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EPILOGUE…1



2002     Summer          Manhattan Island, New York


Why did things turn out like this?


“Face to the wall!!”


I remembered what face and wall meant, but what did to mean, again…?


They didn’t seem to give a rip that I couldn’t speak English. I mean, they’d had my head shoved up against the stone wall before even giving me this warning (if that was what this was).


It all started with a lottery held by my local shopping district.


“Coooongratulatiooooons! It’s the grand prize: a five-day, three-night trip to Neeeew Yooooork!”


Accompanied by an aneurism-inducing scream, a bell clanged away.


Clang-clang-clang-clang-clang…


I’d landed in America with that sound still echoing in my ears.


Even though I’d really only wanted the second-prize game console…


I headed through a forest of skyscrapers, making for the Manhattan Bridge. I’d decided to get Chinese in Chinatown. When you’re not sure what to eat, get noodles: That’s common sense the world over.


This might have been the “grand prize,” but it had come with a minimal travel allowance, so I couldn’t do anything too extravagant. It was so bad that, although the prize had originally been a trip for two, I’d hocked one of the tickets at a secondhand ticket shop and managed to squeeze out some pocket money.


There was a Japanese beef bowl chain in New York, and I was (financially) really attracted to it, but something about seeing the name written in Latin letters bugged me. I hadn’t even been in the city for a day yet, and already I felt starved for the sight of kanji characters.


As I walked along, thinking about stuff like that, I began hearing raucous voices.


Five or six boys were yelling in a narrow alley that led off the broad avenue. They seemed to be crowded around something, jumping and hollering, so I went a bit closer, just to see. Then a kid who looked like the youngest of the bunch grabbed my hand and smiled at me. “Look, look!” he said.


What was it?


I was curious, so I went farther into the alley and looked into the center of the circle.


—What’s the deal? There’s nothing there.


The second I opened my mouth to say that, I did a double take. The kids—still laughing and hollering—all jumped me at once.


The rest happened like I said at the beginning.


I’d always thought that if I got dragged into this sort of trouble, I’d be able to make the right decisions and deal with it on my own… But just look at the reality: They didn’t even give me time to react.


I don’t know what they did to me after that, or how. Before I knew it, I was lying on the sun-warmed asphalt, and by the time I managed to pick myself up, the kids were beating a hasty retreat around the corner.


My first thought was I’m lucky I didn’t get killed, and then I realized they’d taken all my stuff. …Yeah, I wouldn’t call that luck. I probably should have been grateful for my continued existence, but “Once the danger’s past,” et cetera. I even thought, You know, I wish I’d hit ’em back. It’s a seriously self-serving way of thinking, but if you don’t think like that, you’ll go under.


I was just getting started as a wildlife photographer, and I’d brought an expensive camera along on the trip. Result: I lost the whole thing.


Dammit, how many hundreds of thousands of yen do they think that camera cost?! I couldn’t help but be bitter.
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There was nothing to vent my anger on, so I stomped it down, and all I did was contact the police through the hotel. In a way, the fact that I was turning into the stereotypical Japanese victim who shows up in movies and on TV bothered me even more than getting mugged.


The police response was about what I’d expected.


All they gave me was the absolute minimum of the paperwork I’d need to file an insurance claim. A hotel employee who understood a little Japanese had come along with me, and according to him, the police wouldn’t seriously exert themselves over an incident like this. If I’d been obviously injured, or if somebody had threatened me with a gun, things would’ve been different, but…


That said, that camera had been expensive. I’d practically traded my life to get it, and I couldn’t bring myself to just let it go. And anyway, I hadn’t even had the money to get it insured.


If nothing changed, the second I got back to Japan I was probably going to go find the president of the district who’d offered me this trip and kick him in the back of the head out of sheer misdirected resentment.


While imagining hitting the guy with a Shining Wizard once he was on his knees, I desperately stood my ground. The officer was sympathetic, but the mood around here said that they really did have to prioritize murders and other dangerous crimes.


…Then the graying officer glanced over the report again, considered the address where the mugging had gone down, and muttered something.


My interpreter made with the interpreting, and apparently this was what he’d said:


“…You know, you just might get that camera back. Mind you, it’s not really something I can recommend, but…”


[image: image]


“Well, well… You’ve had a rather trying day, haven’t you?”


The guy who showed up at the arranged meeting spot was a youngish, mild-looking man.


Light brown hair, round glasses. He was dressed like your typical bank clerk. His Japanese was so fluent that at first I thought he was Japanese, but a good look at his face told me he wasn’t, not by a long shot.


The middle-aged policeman had made a call, then just pointed this place out to me. “You’ll meet a man here; ask him for help. You won’t need an interpreter,” he’d said, and that was all. I remembered that he’d had a really complicated expression on his face.


