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Another fifty minutes.

With the arrival of the first ones,

the game will begin.

Yes, this is a game with seven characters,
a game called the “On-line Lodge Murders.”
And it is I, Trojan Horse...
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® THE MAIN CHARACTERS ®

Inspector Isamu
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-

A peaceful morning in late summer.

A well-built young man with close-cropped
hair turned into a side street and entered a coffee
shop.

The aroma of roasting coffee beans filled the
room. The young man gave a quick glance around
before sitting at a table next to a large window.
He wanted to be able to see outside. Only half
the eight tables were occupied. He was the fifth
customer.

As the waiter came to take his order, the
young man looked around again. There was a
youth with the air of a college senior in the job-
hunting season hurriedly eating his toast; a man
in his seventies reading the morning paper; two
women in their thirties with heavy makeup
chattering nonstop, probably on their way home
after taking their children to kindergarten.
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The young man had arranged to meet a
teenage girl here. She had called him last night,
her voice quivering, and had threatened to com-
mit suicide. He didn’t know her and thought it
was some sort of prank at first. When he realized
she was serious, he tried desperately to talk her
out of it.

The girl said she wanted to meet him, and
told him to be at this coffee shop at 8:30 the fol-
lowing morning. Then she’d hung up.

So here he was on the outskirts of town.

I doubt she’ll come, he thought, as he took a
sip of hot coffee. Maybe it was a joke, or maybe I
managed to coax her out of it. If she comes, I'll
do everything I can to stop her.

The young man had his own reasons for want-
ing to help the girl. He wanted to rid himself of
the guilt he had been feeling for the past few
months.

Six months before, he had been a teacher at a
private high school in Tokyo. He really cared
about his job and his students, with the result
that he was sometimes too strict. But that was
his way: He did not want to be like some col-
leagues of his who would do anything to avoid a
confrontation.

One day, a student of his was caught by police
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in an act of prostitution. He went to the police
station himself to bring her back to school.
When she sulkily protested that she was not
harming anybody, he had slapped her in front of
all the other students.

The girl collapsed to the floor, weeping. That
evening she fell into a coma, and she died three
days later. The teacher learned she had a chron-
ic heart disease and, according to the autopsy,
had died of a brain hemorrhage. There was no
suggestion of a connection between her death
and the slapping she had received.

The teacher, however, was devastated. He
could feel the accusing looks of the parents and
students. Some tabloids hinted at a scandal, but
the school managed to hush it up. This only
made the teacher feel worse. He resigned, but
found it impossible to get another job. Now he
seldom left home, drowning his sorrows in drink
every night—until the previous night, when he
had received the call from a teenage girl. He de-
cided he had to try and help, and so begin life
anew.

He looked at his watch. It was 8:33 A.M. Out-
side the coffee shop, the waiter was scrubbing
some graffiti off the sidewalk. The young man
who had been eating toast was now talking in
an old-fashioned English-style telephone kiosk
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right outside. He had a large envelope under his
arm.

Next to the kiosk, beneath some trees, was a
pile of garbage ready for collection. A rickety old
bicycle was parked there, too. There was hardly
any traffic at this hour.

Rrring!

The coffee shop owner picked up the phone.
“Just a minute, please,” he said, scanning the
customers. Coming out from behind the counter,
he approached the teacher. “Would you happen
to be i

The teacher nodded and took the cordless re-
ceiver. It was her.

“You really came! Thank you so much. I'm
sorry, but [ still can’t get up the courage to meet
you. But I'd like to tell you what's bothering me.
[s it OK if I do this over the phone?”

She sounded desperate.

The teacher didn’t know what to say. He
wanted to help her, but it was difficult with the
owner hovering around, looking annoyed that
his phone was being used. Then the teacher no-
ticed that the kiosk outside was free.

“I'll call you back. Where are you?”

She gave him the name and telephone num-
ber of a coffee shop.

“Wait there.”




He hung up, gulped down his coffee, paid, and
ran out, just as the waiter who was cleaning the
graffiti came back in.

As the teacher dashed into the kiosk he heard
the crunch of broken glass under his feet. Some-
one had kicked a hole in the pane at the bottom
of the kiosk.

He inserted his phone card and dialed. The
girl answered almost immediately and, relieved
at hearing his name, tearfully began relating her
problems.

The teacher begged her not to kill herself. “If
you are willing to die,” he argued, “then you can
do anything. Imagine you’ve died once and are
now born again.”

As his voice rose in pitch, it could be heard
from outside the kiosk. The owner of the old bi-
cycle looked at him suspiciously before he picked
up his bike and rode off.

After twenty minutes, the girl was still not
completely convinced. At that time the teacher
noticed a strange smell seeping into the kiosk
through the hole at the bottom. Disregarding it,
he continued to reason with the girl.

Suddenly, he found it impossible to breathe.
By the time he realized something was wrong, he
was too weak to push open the door or cry for

help.



He sank to the floor. He tried to call to the
girl on the phone for assistance, but no words
came out. In any case, he heard the phone go
dead. A numbness spread over his body and he
passed out.

Police treated the death in the telephone
kiosk as an accident. For formality’s sake, an in-
vestigation was conducted at the factory of the
manufacturer of a bleach found in that day’s
garbage, but that was all.

Certain tabloids, however, linked the death
with the incident at the teacher’s previous
school, using headlines such as “GODS PASS JUDG-
MENT ON ABUSIVE TEACHER.”

The summer ended. Autumn and winter
would soon be here.



Chapter1

1

“What a bloody awful start to the New Year,” In-
spector Isamu Kenmochi said, turning up the
collar of his trenchcoat.

A body had been discovered in a pond in this
park. Five police cars had already arrived at the
scene, their red lights lighting up the path. A
group of local housewives had also gathered
there.

“Glad you could make it, sir. You're from
MPD, I presume?” a local officer said, running up
to him.

