


“I’ll say it again.”


His gaze, brighter than any headlight, cut mercilessly through Celty’s hesitation.


“Learn your lesson, monster. Don’t fuck with traffic cops.”
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Near Kawagoe Highway, top floor of apartment building


The sound of a door slamming open.


The owner of the apartment, Shinra Kishitani, spun around to see the figure of his beloved cotenant, her shoulders trembling. She was holding her helmet in her hand for some reason, making no effort to hide her lack of head.


“Welcome home, Cel…whuh?!”


Before Shinra could finish his greeting, Celty leaped into her partner’s arms. In the midst of his powerful embrace, her body shook and quaked.


“Huh? Wha…what’s up?! This kind of physical intimacy is the greatest of honors, my lady. Er, wait, there’s a better way to say that… Uh, hang on. Are you trembling?! No, really, what’s wrong?! Celty? Celtyyy?!”


Several minutes later, once Celty had finally calmed down, she typed her thoughts into the laptop set up on the dinner table.


Shadows split and split again from her fingertips, enabling her to type much faster than any human could. As a sign of her panic, she was even typing in such a way that entirely mimicked human conversation.


“I was s-s-so s-s-scared, so scared, Shinra! P-p-police these days are monsters!”


“Police…?”


“Yes, a monster, that was indeed a monster! There were nearly a dozen motorcycles and patrol cars chasing me around like a beast with one mind… I swung my scythe around with abandon, but rather than scattering them, that just made them chase me harder! They evaded with perfect precision and maintained the pressure! Each and every bike was like a missile coming after me!”


Her fear was so great that Celty jumped from time to time just by looking at the string of text she was typing. Shinra had his arm around her back, gently enveloping the Black Rider suit in an attempt to calm her nerves.


“I figured that a little menace from my end would frighten them off, and that was always good enough before this, but today, the traffic cops chased me around like one single creature. Even when I brought out a scythe that was like thirty feet long, they didn’t budge. They just kept coming after me!”


“Calm down, Celty. You’re just repeating yourself.”


“I-I rode onto the highway, but the highway patrol already had an ambush waiting for me! I only got away by fleeing onto the Raira Academy campus…”


“Yeah… Speaking of the traffic patrol of the Metropolitan Police Department Fifth District…you were doing such a good job of zipping around evading them that they called in some real crack troops from elsewhere,” Shinra explained calmly, hoping to soothe her agitated nerves. “There’s the Kuzuharas at the police box just outside the station; almost the whole family are police. Well, one of them is named Kinnosuke Kuzuhara, and he’s a problem officer who often pressures his targets so much in traffic that they cause accidents. If you think of him as a new officer called here to be a rival to you, it makes you feel like your life has meaning now, doesn’t it?”


“I don’t need a rival to chase me around like Freddy Krueger to make things exciting!” Celty typed, then calmed down at last and continued at a more even pace. “It was scary. So scary. I got overconfident. Very overconfident. I promise I will live my life with humility and modesty. Please forgive me—I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”


“Who are you apologizing to?” Shinra wondered with a smirk, peering at Celty. “For being a headless fairy, you sure are a scaredy-cat.”


“Shut up… I’m not scared of ghosts or vampires,” she rebutted unconvincingly.


Shinra cackled. “Is that so? You were afraid of aliens the other day, and I remember the way you were terrified out of your wits after reading that collection of horror manga short stories.”


“I can’t help it! Just think of that kind of horror happening in reality… Think of your own face flying through the sky and strangling you or slugs dripping out of your mouth! That’s scary!”


The thought of the manga made Celty’s body tense again. Meanwhile, Shinra stared at her with the care of one watching an adorable pet and sighed.


“It just sounds like a joke, coming from you. It’s strange, though… Maybe being such an abnormal thing causes you to mix up reality and fiction much easier than the rest of us.”


Celty sulked into her laptop.


“Aliens aren’t fiction! There are plenty of mysteries out there in the universe!”


“Well, you can stop trembling over harmless mysteries… Especially when you just laugh off the ghosts and goblins. That cowardly nature isn’t the Celty I know. The only time you need to show off your vulnerable side is in bed with m— Hurgh!! Y-yeah…that’s more like it…”


With one fist wedged firmly into Shinra’s stomach, Celty typed away with her free hand.


“Don’t get embarrassing on me now. At any rate… I bet I could win a fight against a ghost, but I have no idea what sort of super-science an alien might use. Who knows, those patrol officers could just be grays wearing human bodies.”


“Wow, you must have really been frightened… Well, I hate to bring this up after you were so scared out there,” Shinra said apologetically, slowly recovering from the damage of the body blow, “but would you mind going back out to Ikebukuro Station?”