“You were lucky. The sergeant who took your complaint was Paul Noah; he’s an acquaintance of mine. If he hadn’t been the one to help you, you probably would have had to throw in the towel.”


From the way he was using phrases like “throw in the towel,” it was obvious that the man’s Japanese was pretty advanced. His pronunciation sounded completely natural, too. …As a matter of fact, compared to your average modern person, there was something a bit old-fashioned about it.


“I heard what happened. The ones who stole your bag were probably Bobby’s gang. They’re mischievous scamps who’ve been fooling around in this area recently.”


…Did something like that qualify as “mischief”?


There was something really shady about this guy. He was probably some kind of detective, but he had this atmosphere about him that seemed to say he wasn’t on the level.


Even so, it was reassuring just to be able to talk to somebody who spoke my language.


…That thought didn’t last long.


“How about it? For…say, a tenth of the value of your stolen belongings, I’ll ‘negotiate’ with them and have your bag returned to you, just as it was.”


…Oh, I see. Looks like this guy’s the ringleader of this gang of thieves. In exchange for only getting 10 percent of the profit, he can keep the fuss to a minimum, and he won’t have to bother exchanging the goods for cash.


Still, I thought, 10 percent was a lot better than it could’ve been. I agreed, although I was careful not to trust the guy while doing so.


“Okay. It’s a deal.”


With that, the man began leading me off somewhere.


He wasn’t going to cut out my organs and sell them, was he? The concern did cross my mind, and I decided to yell for help and make a run for it if he tried taking me anywhere that seemed even a little dicey.


By the way: If you get killed and they sell off your organs, does it technically count as human trafficking?


While I was thinking about pointless stuff like that, he led me to a bar on the corner of a wide avenue.


The sign had a picture of a beehive on it. There was a string of letters inside the picture, but I couldn’t read them, so for the sake of convenience I’ll call it the Beehive Place.


Inside, the air bore the sweet smell of honey. Compared to the outside, the interior looked pretty roomy. It might have been more accurate to call it a classy restaurant, rather than a bar.


He’d better not be planning to rip me off. Thinking this and looking around, I did see some guys who didn’t seem quite legit, but since I also saw old people, couples, and families with kids, I relaxed a bit.


My guide went to the back, exchanging a few words with another guy. The new man nodded silently, then stood and left the place without taking his stuff with him. He didn’t even pay his check.


“I filled him in on the situation. He’s gone to reclaim it. The locals know those kids’ faces, you see. I doubt it will take long to find them.”


Nice act. I know you’re in on it, too. …I didn’t say this out loud, of course.


“Well, why don’t we talk a bit while we’re waiting?”


It was a genuine invitation, but I had no idea what to talk about. For starters, then, I asked him why his Japanese was so good.


“Ah, that. One of the men at the top of my organization is Japanese… His name is Yaguruma-san; he taught me quite a lot. That said, I picked up modern speech patterns from movies and Japanese comics.”


Organization. Did that mean he really was Mafia or something? Now that I’d come this far, I was feeling numb and reckless, and I didn’t care if he was Mafia—or anything else, for that matter—so I flat-out asked him.


“No, not Mafia. We’re generally viewed as the same thing, but… We’re called the Camorra. Do you know it?”


I’d never heard the word before.


“The Mafia is from Sicily, in Italy. Their organization began as armed groups of guards in rural districts… Vigilante corps, as it were. The Camorra is also from Italy, but it started in Naples. They say the syndicate was formed inside a jail, but even I’m not clear on the details.”


Started in prison. Hearing that alone made me think this Camorra group sounded nastier than the Mafia, but I kept that to myself.


“I act as the contaiuolo, the treasurer, for my organization. It’s rather like being a bookkeeper… In the Mafia, an accountant does the job.”


They sounded pretty much the same to me.


“Ha-ha… Well, that’s because everything’s lumped together as ‘the mafia’ these days. The drug mafia, the Chinese mafia, the Russian mafia, the smuggling mafia… But in Naples, it’s the Camorra that’s mainstream. That said, ours is a rogue group: Not only were we created in America, we have no direct ties to Naples.”
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He rolled out all sorts of other information, but none of it really clicked for me. I’d never even run into a gang in Japan before. The fact that there was a camorrista or a mafioso—either way, a guy who lived on the dark side of society—right here in front of me just didn’t feel real.


“That’s only natural. Even among the people of New York, I’d say less than 1 percent have ever encountered the Mafia. The same holds true for people who’ve been directly harmed by them, of course. I’m a rather forward person, and I sometimes introduce myself to people like you. That said, I’m sure the number of people I’ve spoken to is only a small fraction of that 1 percent.”


…Seriously. It was enough to make me feel like crying over my own luck.


At the time, though, I’d already been drawn in by the guy’s conversational skills. I’m not sure how to put it. I’d started feeling as if I was talking to somebody I’d known for years. …This even though, at that point, neither of us knew the other’s name.