“Inspector Kenmochi, Homicide, Metropoli-
tan Police Department. What's the state of the
victim?”

“Bad, sir. Care to look at her? We’ve only got
the head, right arm, and part of the torso.”

“Arrghh, I'm going to throw up all the rice
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cakes I just ate!” Kenmochi said with a grimace.

Experts in rubber gloves were taking pho-
tographs of a blackish lump on a plastic sheet,
while the young detective in charge held a hand-
kerchief to his mouth. Apparently, he was not
used to the stench of decomposing bodies.

“A man out jogging with his dog found her.
The dog was barking and the man looked at the
pond and saw a human hand poking out of a
plastic bag.”

“She must have been killed and chopped up,
then put into bags that were weighted down and
thrown off the bridge.”

“Can you find out who she is?”

“Tough. The body is badly decomposed and
there are no personal belongings.”

“But if you have the head, surely you can
match the teeth against dental records?” Ken-
mochi said with a sigh. “I guess this means no ski
trip with Hajime and Miyuki,” he added, stick-
ing another cigarette in his mouth.

2

“Hajime, look. Isn’t this sweater cute!” cried
Miyuki Nanase.

They were in a ski shop, and Miyuki was
pointing to a white sweater on a mannequin. A
long weekend lay ahead, and the shops in Kichi-
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joji, the fashionable suburb of Tokyo, were
packed. It was hard to recall the calm of the New
Year vacation that had just passed.

Miyuki, finding a pile of similar sweaters, took
one, placed it against her body, and posed.

“Hajime, does this suit me? They have it in
your size, too. Why don’t we hit the slopes in
matching outfits: you in blue on white, me in red
on white.”

“OK, OK,” Hajime Kindaichi responded, in-
different.

He didn’t care about sweaters. All he could
think about was a certain item he needed to buy
at the pharmacy before the next morning. He
had been just about to buy it when Miyuki called
and forced him to go shopping with her.

“Hajime! You're not paying any attention. I'm
trying to get us clothes for this ski trip so [ need
your help.”

The next morning Hajime and Miyuki were
leaving for a two-night, three-day ski trip. They
had been invited to stay at a pension run by
Kenmochi’s younger brother.

This trip was Kenmochi’s way of thanking
them. The three had met on an island off the Izu
Peninsula where a series of murders had taken
place. It was Hajime, grandson of the famous de-
tective, who had actually solved the case, and he
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had also helped Kenmochi on several later cases.

“I am looking, Miyuki. It looks great!”

“You really think so?”

“’Course.”

“Then, you buy one, too, and...Oh wait, they
have red ones as well. Do you mind if [ try one
on?””

“Go ahead. Hey, I bet this yellow would look
great, too. And this one—and this one.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely. Why don’t you try them all on?”

“All right. You don’t mind waiting?”

“No problem. Take your time.”

“Thanks!”

As soon as Miyuki had vanished into the
dressing room, Hajime dashed out and into the
nearest pharmacy.

The condoms ranged in price from ¥1,000 to
¥4,000, depending on their thickness. He sighed.
The thinner ones are best, but he didn't feel like
paying out ¥4,000. But this would be the first
time, so he wanted the best...

“Hajime, what are you doing here?”

He saw his mother standing in line at the cash
register.

“M-Mom!”

“What are you doing, skulking around the
pharmacy like this?”



“Mom, [ think I've caught a cold. Arghh,
arggh...” Hajime coughed. “I'm going skiing to-
morrow, so | thought I'd better get some cold
medicine. Arghh...” he coughed again.

“Oh, that. Inspector Kenmochi called and
said he won't be able to come tomorrow.”

“What do you mean, Mom?”

“He said something about body parts being
found in a pond in a park, so he can’t take time
off. Hajime, where are you going?”

But Hajime had already rushed out of the
pharmacy.

“But I've bought all these clothes!” wailed
Miyuki, holding a big paper bag.

“I’'m going to phone him. You have his mobile
phone number, right?” Hajime asked, searching
frantically for a pay phone.

Miyuki pulled out her address book. Mean-
while Hajime had found a phone and was ready
to dial. “Miyuki, hurry up!”

“Here it is...030...”

Hajime soon heard Kenmochi’s earthy bari-
tone. “Inspector Kenmochi speaking.”

“What do you mean you can’t come?” Hajime
demanded.

“Sorry, very sorry. Some loony hacked a
woman to pieces. No holiday for us champions
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of justice over the long weekend, I'm afraid.”

“But you invited us! You mean it’s canceled?”

“Calm down. You two go on your own, OK?
Anything wrong with that?”

“Well, if that means you'll be joining us
later...” Hajime glanced at Miyuki.

“If I can, I will.”

“I see. Then we'll get a head start. Right,” Ha-
jime said in an unnecessarily loud voice and,
looking at Miyuki, hung up.

“So what are we doing?” Miyuki asked.

Hajime grinned. “Phew! He gave me a fright.
He said that he’d be delayed but he’d probably
make it.”

“Then we are going skiing, after all.”

“We are!”

“I'm so looking forward to it!”

“So am I!” Hajime said, with an entirely dif-
ferent meaning.

3

Traffic had been heavy coming up from Tokyo,
so the bus Hajime and Miyuki took did not ar-
rive at the ski resort until nearly 4 PM. It was too
late to ski that day, so they spent their time play-
ing with Miyoko and Tomoko, the seven-year-
old twins of Yoshio, Inspector Kenmochi’s
brother, at the Pension Juhyo.
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Miyuki seems to be enjoying herself, Hajime
observed. I hope this doesn’t mean we’re going
to be baby-sitting day and-night. Then it’ll be
even harder to try out that certain item he had
bought from a vending machine the previous
night. He had gone a whole kilometer on his bi-
cycle to get it!