A long silence.


Celty’s shoulders rose up and down as if taking deep breaths. She put on her trusty helmet and slowly typed out, “Honestly? I don’t want to. I can probably avoid being spotted by the police, but…is it a sudden job?”


“I just need you to pick someone up.”


“Who?”


Shinra was uncharacteristically hesitant in answering his beloved’s question. “Someone who just came back from America. And…he’s going to live right next to this apartment.”


He took a deep breath, then finally gave her the answer.


“So, yeah… My dad’s back.”
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Ikebukuro Station, west exit, outside the Metropolitan Theatre


Celty met Shinra Kishitani, her lover and roommate, shortly after losing her head.


It all started when young Shinra found her hiding spot on the ship out of Ireland where she was stowing away, following the trail of her head. After that, she got a place to stay in Japan, owing to the help of Shinra’s father—but thanks to his so-called “research” vivisection, using anesthetics that didn’t even work on her, she did not have a fondness for the man.


In fact, at present Celty suspected that it was Shinra’s father himself who had actually stolen her head. She couldn’t corner him until she had proper proof of it, but she was always wary of him.


She wanted to tell him that he could get a taxi himself, but he had used the proper channels to call upon her services as a courier.


He’s always tried to needle me like that. Some things never change…


Celty made her way to West Gate Park, evading the watchful eye of the police. Once there, she cast her senses around the area.


Though it was nearly eleven o’clock, there was still a surprising number of people about. Those who noticed the now-infamous Black Rider stopped momentarily, but a quick turn of Celty’s helmet in their direction caused their gazes to dart away.


It was under these circumstances that Celty waited for her client.


“You’ll recognize him right away. He’s wearing his usual outfit.”


Shinra’s words as she left the apartment repeated in her head.


I always thought his outfit was pretty silly…but I guess I have no room to speak, Celty thought, recalling the sight of Shinra’s father before he left for America. She made a head-holding gesture and shook the helmet left and right.


At the same time, she noticed one point of interest in her surroundings. There was a group of people with yellow heads visible through the darkness on the road bordering the far end of the park.


The yellow wasn’t bleached hair, but bandannas that the group of boys all wore tied around their foreheads.


Yellow Scarves.


They were a color gang that was growing rapidly in influence, based around a Romance of the Three Kingdoms motif. Celty could recall seeing them here and there in Ikebukuro and Shinjuku over the last few years, until the whole color gang fad seemed to vanish recently.


And now they’re growing again… What are they doing over there? Celty wondered, focusing on the group.


A white shadow stood in the midst of the yellow.


Ugh.


Celty recognized the identity of that white shadow. Inside her mind, she heaved a sigh, then rode her Coiste Bodhar silently toward the gathering.


Trembling at the possibility of police surveillance all the while.


“Hey, pal. Real cool look you’ve got going on.”


“Real wicked. Or is that wacky?”


The young men wearing yellow bandannas surrounded a single, seemingly middle-aged man. They hobbled awkwardly due to their baggy pants.


“Blurp, blub!”


One of them even took a swig of juice and spat it out onto the ground next to him in an odd attempt at intimidation.


Meanwhile, the seemingly middle-aged man surveyed the youths around him with stoic placidity. He was “seemingly” middle-aged because the boy could not accurately guess at the man’s age.


They had picked their target and surrounded a man in white—a single man clad in white, like a polar opposite of Celty’s black.


Not every inch of him was white. Over his funereal black suit, he wore a white lab coat that was slightly too large for his height. In one hand he held a pure white briefcase.


Standing along the road outside the train station in a lab coat was strange enough on its own, but what truly set him apart and concealed his age from observers was the gas mask covering his face.


Again, pure white.


Even the filter affixed over the mouthpiece of the mask and the bands that strapped the mask to the head were all white. With his face hidden from view, the only detail the boys used to conjecture that he was middle-aged was the graying of about half his hair.


Both his transitioning hair color and the skin color peeking out here and there were overshadowed by the pure snow-whiteness of the gas mask.


Even the eyes of the mask were made of white glass, like negatives of sunglasses. It made him look like some sort of bizarre silkworm.


Within the setting of urban Ikebukuro, he looked nothing short of insane.


If you’re going to dress like that, at least save it for Harajuku or Akihabara…


Celty recognized the man from afar. It was clear that based on the manga, novels, and dubious tabloids she read, Celty thought of Harajuku and Akihabara as mystical places where anything goes.


And sure enough, he’s gotten himself into trouble…


There was no doubting it now.