“Well… There are probably more, actually, but those who’ve felt the presence of the Mafia almost never speak of it, you see.”


I’d heard of that in movies and things. It was something like omertà, “the code of silence,” where people pretended they hadn’t seen crimes for fear of retaliation.


But in that case… What was this guy doing talking about his organization to someone he’d just met?


“Ha-ha. It simply means that, other organizations aside, ours isn’t that strict. We aren’t involved in anything that outrageous, either. …In any case, members of the Sicilian Mafia won’t even speak of the fact that they belong to the Mafia, but the Camorra—and the American Mafia, actually, years back—tend to introduce themselves as such. The bosses sometimes respond to interviews for magazines and things personally.”


Meaning you’re show-offs? When I asked, there was a moment’s silence, and then he burst out laughing.


After he’d laughed for a while, the man gazed at me as if I really interested him, and he began speaking again.


“…You’ve got guts. To think you’d say something like that directly to a camorrista… Aren’t you afraid?”


No.


“Is it possible you think I’m not really a gangster?”


No. Even if you were lying, I don’t see why you’d need to go out of your way to pretend to be Camorra.


“You’re an odd one. When I heard about you from Paul, I assumed you were a stereotypical Japanese pigeon.”


Mind your own business. And besides, if you’re that fluent in Japanese, you should talk about people who are older than you properly; use -san. “Paul-san,” like that. Even if America doesn’t have much of a seniority system, they do address their elders with at least bare-bones courtesy. …Or that’s what the guidebook said, anyway.


At that moment, I had no idea that casual comment would be the switch that sent the gears of my life off course.


After a silence longer than the one before it, the man chuckled and murmured something.


“Coincidences are truly…fascinating. Aren’t they?”


What was he talking about? As I sat there, bewildered, the man gave a smile that seemed almost boyish. It was a smile that gave him the appearance of having found a new toy, or maybe as if he was about to pull some kind of prank, and he had it turned on me.


Then, after looking as though he wasn’t sure whether or not to say anything, he lowered his voice and informed me:


“Paul is younger than I am.”


Oh. ……Huh? Wait a second, what did you just say? No matter how you looked at that police officer, I’m pretty sure he was past middle age. …Did his face just come across as old or something?


“Well, about that… Returning to what we were speaking of earlier: It’s probably been about a hundred people over the past sixty years or so. People I’ve introduced myself to as Camorra, I mean. That doesn’t include people who knew already or police officers, but… In any event, unless things like this happen, I have no opportunities to get acquainted with upstanding tourists. Ha-ha.”


I thought I’d heard wrong. Sixty years. The young guy in front of me was… I’m bad at telling white people’s ages based on their appearances, but he didn’t look as if he was even halfway to sixty.


As I watched him steadily, puzzled, the man adjusted his glasses and said, sounding a bit embarrassed:


“The thing is, you see, I suppose you’d call me immortal. I don’t die.”


Ah-ha. So this is one of those American jokes.


“Oh, you don’t believe me. No, it’s true: You can cut me or burn me, but I won’t die.”


I hear American jokes are notorious for going on for a while.


I gave him some sort of perfunctory response, and, still smiling, the guy—


—drew a knife from an inner pocket and stabbed his own hand.


For a second, I didn’t know what had happened. Red blood began dribbling from the hand with the knife stuck in it. I was dumbfounded, but the man just laughed.


“It’s fine. …Look.”


Slowly, he extracted the knife. I expected blood to come spurting out, but the bleeding had stopped completely.


Not only that, but I saw something unbelievable.


The blood that had dripped onto the table…started to squirm, as if having a life of its own…and seeped back into the man’s open wound, as though returning to its host. When all the blood had vanished, the wound itself disappeared. There wasn’t a single stain left on the table.


If I’d been watching this on some kind of screen, I’d have been able to call it a cheesy special effect and laugh it off. However, unfortunately, it had happened right in front of me.


Both the way the liquid moved, defying gravity, and the way the wound closed in the blink of an eye had been so corny I thought CGI might actually look better. That only made it creepier.


I thought I might have been the only one in the place—no, in the world—who’d witnessed this abnormality. Here, in this restaurant with its slightly upscale atmosphere, a guy had just scrambled the laws of physics.


…And yet not one of the customers or employees was even looking our way.


After giving it a little thought, I spoke to…whatever it was…in front of me.


Are you going to kill me? I asked.


At that, the man looked a bit surprised. Then he smiled again.


“That’s a reaction I haven’t seen before. Up until now, when I showed this to people, some of them brandished crucifixes at me, and some whipped out guns and started firing… The police hauled away the latter, of course. Poor devils; I’m afraid that was mean of me. Come to think of it, there were some who ran the second they saw the knife.”


Well, duh.


“Why did you think I’d kill you?”