Anyway, thought Hajime irritably, what is this
so-called pension? It’s nothing more than a sim-
ple hostel with tatami-mat rooms and stew din-
ners.

He had been looking forward to something
cuter, like a fairytale sugar-and-spice house with
a red roof. There, in front of a fireplace, he and
Miyuki would catch each other’s eye and...

4

In spite of the gloomy forecast of three days of
heavy snow in Nagano Prefecture, the next
morning they woke up to brilliant weather.

Hajime, however, was in a bad mood. He had
spent the night in the same room as Miyuki. Plus
four children.

Unable to fall asleep, he had racked his brains
for a plan. A map of the area was hanging on the
wall in the living room. A few hundred meters
off the main ski course, Hajime saw, was a small
hut, which a note said served as an emergency
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refuge between Azamino Highland Resort and
neighboring Tengudaira Resort.

I could use this, he thought gleefully. The
route was off-limits in January and February,
when the snow was heavy, but who cared?

He’d persuade Miyuki to take this route to go
to the neighboring resort, then pretend to sprain
his ankle when they got near the hut. There
must be a stove and some blankets and other
emergency supplies in it. If not, they could al-
ways return to the main ski course a couple of
hundred meters away.

He could see it clearly:

—*“Hajime, are you OK? Miyuki would ask.

—“T'll live, but I'm really cold.”

—“Oh no, Hajime, you probably have a fever.
I'll undress and warm you up.”

At breakfast the next morning, Hajime told
Mrs. Kenmochi—not in front of Miyuki, of
course—that a friend worked part-time at the
neighboring resort and they would be spending
the night there.

“Hajime, are you ready?” Miyuki called out.

She looked unusually grown-up in her new
skiwear.

The jacket was bright red with an orange tint.
It was cut in the latest fashion, reaching just
below the buttocks.
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“Well, what do you think?” Miyuki posed for
him.

Her headband matched her jacket. Her long
hair swirled softly when she turned.

“You look great,” Hajime said.

“I'm glad I listened to you and bought this
jacket,” said Miyuki.

Ever since they had held hands on the way to
kindergarten, Miyuki had been straightforward
when it came to expressing her emotions. Did
that mean, Hajime wondered, that that was the
extent of her affection for him? Just a sisterly af-
fection. No, he told himself.

“Come on, let’s get to the slopes!” Miyuki
said, tugging his arm.

5

[ gaze at the snow spreading into the distant
horizon. The branches here and there seem like
the bones of some animal that, exhausted, has
relinquished its claim to life.

The snowscape is like the desert. Here we
seem to be standing at the end of Time. There is
no sign of life. Only an eternal silence reigns.

What a perfect setting. Nothing would be a
better graveyard for those scoundrels! In an
hour, the clock will be striking 5 PM. At that
moment this mountain lodge, now as silent as a
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tomb, will resound with human voices. But not
for long.

My murder weapons are laid out on the table.
A strong rope. Chemicals sealed in a plastic bag.
Capsules. Powdered roots of poisonous herbs.
They cannot escape. No matter where they hide,
no matter how securely they lock their doors, I,
who go by the computer handle name of Trojan
Horse, will get them.

[ return the murder weapons to my backpack
and look at the clock again. Another fifty min-
utes. With the arrival of the first ones, the game
will begin. Yes, this is a game with seven charac-
ters, a game called the “On-line Lodge Murders.”
And it is |, Trojan Horse, who will play the role
of the Grim Reaper.

[ am a computer virus programmed to frighten
these characters and delete them from the game.
Only forty minutes now.

6

The On-line Lodge members pulled party crack-
ers and laughed as colored streamers floated in
the air.

“To our first face-to-face meeting. Cheers!”

[t was Sojo who proposed the toast.

“Cheers!” said the other four, raising their
glasses and clinking them.
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Agatha took a sip and asked, “Are you sure
the other two won’t be offended if we start the
party without them?”

“Agatha, are you sure it’s all right to be drink-
ing alcohol when you're only a high school stu-
dent?” said Watson.

Sid made a vulgar sound and ran his hand
through his spiky hair. “You're such a square,
Doc,” he said, and emptied his wine in one gulp.

“Isn’t this amazing?” said Patricia. “At last we
all meet for the first time, but it doesn’t feel that
way.” She was already on her second glass of
wine.

“Of course,” said Sojo. “After all, we've
known each other on-line for over a year. And a
lot has happened in that time.”

For a moment, everyone looked tense, but in
no time chatter and laughter returned to the
well-heated lounge. It would continue that way
as long as the On-line Lodge members abided by
one rule: not to reveal their true identities or try
to learn the real identities of the others. They
would use their handle names only. |

Sojo claimed to work for a top-ranked trading
company; Agatha was a student at a prestigious
girls’ school; Watson said he was a doctor; Sid
played for a punk rock band while doing other
free-lance work; Patricia was a girls’ comic artist.
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“It must have been hard, finding a place like
this,” Sid remarked. “There’s not a single pen-
sion for miles. [ had to come by bus to the resort,
then find a taxi with four-wheel drive that could
bring me here, and that took at least forty min-
utes.”

“But isn't this the perfect place for our get-to-
gether!” Patricia said. She was stroking a teddy
bear that was on her lap. “A snowbound moun-
tain lodge! I feel as if I've stepped into another
world where anything could happen. We're so
happy, aren’t we, Yuta? Real log cabins! And the
main lodge is so new and clean.”

She was prattling away to the bear, her nose
pushed against its nose.

“You know the Azamino Highland Resort?
Well, the Silverwood Lodge is situated on the
opposite slope of the mountain from there,” Sojo
said. “At one point, they were planning to ex-
pand the resort, which is why they built this
lodge. The ski runs were going to come up here,
but with the collapse of the bubble economy,
that plan was shelved. People come here in sum-
mer, but in winter it’s too remote because it’s
more than a thirty-minute drive to the ski resort.
And there’s nothing else around here. Now they
rent out these cottages, but they don’t get too
many customers.”
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“What time did the other two say they were
coming?” Sid asked grumpily.