Celty was sure it was him.


If anything, she simply wanted to believe that there were not multiple people who would dress like that.


So if her hopes were true, that meant the man in white was Shingen Kishitani—Shinra’s father.


The boys crowded around the bizarre, almost exhibitionistic man like he was some kind of creature in a zoo, totally unaware of Celty’s steady approach.


“Listen, pal, we’re in a bad mood ’cause we’ve been on the lookout for a slasher who’s in hiding. I mean, we’re crazy pissed. And you’re crazy suspicious.”


“So is it all right if we do a little inspection?”


“Yeah, you wouldn’t—blorp—mind if we examine your wallet. Blorp, blup.”


One of the men approached him, spilling carbonated soda from his mouth. Shingen took a step away from him and spoke at last.


“The air in Tokyo is so dirty. Don’t you agree?”


“Huhh?” one of the boys growled.


Meanwhile, Shingen only shook his head in lamentation and mumbled through the gas mask. “Of course, those filthy faces of yours seem uniquely adapted to the wretched air. A form of camouflage, if you will. And not just that—the stain extends to your eyes. You do not even see the extent to which the filth penetrates you.”


“I dunno, I think this dude might be leakin’ something, if you catch my drift.”


The boys reacted to the man’s obvious insult not with anger, but suspicion and confusion.


“Yeah…no worries, though,” one of them said and poured the remains of his beverage onto Shingen’s head. Large stains grew on the pristine lab coat, and a sweet smell wafted through the air.


Shingen remained silent for a moment, then shook his head again and lamented, “Ahem. Well, it seems the time has come for you to understand what a grown man can do… You may think that being minors under the protection of juvenile law renders you immune from harm if you choose to kill another person—well, think harder! When you attempt to kill a man, you have to be fully aware of the possibility that he might kill you first!”


The instant he finished this imperious speech, the member of the group most difficult to label a “boy” grabbed Shingen roughly by the collar.


“Ah! Ow!”


“Yeah, I think this dude really is leaking brains.”


He stood on Shingen’s shoe and began jabbing his thumb into the man’s ribs.


“Listen up, I’m over twenty!”


“Agh! Ah! W-wait a minute. Ouch, that really hurts! I can’t get away because you’re stepping—ow!—on my shoe! Your thumb is—ow!—stabbing me really hard! Ow, ow, ow!”


“Huh?! I can’t hear you. Huh?!”


With every “Huh?!” the young man drove his extended thumb between the ribs. While unthreatening, the powerful and speedy attack caused Shingen to yelp in surprise.


“What are you doing just standing there, Celty? Hurry up and come to my aid!” he shouted over the boys’ heads, which caused them all to turn around.


They saw a black shadow.


Do I have to…?


Celty seriously considered responding to the cry for help by pretending she had seen nothing and going back home. All the while, Shingen continued yelping.


“Didn’t you put it together that the reason I spoke down to them like this was because I saw you standing behind them and knew I was safe?! I know you’re not the kind of person who would betray my trust!”


I really don’t want to do this…


Celty was truly about to turn on her heel when she was stopped by a sudden shout from one of the boys.


“Hey! That’s the Black Rider!”


“That’s the one, Mr. Horada! It was the dude dressed like a bartender with the Black Rider who did us in!”


“You got a lot to answer for, punk. Yeah?!”


“How you gonna pay for what that bartender did to us?”


Are these the guys who…?


And then Celty remembered.


Several weeks earlier, on the evening of the great mass slashing called the “Night of the Ripper,” the friend she’d been escorting on her motorcycle had flattened a group of the Yellow Scarves who had dared to stare him down.


She didn’t recall the faces of the people he punched, but based on the way they were screaming, these had to be the same boys.


Oh, geez.


Celty pulled her PDA from her waist, hoping to find some way to explain the situation to the angry gang, except—


“What you doin’ with that? You think this is a joke? Huh?”


One of them smacked her hand, sending the not-inexpensive PDA clattering to the asphalt.


The next instant, the shadow seeping from Celty’s body instantly spread throughout the area, clinging to the boys’ feet.


“Whua?!”


“Wh-what is this shit?!”


“H-hyaa!”


The boys screamed, stumbled, and fell as their legs were caught by the sudden appearance of the black, ropy shadows, quick as snakes and sticky as leeches.


Meanwhile, Celty retrieved her PDA. Once she was sure the crystal screen still worked, she calmed down a bit.


Good, it’s not broken.


She clutched the PDA Shinra had given her as a present and turned back, done playing around. She was about to grab Shingen’s hand and drag him away from the scene, when…
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