Because I thought you were a monster, I answered honestly. Then I apologized for treating him like a monster, and at the same time, I told him that, whether it was real or a trick, he should stop scaring people like that.


“…You really are a rare breed. No one’s ever stayed this calm before.”


Unfeeling would probably have been a more accurate assessment than calm. I hear this from people all the time, but apparently the shock of almost getting eaten by a brown bear once in Hokkaido had numbed my sense of fear. I’ve been told I should become a war photographer, but I don’t have the know-how to get across a battlefield, so I’d die for sure. I didn’t want to die, so I’d stayed a wildlife photographer.


When I told him this, the man looked me in the eye, steadily. He seemed entertained.


“You’re quite a fascinating person. …Listen, since you’re here, would you be interested in hearing me talk about old times? The story of how I acquired this power of immortality, and the curious tales surrounding it… It would be a good way to pass the time.”


That did sound like an intriguing story…but was it all right for me to hear it? After all, we’d just met.


“It doesn’t matter. Even if you told others about it, I doubt they’d believe you.”


I told him, firmly, that it had better not be anything religious. There was somebody immortal right in front of me, and I’m not sure why I was so calm. Looking back, I think I was a complete moron.


“Ah, don’t worry. It’s nothing to do with anything like that. It really is just a simple way to kill time. …Although I suppose a demon does make an appearance in this story.”


The man who’d called himself a Camorra contaiuolo, a man who was apparently immortal, ordered our food from the waitress, and then slowly began to relate his “legend.”


“All right. Then I’ll begin… It’s the tale of a man who drank the demon’s liquor and gained immortality. That miserable man’s lonely, lonely yarn. The stage is Prohibition-era New York. It’s a story of the peculiar destiny surrounding the sudden appearance of the ‘liquor of immortality,’ and of the spiral of people who found themselves drawn into it…”
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PROLOGUE



1711     The Atlantic Ocean          The Advena Avis


Alchemy.


Believed to have originated in ancient Egypt, it was an academic discipline, a skill, and at the same time, a culture.


Having sprung from Egyptian arts, it came to Western Europe via the Arab world during the Renaissance and deeply permeated the society there, fusing with Greek philosophy and—via Hermetic thought—religious concepts as it did so.


It sometimes sought, as its name in certain languages suggests, to transmute base metals into gold; at other times, it attempted to create artificial life divorced from the hand of God, and in the end, it pursued eternal life. …No, even that couldn’t be called the end: There was no end to the heights sought by the alchemists. They devoted themselves to daily study, endeavoring to make the impossible possible; if they managed it, the impossible would be possible. Their ultimate goal would fade and grow dull. They seemed likely to vanish into their own knowledge and desires, or possibly their sense of mission, as they pursued further impossibilities.


In early modern times, as alchemists were hampered by those around them and occasionally targeted by envious looks—a mundane whirl of small minds misunderstanding great ones—they continued to pursue various skills and to meet with failure. However, their actions were not in vain. They made a variety of contributions to modern science, beginning with the alchemist Newton’s discovery of universal gravitation. Alchemy was by no means a system of pseudoscience.


Still, from time to time, there were some who attempted to fuse it with fields apart from science. With magic and thaumaturgy.


Generally, alchemy and magic tend to be considered synonymous, but the two are completely different. Among alchemists, there was a tendency to discount magic and prayers, viewing them as unscientific things that relied upon external forces. However, some of them actively dabbled in these fields.


After all, if their existence were confirmed, even magic and demons would become possible. They would be no more than tools to break open the next impossibility.
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The ship was enveloped in the dark of night.


In that darkness…all they heard was a voice.


The alchemists had left their homeland and were bound for the New World.


Onboard the ship, at long last, they had successfully summoned a demon.


“So you call me a demon, do you? Well, I suppose that will do. …But have any of you ever seen God or an angel? I’d imagine the word evil has meaning only when there’s an object for comparison. Well, never mind. It’s been 103 years since anyone took the trouble to summon me. If you’d been three years earlier, it would have made for a nicer number… Well, never mind. Ah, ‘Well, never mind’ is an idiomatic quirk of mine. Just ignore it. Although I suppose it’s odd to call it an ‘idiomatic quirk’ when I’m communicating directly with your minds. Well, never mind.”


In accordance with the oath by which it was bound, this unusually loquacious demon promised to bestow knowledge on the alchemist who had directly summoned him.


“I want to know everything regarding immortality,” the alchemist said.


“In other words… You’re hinting you’d like me to make you immortal? Well, never mind.”


On the deck of the ship, in the center of the group of alchemists, there was a vessel filled with liquid.


“If you drink that, you will become immortal. Decide what to do next on your own. I’m immortal myself, but impressions vary widely. …Wait, wait, calm down and listen to this next bit. I’m a generous soul. There’s enough of that elixir for everyone here. Share it. Don’t fight. …All right: if you tire of immortality and wish to die…”


The demon proceeded to teach them a method by which immortals could die.