“They’ll be a while yet,” Watson said. “Agatha,
I'm sure you're dying to meet Ranpo.”

“I'll say! Yesterday they were talking on the
computer for ever. What a pair of fucking love-
birds!” Sid said, making a rude gesture, this time
in Agatha’s direction.

“For heaven’s sake, Sid, stop it! We’re having
a good time. I rather like the idea of love on-
line—very futuristic! Like a comic book! Go for
it, Agatha!”

Patricia waved Yuta’s arm in encouragement.

“Oh, it’s not like that at all!” Agatha said.

“No use denying it. Everyone knows,” Patricia
said, poking Agatha in the ribs.

Agatha let out a squeal and sank back in the
sofa. Her short skirt hiked up to reveal white
thighs. All the men looked at her.

“That son-of-a-bitch Ranpo! He’s got himself
a good deal!” Sid said.

“Right! If I'd known Agatha was such a dish I
would have volunteered for the part myself!”
Watson said. His eyes, feasting on Agatha, nar-
rowed behind the thick lenses of his glasses.

Patricia went up to the men and clapped loud-
ly. “Hey, what about Spenser? Poor thing, we've
totally forgotten about him.”
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Just then the door bell rang.

“Talk of the devil, that must be him! He said
he’d be late, but maybe he was able to make it on
time.”

Patricia sprang up and, still carrying Yuta,
went to the door.

Thump! Thump!

The visitor was no longer ringing the bell but
banging on the door. “Open up, open up,” a
voice shouted.

“OK, I'm coming,” Patricia said.

She unlocked the door.

“Eeek!” she cried and leaped out of the way as
a figure tumbled in.

He was dressed in a beige ski suit and was cov-
ered in snow. Behind him stood a young girl with
long hair in a reddish-orange ski jacket.

“Excuse me! We were skiing and got lost.
Please tell me where we are.”

The man removed his goggles to reveal a boy
of high school age.

“You're lost? You mean you're not Spenser or
Ranpo?”

Patricia stared at the boy, who stared back.

“No, I'm Hajime Kindaichi and this is my
friend, Miyuki Nanase.”

The two looked at each other, then smiled at
Patricia in a friendly way.
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Chapter2

Uninvited Guests

1

“Phew, that was lucky! We were skiing back to
the resort and must have taken a wrong turn! It
got darker and darker and the snow was piling
up! I thought we were finished!” Hajime said,
drying his hair with a towel.

He'd intended to stop at the refuge hut but
couldn’t find it. Then, when he decided to go
back, he couldn’t find the way.

He panicked and skied off in any direction.
His plan of “getting lost by accident” was turning
into a reality. No houses were in sight, and he
had been about to despair when he spotted a
cluster of cottages around a large cabin—the
main lodge.

“I told you not to go down that course, but

l"

you wouldn’t listen!” remonstrated Miyuki.

“OK, OK. All’s well that ends well,” said Ha-
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jime with a laugh. He knew that Miyuki was
more relieved than angry—they could have
frozen to death.

“So you came here from the course on Shika-
goe Ridge?” asked the large man sitting in the
biggest sofa. He acted as if he were in charge.

“Yes.”

“You're lucky. Even in spring, people get hurt
on that slope. Wait a moment, skiing’s not al-
lowed there in this weather.”

Hajime gave a forced laugh. “Yes, well, both
Miyuki and I are lucky and...”

He felt Miyuki glaring at him.

“Miyuki, we'd better introduce ourselves. This
is Miyuki Nanase and I'm Hajime Kindaichi.
We're classmates.”

“Kindaichi? You mean instead of Ranpo,
Japan’s answer to Edgar Allen Poe, we have
Kindaichi? This is too much!” The spiky-haired
youth in the black leather jacket gave a loud
laugh that annoyed Hajime.

“His manners are terrible,” the long-haired
girl holding a teddy bear said by way of apology.

Her voice was husky. Her huge eyes were like
dark, gleaming pools, and her pouting lips were
covered in pearl lipstick. The way she wiggled
her eyebrows was rather suggestive.

“Yes, he’s very rude,” she continued. She
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picked up something she had been sitting on, it
looked like a silver balloon, put it to her mouth,
and inhaled. Then, taking the teddy bear’s arm,
she bopped the punk’s head.

“Tell him you'’re sorry, Sid,” she said in a croaky
voice. What she had inhaled had transformed
her voice.

“How d’you do that?” Sid asked.

“It’s called ‘Frog Voice.” You inject a special
spray into the balloon, and when you inhale your
voice changes. Standard party entertainment.”

Everyone laughed.

“Lay off! I'm into punk rock. To me, a party
means sex, drugs, and rock 'n’ roll.”

Sid made another vulgar gesture. However,
Hajime thought he glimpsed a sensitivity that
seemed at odds with the boy’s appearance and
behavior. :

“Anyway, he’s sorry, Hajime. It’s so rude to
laugh at someone’s name,” Patricia said in her
normal voice.

“I don’t mind except that he seemed to be
laughing at my grandfather, too,” Hajime said.

“Grandfather?”

“Hajime’s grandfather is the famous detective,
Kosuke Kindaichi,” Miyuki explained. “Isn’t that
so, Hajime?” She was trying to mollify him.

“Yes,” Hajime said, still looking annoyed.
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“Really?” the large man in the sofa asked.

At first, Hajime thought he was a man with a
lot of self-confidence, but the nervous way he
kept glancing around him suggested that he was
far from confident.

“Yes, it’s true,” Hajime said.

“It’s an amazing coincidence that you should
show up here! We belong to the On-line Lodge,
a group of crime and suspense fiction fans. We all
have our pet genres and have read everything in
our category: murder mystery, hard-boiled...”