“Go find someone else who drank the elixir. If someone asks you to, lay your right hand on their head and think, ‘I want to eat.’ You just have to think it forcefully. The one who wished to die will be absorbed into your right hand, and their life will end. Eating means you’ll inherit all the other person’s knowledge. That means the last of you will accumulate the knowledge of all thirty. If that last one tires of living, summon me again. When you do, I’ll ‘eat’ you. That means I make out well: I’ll gain the knowledge of thirty people… By the way, just so you’re aware…there is a risk. Once you drink that elixir, you’ll be unable to give a false name. That limitation will be set on your spirits. If you’re passingly giving your name to an ordinary human, you won’t have any trouble, but among immortals, you’ll only be able to use your real name, and your body will refuse to allow you to establish a false identity in society. …If it weren’t for that, you see, you’d never be able to find one another.”


The alchemists thought for a little while. Then they divided the elixir among themselves and drank it. The elixir tasted like liquor.


“Oh, that’s right… I promised to teach you everything, didn’t I? I’m not sure what ‘everything’ should consist of, but for now, I’ll tell you how to prepare more of the elixir. Mind you, I’m not telling everyone here. Only this man, the one who summoned me. If you want to know, ask him later.”


With that, the invisible demon gave the alchemist who’d summoned him “knowledge.” The man was still young, and he didn’t understand what had happened. He only knew that knowledge he hadn’t possessed before had been planted in his memory.


The demon’s voice went silent.


The man who had obtained the knowledge thought about it for a night.


His younger brother was with him on the ship, and he began telling his sibling the secret of the elixir of immortality. When he’d related about half of it, he had a sudden epiphany.


The next day, he made a statement:


“…I’ve decided to seal this knowledge forever.”


Voices of protest rose from among the alchemists, but his mind was made up.


And that night, it happened.


The man who’d acquired the knowledge was cautious. In the middle of the night, he felt someone’s presence, and when he opened his eyes… One of his companions stood in his cabin.


This companion’s hand rested on the head of the alchemist’s younger brother, who slept in the opposite bed…


In an instant, the man was fully awake, but it was too late: Like magic, everything his brother was disappeared into the right arm of their companion—or rather, the one who, up until that moment, had been a companion.


“…I didn’t think they’d start this soon,” the demon, who was watching from the darkness somewhere, murmured to himself. “Allowing that I did set them off, after a fashion… That’s the human race for you. Greedy things. Granted, this is entertaining to watch as well, but…”


The being they’d called a demon continued. It sounded a little lonely.


“…I did think that this time, perhaps…”


The demon’s voice was gone. Only darkness that gave the illusion of being infinite remained.


And time passed.
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DAY ONE



1930     November          New York


The sky was the sort people call crystal-clear. The town was illuminated by the transparent light of the morning sun.


Buildings of red and yellow brick were packed together as though they were trying to cover the entire city in color. That said, the people who walked in their midst didn’t feel crowded by them.


In fact, the automobiles that had begun to make their presence felt in recent years pressed the pedestrians much harder.


The time was Prohibition. All sorts of social currents had converged, and the country had elected to become a “dry society.” Consequently, though, the appeal of liquor had actually increased, and even those who hadn’t previously indulged began frequenting illegal taverns. …In other words, ironically, the result had been the creation of more criminals.


A general store stocked grape juice on its shelves, accompanied by a written warning:


If you let this sit for a while, it will ferment and turn into wine. Drink it before that happens.


This grape juice practically flew off the shelves. It was that kind of era.


The Jazz Age had passed its peak, and the previous year, the Great Depression had gripped America. The redbrick buildings that filled the city seemed somehow faded.


Still, in the shadows of the city, there were “protagonists” who had the power to resist the Depression. In general, they were lumped together as “the Mafia,” and they had acquired vast power using the sale of bootleg liquor as a foothold.


In other words, the government’s Prohibition policy had become a perfect hotbed, helping them—the enemies of the law—to rapidly advance in society.


All sorts of legends, great and small, sprang up among them, with Al Capone and Lucky Luciano topping the list. That was what 1930 was like.
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Their legends always began in the back alleys.


“Change? Spare any change?”


The emergency exit of a bank. Between tightly packed tenements. Where restaurants threw away their leftovers… Frankly, as long as there was a narrow, gloomy road, anywhere was fine. It didn’t matter whether it was crowded with people or nearly deserted. The season or the hour didn’t matter either, of course.


“You can save this miserable man with just the tiniest show of human feeling.”


A panhandler’s voice sounded behind the hat shop. This voice, echoing in the alley, might actually have been where it all started.


Every time someone passed through the alley, a middle-aged man in shabby clothes badgered them, persistently asking for change. When they stepped out onto the street, he’d give up and go back to where he’d started… A monotonous cycle.


“The good Lord sees what you do. It won’t be long before your actions call down his blessings upon…


“What I’m trying to say here is—”


Abruptly, the repetitive cycle was broken.


The man who’d spoken to the panhandler… It might still have been all right to call him a boy. He stopped suddenly, turning to face the bearded man attempting to cling to him.


“Why are you dropping God’s name all over the place like that?”


Neither his tone nor his attitude matched his age. At the unexpected question, the panhandler’s expression grew puzzled.


“What do you mean, mister?”


“Are you a devout Christian? Have you ever gone to Sunday worship, even once? Did you give to the Church before losing your job? Can you tell me the difference between Catholics and Protestants? If so, you shouldn’t be invoking God’s name and begging in a place like this. Either get yourself to a church and help the nuns with their volunteer work, or look a lot harder for a job, or else blame God for leading you to this state and become a Satanist.”


The panhandler was overwhelmed by the tone of the boy’s quiet harangue, but as soon as the lad paused, he howled an objection.


“But mister! What about donations to the Church, then?! They use God’s name, and they get thousands—no, millions—of times more money than a bum like me!”


“Except you were only thinking about your own pocket, and you know it. …It just means God turns his back on self-centered louts like you. The Great Depression probably landed you on the streets, but even so, the guys standing out on the avenue with signs saying, ‘Give me a job’ are taking life a lot more seriously than you.”


The panhandler tried to make some sort of retort, but he couldn’t think of anything clever. Even as he struggled for a comeback, the boy continued his own selfish lecture.


“And anyway, there’s an art to panhandling, too. Some who make a living at it stand out on street corners in tatters, even though they’ve got money. A few of them actually break their own arms or teeth, for effect. When they beg, it makes passersby tear up even more than the sight of someone truly infirm. Compared to them, you’re a total amateur.”


At this point, the boy glanced upward briefly, then pulled a leather wallet from his jacket.


“Huh?”


The panhandler had no idea what was happening. Based on the direction of the conversation, naturally he’d held out no hope of getting any change. …So why had the fellow before him withdrawn his wallet?


“—Ordinarily, I wouldn’t bother with an amateur like you, but…”


He produced a few coins. However, the panhandler’s eye had been caught by the thick stack of bills in the billfold. It wasn’t a sum that anyone, especially a boy like him, should have had in this Depression. Even an adult with an honest job would have been hard-pressed to get that much money. That was how fat the wallet was.


“Today’s a big day for me, see, and I’m in a real good mood. Go ahead and take these, and consider yourself lucky you spoke to me.”


After a few moments, the panhandler’s face crumpled with joy.


“Oh, ohhhhhh, thank you ever so kindly, mister! I’ll remember this good turn for the rest of my days!”


“Nah… I don’t care if you forget it, just hurry up and take the money.”


The boy urged the panhandler on, not quite sure what to do with the coins spread out on his palm.


“Ahhhh, the good Lord will surely bless your actions, too.”


“Look, I told you, quit pretending you’re religious when it’s convenient…”


“I know! Say, I’ve got some flowers I picked this morning. It’ll be proof of the kindness you did me. Go on, mister, take one.”


No sooner had he spoken than, without taking the money, the panhandler began rummaging through the dirty paper bag he was holding.


“They’re probably wilted by now, anyway.”


“No, no, I’m sure God will make ’em bloom again, nice ’n’ pretty.”


The panhandler peered into the paper bag, his face still warped with delight. And then…


“A big, bright, bright red flower…!”


The calamity struck in an instant.


A small, ferocious calamity that inflicted itself upon the poor paper bag.


A dully gleaming bowie knife sprang cruelly from its shredded belly.


“[image: image]!”


The bearded panhandler screamed something inarticulate, his face well and truly happy.


And almost before his weird, ecstatic cry had ended…


…it transformed into a shriek of shock and pain.


“[image: image]Gaaaaaaaaah! Gah! Gwaah… Ah!”


Just before the tip of the blade reached his gut, the boy slapped aside the hand wielding the knife, simultaneously twisting his body lightly. The blade sliced through air, skimming past the boy’s side. In the next instant, he’d grabbed his opponent’s outstretched arm, wrenching it up with ease.


These were the only moves made in the interval between exhilaration and excruciation.


“Hup.”


Little by little, as if leaning into his assailant’s back, the lad put more of his weight behind the hold.


He heard the knife strike the pavement but paid it no heed.


A definite creaking sound became audible from the vicinity of the joints in the man’s arm.


But that noise was drowned out by the man’s screams.


“Waugh… Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaah! Ah! Kha! Augh! St-st-st-st-st-st-stop…!”


When he saw the panhandler’s will dominated by pain, the boy shoved him into the dark red brick wall. The man fell to his knees with a dull thud. Then, moaning, he slowly tipped over, rolling around on the ground.