“I'm Sojo—at least that’s how I'm known
here. Nice to meet you, Hajime.”

Sojo bowed slightly.

“Nice to meet you, Sojo,” Hajime said, think-
ing how weird their names were.

As if reading his thoughts, Patricia explained.

“Sojo, Sid, Patricia—these aren’t our real
names. Sojo, for example, gets his name from a
character in the Bishop Murder Case by S. S. Van
Dine. I'm Patricia, the first name of a famous
American detective writer. Four eyes over there
who hasn’t said a word is Watson.”

She used her teddy bear’s arm to point to a
stocky individual.

“A doctor and a die-hard Sherlock Holmes
fan. So he took the name of Holmes’s right-hand
man, Dr. Watson. Right?”
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“Something like that,” Watson said, pushing
his glasses up his nose with his finger.

“But why don’t you use your real names?” Ha-
jime asked.

“You know about communication by comput-
ers?” Patricia asked in reply.

“Yes, I've heard of it,” Hajime said, looking at
Miyuki for help.

“You connect your computer to a phone line
and chat with others on-line. I've done it a little,
too,” Miyuki said.

“When?” Hajime asked.

“My dad recently bought a Mac, and he lets
me play around with it.”

“So, Miyuki, you must know that you can talk
to people on real time just like you can over the
phone. Have on-line chats and so on. Yuta, be a
good boy for a moment.”

Patricia put her teddy bear on the sofa and
went to the table. She opened the lid of her lap-
top.

“Watch.”

She turned on the computer and opened a
document. “This is the conversation the seven of
us had yesterday. See? You chat just as if you're in
the same room together”

“Wow!”

“Your names—Patricia, Sid—are here.”
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“Yes. These are our handles—Ilike the pen
names authors use.”

“Looks like fun,” Hajime said, peering at the
screen.

“Aren’t you worried that other computer users
will eavesdrop?” Miyuki asked.

“No. With a scrambling program, two people
can chat in private. So can a group. Only people
with the password have access. Actually, this is
how we created the On-line Lodge.”

“Wow! A sign of the times,” Hajime sighed,
folding his arms.

“He’s a bit young to be talking like that, isn’t
he, Agatha?” Sojo asked a girl who had brought
in some coffee.

iHemis?

“This is Agatha, after Agatha Christie. She’s
the youngest—in her second year of high school.
About the same age as you, perhaps? You should
learn to handle a computer, young man, other-
wise you'll be left behind.”

“I was totally overwhelmed in the beginning,”
Agatha said with a friendly smile, passing the
coffee cups. “I'm sure you two will be hooked
once you find out how much fun it is.”

“Not me! I'm a total dunce when it comes to
these things,” Hajime said, with a brisk shake of
his head. He was falling for Agatha’s pretty smile.
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“Come on, you're the grandson of a famous
detective,” Agatha said, putting her hand to her
mouth as if to stifle a laugh.

Agatha’s cute gestures seemed a little forced.
Hajime thought that behind those airs hid a
stronger woman—the type men liked but women
hated.

Miyuki was looking at them both rather cold-
ly.

“I’'m sure he means it, Agatha,” she said. “He’s
not the academic type. He'd only use a computer
to play games.”

“Oh, shush,” Hajime said.

Sid had been studying them. He suddenly
peered at Hajime and said, “Friendly, aren’t you!
I’'m jealous. Are you going together? Have you
scored with her yet?”

“I-It’s nothing like that!” Miyuki spluttered,
blushing.

“For God’s sake, Sid, stop! These people are
our guests,” Patricia said. “I'm so sorry, Miyuki
and Hajime. Sid has absolutely no manners. Sid,
you really are exactly the way you come across
on-line. I thought you might surprise me by
being more serious when [ met you in person.”

“So I've disappointed you, Pat? I'm not disap-
pointed—you’re much prettier than I thought
you'd be. Why don’t we hit the sack together
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sometime? I'm much warmer than your teddy
bear.”

“Thanks but no thanks: My Yuta is far cuter.
Still, it’s funny...”

“What is?”

“You're exactly the same as you are on-line. In
fact, everybody is. It’s as if we've all stepped out
of our computers into a world of virtual reality.”

Patricia stroked her teddy bear’s head and
looked around dreamily. “I feel as if the Silver-
wood Lodge is the setting for a computer game.
We are just characters in the game. You must all
feel it. I think I have an idea for a story.”

“There speaks the girls’ comic artist,” Sid re-
marked.

“Hmm, Patricia may be right,” Sojo said. “I
feel like a character in a computer game, too. It
feels great—no distractions from the outside
world.”

He leaned back on the sofa and puffed at his
cigarette. ’

Watson and Agatha were gazing blankly into
space, as if savoring this same weird happiness.

“Can [ ask you something?” Hajime broke the
silence. -

“Fire away,” Sid said.

“Is today the first time you’ve all met in per-
son?”’
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The On-line Lodge members looked at one
another. Finally Sojo spoke.

“That’s right. We've been acquainted on-line
for over a year, though. This is a party to cele-
brate the first off-line meeting of the group.”

“Off-line?”

“Off-line. When we use computers to talk, we
are on-line. Getting together in person is off-
line. Understand?”

“Yes. May I ask another question?” Hajime
said, scratching his head.

“Go ahead.”

“So none of you know any of your real
names’”

Sojo looked upset for a moment but recovered
quickly. “Right,” he said. “We don’t know any-
one’s real name or anything else about one an-
other. All we know is what each of us has
volunteered on-line.”

“Isn’t that kind of spooky?”

“Sometimes it’'s more fun when you don’t
know. Promise that you won'’t ask people about
their real identity.”

“All right. Well, we’d better be going. I'd like
to call a taxi. Can I use your phone?”