Watching his attacker from the corner of his eye, the boy picked up the coins that had been scattered by the brief bout of violence.


Then, when he noticed the bum had stopped moving:


“C’mon. Get up.”


Taking the man’s arm with a certain wariness—his assailant was about twice his size—the boy pulled him to his feet. Then he leaned the panhandler’s back against the brick wall.


“Your mistake was flagging me down. I’m not a pious guy. Unfortunately for you, I’m not self-sacrificing enough to stand there and let you stab me.”


Breathing roughly, shoulders heaving, the man let the boy’s sarcasm slide. He glanced away quickly, moving only his eyes. Even under these circumstances, he seemed to be searching for some way out.


“Planning to make a break for it? Don’t be hasty.”


Spreading the coins he’d picked up across his palm, the lad held his hand under the man’s nose.


“Remember what I said? Consider yourself lucky…”


He balled his hand into a tight fist, squeezing the coins hard.


“…Be grateful and take ’em.”


It didn’t look as though he’d taken much of a swing. However, the punch the boy paid out had enough force behind it to break the hobo’s front teeth.


“—!”


The impact of the blow slammed the back of the panhandler’s head into the brick wall. This, in combination with the pain from his front teeth, elicited a wordless scream, and then[image: image]he slid, slowly…scraping his back down the wall…finally crumpling messily to the ground.


Unlike before, he’d completely lost consciousness, so he didn’t roll around on the pavement this time.


Slowly, the boy relaxed his clenched fist. One after another, coins dropped from it. They rained down onto the man’s face, which was smeared with blood from his nose and mouth. His mouth hung open, sloppily, and a few of the coins fell in. The dry, metallic sound of the ones that hit the pavement was drawn into the decaying air of the alley.


“…Hmm?”


Glancing over, the knife from earlier lay on the ground, a little ways away. Its shape was common, and it wasn’t worth much.


I guess I’ll toss it in the river…


The lad turned back for a moment. The panhandler was definitely out cold. Still, just to be on the safe side, the boy decided to take the weapon.


Just as he reached for the cheap, dully gleaming thing, a voice called his name.


“Firo Prochainezo. Hold it right there.”


Quietly withdrawing the hand that had almost touched the knife, the boy—Firo—cast a look toward the voice…toward the mouth of the alley…the light of the street.


He saw the figure of a young man standing with that light behind him. The newcomer was probably in his midtwenties. Over a brown suit, he wore a black coat that covered him down to his knees.


“None of that. Hands off the evidence.”


Turning unpleasant eyes on Firo, the young man slowly picked up the knife with white-gloved hands.


“Edward… What’s going on here?”


“That’s ‘Mr. Edward’ to you. Address your betters politely…kid. Or you can call me ‘Assistant Inspector Edward,’ if you’d prefer.”


With an arrogant smile, the man in the black coat—Assistant Inspector Edward Noah—quietly raised his right hand.


At that, several men appeared behind him…and began collecting the torn paper bag, the scattered coins, and the unconscious idiot, one after another. None of them paid any attention to Firo. They were each a head taller than he was, rendering him, quite literally, out of sight.


“Hey, men, be careful. Don’t step on the brat and squash him.”


Letting their boss’s lame joke pass without comment, the men continued working silently.


“…Huhn. Unsociable lot.”


“Explain this, Ed—…Mr. Edward. You’re making me look like a fool.”


Firo, who’d kept mum up to this point, spoke quietly.


The goods had been mostly taken away, and the men who’d been working diligently were nowhere to be seen. The only trace of the recent incident was a small bloodstain left by the panhandler.


Edward answered Firo’s question without turning, or even looking over.


“True, you’re not a fool. A scumbag, yes, and an urban tick, but not a fool.”


“Don’t dodge the question.”


An edge of irritation was creeping into Firo’s voice. With a sneer at that irritation, Edward leaned back against the brick wall and lit a cigar.


“Come on, dial back the menace. The scum you just laid out… We’ve had an eye on him for a while. He’s a suspect.”


“Suspected of what?”


“Murder. We think he used the same method he tried on you. He’d pretend to be a panhandler in some back alley, check the clothes—or the wallets—of softhearted ladies and gents, and if they looked like they had enough money to make it worth the risk, he’d run ’em through with a knife hidden in a paper bag… Like that. Although we only just found out about the paper bag.”
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There was no conversation in the car. Only
silence filled the small space.

Without breaking that silence, the female
chauffeur thought:

If only this stifling silence would go on forever.

“My existence in this world has no
meaning.” She’d heard people declare this
flatly in despair, and she’d envied them.

To have no reason to exist, how wonderful
that would be. In other words, you could live
your entire life for yourself alone. Wouldn’t
that be the ultimate freedom, in a way?