Hajime was beginning to feel unwelcome.

“You're leaving? We were just thinking the
more the merrier, weren't we, Yuta? Why don’t
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you stay the night?” Patricia suggested, stroking
her teddy bear.

“No, we really should be going, eh, Miyuki?”

“Yes, we should.”

While Hajime and Miyuki were looking at
each other, trying to decide what to do, Sojo
broke in. “Patricia’s right. Why don’t you stay
the night? We’d love to hear about your grandfa-
ther. You saw those cottages outside? There’re
still some empty ones. It’s already past seven. A
taxi would take an hour to get here. Just call your
lodgings and tell them you're staying here?”

“What do you think, Miyuki?”

“What do you think, Hajime?”

“Shall we stay?”

“Maybe we should.”

“We accept then. We'll stay until tomorrow
morning.”

Hajime and Miyuki gave a polite bow in
thanks.

2

That evening the schedule was for everyone to
play computer games until 9 PM., then return to
their respective cottages and chat about the day
on-line. Hajime couldn’t help thinking it was
odd; if they were together in person, why should
they need to talk on-line?
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However, he was enjoying the party in the
lounge with the big roaring fire. He was also
looking forward to spending the night in a cot-
tage. Much fancier than the pension. A much
better place to seduce Miyuki, he thought, feel-
ing vague stirrings in his loins.

“What are you grinning about, Hajime? Your
turn.” Patricia’s teddy bear tapped him on the
shoulder. The woman spoke in an absurdly high-
pitched nasal voice, probably meant to be that of
the bear.

Patricia claimed to be nineteen years old, but
Hajime didn’t believe her. Probably two or three
years older, he thought—Ilook at that makeup!
He wondered if the teddy bear was part of her ef-
fort to appear younger.

“Lost again?” Agatha asked, slipping in next
to him. They were playing a computer version of
Parcheesi. “You move the arrow by moving the
mouse. See! Then press here. It’s the perfect
game for beginners.”

She’s a pretty girl, he thought, as he watched
her play. She, too, had lied about her age. He
couldn’t believe she was the same age as Miyuki
and himself. Or maybe there are some very
grown-up high schoolers.

What he found even harder to understand
was why a pretty girl would choose to spend the
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holidays with computer pals in the middle of
nowhere. “I'm thinking in stereotypes,” he chid-
ed himself. “Not all computer whizzes are nerds!
Some young TV stars even claim to be computer
addicts!”

“You’re quite a hit with the ladies, Kindaichi.
Are you sure you want to leave your pretty friend
sitting on the sidelines?”

Watson had been observing Hajime talking to
Patricia and Agatha.

“Hey, Kindaichi, no use trying to get Agatha
to bed,” Sid said. “She’s Ranpo’s girl. He’s sup-
posed to show up later. 'Course, they haven’t
made out or even met. It was just love on-line.”

“Sid, I think you misunderstand something.
Hajime does tend to drool when he sees pretty
girls, but he’s not going to try to seduce someone
he’s just met. [ know him very well and I can as-
sure you of that,” Miyuki said in an unusually
loud voice.

Hajime turned to Miyuki, pleased.

“Isn’t that so, Hajime?” Miyuki asked.

“Yes,” Hajime said. “Now about Ranpo who’s
coming later and the other one—"

“Spenser?! The famous detective in Robert B.
Parker’s books.”

“Yes, when’s that ‘Sponsor’ coming?” Patricia

asked.
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“Spenser,” Sojo emphasized irritably.

“Pun, pun!” Patricia cried.

The three girls burst out laughing, while the
two men sighed.

3

Damn! I didn’t expect two strangers.

[ didn’t want anyone but the six On-line
Lodge members to see me. That's why I skied
here instead of taking a taxi. I wanted to leave
six bodies here and then vanish.

Now these two outsiders know what I look
like. I must make some small changes to my
plans. I must remember everywhere [ touch so |
can wipe off my fingerprints later.

But since these two outsiders have seen me, |
cannot disappear after finishing off the six. They
would describe me to the police, who'd find me
without much trouble.

[t’s very inconvenient that they know seven
people were supposed to gather here.

Even if everything goes according to plan, if
there are six bodies, the seventh person will most
probably be the murder suspect.

And if I fail to kill all six? My fake alibi will
come to light and I will be under suspicion.

It’'s good that Sojo became interested in that
grandson of Kosuke Kindaichi and persuaded
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him and his girlfriend to stay. They will be part
of my little drama now, and I won’t be the only
one left alive after the murders.

Of course, it’s possible that they might have to
be killed, too, but I prefer not to involve inno-
cent people.

Ah, it’s like a computer game. | have planned
every step and am making sure each one is logi-
cal. That’s my only chance. [ do not know who
any of these people are or what they do, so when
the off-line party is over, I would never be able to
find them again.

The game has begun. No turning back. Yes, a
minor bug has been discovered in the program,
but I can handle it.

Only two more characters to show up! Per-
fect! Meanwhile, I'm playing a silly computer
game, using my handle, like the others, and non-
chalantly acting my role.

4

When the clock struck nine, everyone, except
Sid, dutifully stopped playing the game and start-
ed cleaning up. Sid was slouched on the sofa, sip-
ping beer, but nobody complained.

“About tonight,” Agatha said to Hajime and
Miyuki, clearing away the leftover rice crackers
and potato chips, “Do you two mind sharing a
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cottage? There are quite a few empty cottages
but...”

“No, that’ll be fine, won't it, Miyuki?” Hajime
replied eagerly.

“I suppose so. Hajime, do wipe that sleazy look
off your face? I hope you're not getting any
ideas.”

“What do you mean?” Hajime asked, defen-
sive.

She’s still a child, or she thinks of me as one,
he thought.

Hajime forced himself to look serious. “Miyu-
ki, we're being invited to stay here, free. We
don’t want to be rude and ask our hosts for two
cottages. Right?”

“Right,” Miyuki replied sulkily.

“Agreed then?” Agatha handed over a wood-
en tag with a key attached on a chain. The chain
tinkled slightly.

“You're in Cottage No. 5. Here’s a map.” She
handed over a plan of the compound. The cot-
tages were numbered one to twelve, and some of
them had a person’s name written next to the
number.

“Let’s go back to our rooms and catch one an-
other on-line,” Sojo said, donning his ski jacket.

“Shouldn’t someone stay behind and wait for
Ranpo and Spenser?” Patricia asked.

46



Sid snickered. “Why bother? They got the
schedule by e-mail, so why don’t we just leave
the door unlocked and a note.”

Agatha raised her hand before speaking, like a
student in class. “I'll stay and wait,” she said.

“I know, you want to see Ranpo as soon as he
gets here,” said Watson with a mirthless laugh.

“So can we leave it to you, Agatha?” Patricia
asked.

“I guess it’s no use saying be a good girl when
Ranpo gets here. Two lovers in a snowbound
mountain lodge...Tee-hee, it's too much.
Spenser is Ranpo’s bosom buddy, so he’ll make
sure he doesn’t get in the way. Ha-ha-ha!”

Sid made another of his vulgar gestures. He
had put on his black sunglasses.

“Sid, please stop,” Agatha said with a faraway
look in her eyes.

Everyone began to prepare to leave for their
cottages. As Hajime and Miyuki were collecting
their things, Hajime tried to focus his thoughts
on the On-line Lodge members.

—Sojo worked almost too hard to convince
others that he was an executive at an interna-
tional trading company, a man of the world and
the one in charge. He claimed to be twenty-four
years old, but Hajime put him closer to twenty-
one or twenty-two.
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—Patricia, the woman with the teddy bear,
claimed to be a girls’ comic artist, whose work
was published now and then. But when Miyuki
asked her to draw something, she looked an-
noyed and refused. She seemed to have an on-
going feud with Sid.

—Agatha, Hajime had hoped, would be will-
ing to divulge her real name and that of her
school once she found out that Miyuki and he,
like herself, were in the second year of high
school. But she, too, was not forthcoming on her
personal details, and Hajime doubted whether
she really was still at school.

—Watson said he was a doctor, and some-
thing about the way he spoke seemed genuine to
Hajime. He seemed to know the most about
computers and appeared to have a crush on
Agatha, even though she was supposedly in love
with Ranpo. Watson gave his age as twenty-four,
but Hajime had doubts about this as well.

—Sid said he was nineteen and played with a
punk band, but Hajime felt he was different from
the punk rockers in school who said very little
and smiled even less. It was also odd that he
never talked about music.

—The other two members had yet to show
up. Sid had described them as “bosom buddies.”

Hajime found it hard to believe that two peo-
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ple who had never met and only communicated
on-line could have such a close relationship.

“Sorry to leave you here all by yourself,
Agatha,” Patricia said, waving from the lodge
door.

“Good night,” said Hajime and Miyuki.

Agatha waved to them and smiled.

Hajime, Miyuki, and the other members of
the On-line Lodge stepped outside to find it
snowing much harder. They had arrived only
three hours earlier, but already their footprints
were invisible.

“Snowing hard!” Sid said, pushing his sun-
glasses down and looking up at the black sky.

Snowflakes, sparkling in the lodge lights, were
dancing and fluttering. Hajime had the distinct
but strange impression that it was snowing only
at the Silverwood Lodge. The wind, too, was
getting stronger.

“If this continues, we'll be stuck here for a
while,” someone said.

Nobody answered. In front of them they could
see the cottages, lit up by orange lights.

5

Kishi sat by the window in his spacious cottage
for two. The exposed logs of the walls rose up to
the ceiling, revealing the pitch of the roof.
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He was typing in the dark, his computer con-
nected to a phone line, just like the others.

How weird we must seem to outsiders like that
Kindaichi boy, he thought with a smile. Glanc-
ing out the window, he noticed that the weather
had gotten worse. He could see the lights in the
other cottages as well as the brighter ones in the
main lodge.

Ranpo and Spenser must have arrived by now.
Or maybe Ranpo was alone with Agatha.

He turned his attention back to the screen.
He so loved his handle, and he loved being
called that name by the other On-line Lodge
members.

It was very different from the way people
treated him in real life. He still seethed when he
recalled what his boss said a month ago, when he
had asked for time off to take this trip.

“You have some nerve asking for a vacation!
Ask when you deserve it!”

He only wanted his New Year vacation like
everybody else, so why that humiliation?

Performance, performance, performance! That
was all his boss talked about. Kishi was paid ac-
cording to the number of products he sold, in
other words, on a commission basis. Experienced
colleagues told him that the surest way to success
was to take pride in the products.
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How could he take pride in some useless med-
ical equipment?

His job was to trick customers—often the el-
derly, housewives, or students—into paying out
between ¥150,000 and ¥1,200,000 for a “mag-
netic therapy bed.” One tactic was to persuade
them that they, too, could make money by join-
ing the pyramid sales scheme.

Two years of such work had worn him out. In
his first year, he had been driven by greed, and
he had ranked among the top ten salesmen. His
ready tongue made him quite a success with his
customers.

However, things began to go downhill after a
customer who was a student fell heavily into
debt when he couldn’t sell the “magnetic thera-
py beds” he had bought from Kishi. The student
tried to throw himself off the third floor of
Kishi’s office building. Luckily, he only suffered
two broken legs, but Kishi sank into a depression
from which he never recovered.

These days, he was lucky if he could sell one
bed a month. His salary was at the lowest possi-
ble level. His boss was rude to him every day,
and it was getting worse all the time.