However, unfortunately, her existence
had a point.

s

A mens
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“If that ‘liquor” truly has been completed...
that lot will be useless. We'll dispose of
them.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I'll do the disposing. You just hold back
the ones who cry and scream. That’s easy,
isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.”

How egalitarian this old manis, she thought.
It wasn't just her: He treated all of humanity
indiscriminately. Everything was equal: race,
gender, age, ideology, saint, scoundrel, past,
future, hatred, pain.. He treated them all

She was a tool who belonged to the old
man behind her. That was her reason for
being, a destiny she couldn’t fight.

People said it was lonely not to be needed
by anyone. That said, the old man needed
her constantly, but she was exposed to
loneliness even so.

For that very reason, she liked to bury
herself in silence. It was the only time
when she wasn’t needed, yet she could still
continue to live.

However,«the silence 'she loved was
summarily killed by the woice of the

sensitive old man.

e city now, are we? ..Avoid
the main streets.”

“Yes, sir’

The chauffeur stopped thinking.
Efficiently, working from the map in her
mind, she calculated the route to the
backstreets.

Then the car made for those backstreets.
Toward the hat shop—or rather, the corner
with the hat shop that served as the
entrance.
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Berga: “Why'’s the mark on this ace of spades
so huge, anyway? Change.”

Luck: “Because in England, long ago, it was
mandatory to embellish the top card and put
the company name on it. Change.”

Berga: “Huh. Okay. But what's with the kings?
When you see ’em like this, they’ve all got the
same face. Are they triplets or something?”
Luck: “They say the model for the king of di-
amonds was Julius Caesar.”

/5@59; . “Caesar? Who's he? And this guy, the

Jack, he’s got khj'qfa{mtatmg mug... Yeah,

RIGHT BEFORE
THE GANDOR FAMILY

Berga: “Dammit! Hey, Keith, ¢’'mon, no more
using the joker when we play poker, all
right?!”

Luck:

“Moron, it’s the other way around.
Keith’s one of Death’s fans!”
Luck: “You're right. ..Well, here comes some-
one Death really does like.”
Keith: “..."

like that turf stomper | rubbed out the other
day. Don’t you think he looks like him?”
Luck: “I wouldn’t know. You turned the guy’s
face into hamburger, Berga. ..No, no good,
I'm out. There’s no way | can beat three of
akind.”

Berga: “..Huh? How’d you know | had three
of a kind?

Luck: “..Is that a joke?”

PYou're all here?”

“Su-sure, uh...”

“By the way, there were lots of cops
by the hat shop this morning. Did something
happen?”

Luck: “Oh, we’'ll tell you about it later. It does
concern you in a minor way, after all.”
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is syndicate, it was
t

He'd been summoned, and when he'
Yyour promotion to

‘Uh... Did | do something?”
I sorts of things. Too many to count. the words meant.

A large, imposing man spoke in a low P e g
voice. e ESto clap for

‘Boss... No, look, there must be some kind i, auletly— And e STt 'e beaming man commended the boy
of mistake. | haven't done anything, really...” “No... You can't mean... Are you serious?” as happily as if this had been happening to
“I can shatter that composure of yours Just as the boss had predicted, all him personally. “Tomorrow morning, then, in
easily. | just have to say the word, tell you one composure had vanished from the boy’s front of the hat shop.

face. It had been displaced not by terror but

T

cracked that dangerous-sounding joke, put

his beaming face a bit closer to the boy.

“The way this room feels right now, I'd

probably apologize even if | hadn't done
the boy answered tensely.

particular thing.

anything,
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A FEW DAYS AFTER, OR A FEW HOURS BEFORE
IN FRONT OF THE STATION

AR pair. But the guy didnt recoil ofnoth!
right back up, spread his\arns wigh to\d
SHRoRe| s it sky, and shouted:

oo 8 B thing.” at

“That's it Thats the big city O o \ that? L Yow at the
@8bout slugging ‘em. This of violence that could strike atlan | | [8n. whatever you sy Something ke this
JWith hope? How many tens of There are senses that can only ft i@ &ast not until the

thousands offSeople do they think have offed this feeling of living on the edge}

themselves here since the Crash last year? ike.

I'd just lost my job that morning myself.
1 didn't get axed. When | got to work, the
whole company was gone.
Anyway, some other mug knocked the

Is that¥a] yo!
‘guy down before | got to him.

Point me towa Jof work nstead
In other words, he's indirectly telling us that
“Yagh-mmrph!”

You fellas don't want to let me slide into a life
Ah, now it il makes sense. Yeah, that's right of crime, right?
our actions are just. I'm positive!” This place, New York, is a city of hope. For
“Waugh, Isaact” That's amazing!”

1 don't want to cling to the warped hope
criminals like the Mafia and those guys, anyway! in this town’s back alleys yet, either, see.
Say, what the heck did they do? If you fellas
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