However, he no longer cared about the real
world. Eight months ago he had discovered the
world of computers, and he had come alive
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again. He had made friends with other fans of
crime and suspense fiction.

Kishi loved it! “This is the life!” he typed on-
line to the other members.

6

There’s the taxi! [ can see it from the attic here
in the main lodge.

So you've arrived and the group is now com-
plete.

I'm glad I did my homework and found out
about this attic. It’s perfect! Through the cracks
in the floorboards I can see into the lounge
below, although when the folding ladder is
raised, from the lounge it’s hard to notice there’s
an attic.

I turn off the light. I want to see and hear
what'’s happening downstairs.

The girl is standing in front of the fireplace.
She keeps looking at the clock, and I can even
hear her sighs. Terrific! I'll be able to catch
everything they say.

The doorbell rings. I look at my watch. 10:20
PM. The girl jumps up and goes to answer the
door. I move, too, to stand right above the en-
trance. There are no cracks in the floorboards
here, so I crouch down and put my ear to the
floor.
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“The door’s not locked,” the girl says nervous-
ly.

The door opens and I hear footsteps.

“Er...,” a man says.

“You're Ranpo,” the girl says quickly.

“Agatha?”

“Y—Yes, I'm Agatha. Hello.”

“Wow! It's amazing to meet you at last!”

“Yes. I came here because I wanted to meet
you.”

“Same here. You're just as | expected, Agatha,
so pretty.”

My goodness, what a joke! Love! They
haven’t even told each other anything real about
themselves yet. Love on-line is just a game! But
these people consider everything a game. They
evade their responsibilities in order to satisfy
their pathetic needs. Unforgivable!

The two are sitting on the sofa now, very close
together, chatting 2bout nothing. Are they tick-
ling each other? I hear giggling.

The girl has her left hand on the man’s knee.
The man’s right arm is around her waist. Sud-
denly they stop talking and gaze into each other’s
eyes. They kiss. They are performing the rites of
man and woman since the beginning of time.

How predictable! They’ll be here two or three
hours. Good, my plans are going smoothly.
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I look at my watch. Already half an hour after
midnight.

[ crawl around in the dark and open the sky-
light. The blast of wind lets in the snow, as sharp
as needles against my face. I can hear branches
creaking. Shielding my eyes from the wind, I
step out.

[ shut the window and slowly descend the iron
ladder. It must be more than 10 degrees below
freezing, and I can feel the chill of the iron lad-
der through my thick ski gloves.

[t is as if that same chill has entered my heart,
destroying any kind of hesitation. I am ready to
kill.

[t’s forty minutes after midnight. I jump down
onto the snow and make my way to my destina-
tion, walking where my footprints will be less
visible, although I needn’t have worried. In this
blizzard, any footprints will vanish in half an
hour.

[ stop in front of Cottage No. 2 and inch my
way along the walls to peer in through the win-
dow.

There’s Sojo, sitting in front of his computer.

7

[t’s getting hot in here, Kishi thought. He stared
at the screen, at the four names chatting on-line:
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Patricia, Watson, Sid, and Sojo. Yes, he was
Sojo.

But he had not made any contribution to the
exchanges in the past five minutes. Something
was making him uneasy.

At this point he was having second thoughts.
Perhaps, he wondered, it had been a bad idea for
the On-line Lodge members to meet. Seeing
them in person made that incident several
months ago take on an uncomfortable reality.

Even the tone of their on-line conversation
was beginning to change. He knew the others
were feeling uncomfortable about this, too.

“Ridiculous,” he said, but he still felt nervous.

“I've done nothing wrong,” he declared.

Feeling a little better, he began to defend him-
self in his mind. Yes, a man had died that day.
But he had just been unlucky or, as a magazine
had put it, the gods had passed judgment on an
evil man.

There was no proof that a crime had been
committed, and even the police had treated the
man’s death as accidental.

As for himself, all he had done was find a
place that fulfilled certain conditions.

The screen caught his attention again with a
comment from Patricia: “What’s the matter,
Sojo? You've been very quiet.”
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Snap out of it, he told himself. You should be
enjoying this happy get-together. Enjoy being
someone you're not, enjoy being in this ideal
world. Right now he was Sojo, graduate of a top-
notch university working for a top-flight interna-
tional trading company. He began typing his
response to Patricia.

“Sorry,” he wrote. “I started thinking about
work. After this | must fly to New York to close a
major deal involving computers. Hundreds of mil-
lions of yen at stake! I’'m indispensable to the proj-
ect, so | guess this will be my last vacation for a
while.”

Immediately his on-line friends sent him en-
couragement.

This is what he wanted. This camaraderie was
intoxicating. Then he heard someone knocking
at his door.

He looked at the time on the computer
screen: 12:43 AM.

He typed in the following message:

“Someone’s here. Might be Spenser. Just one
moment, please.”

Leaving his computer connected to the phone
line, he got up to open the door.

“Oh, hello!” he said, smiling at his visitor.
Then he felt a sharp pain in his chest.
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Takuma’s slender knife went through Sojo’s
heart. There was not much blood—just a few
splatters on Takuma’s plastic coat.

Sojo took a few steps back and slumped to the
floor like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
His face grew pale. The knife was stuck in his
chest, and each time he breathed, a shower of
blood spurted out.

Takuma slipped behind him. Sojo was near
death, but he was desperately trying to commu-
nicate with his murderer, as if pleading for mercy.

The assassin kicked him. Sojo had no strength
to plead, let alone fight back. The murderer
crouched on one knee and shouted into Sojo’s
ear why he was being killed.

Sojo slowly shook his head, but Takuma could

not tell whether he felt remorse or not.
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Chapter3

The Trojan Horse

1

“Hajime, let’s go to bed,” Miyuki said, yawning.
They were playing cards. She put an ace of
hearts on the table. The sweat suit she had bor-
rowed from Agatha was a little tight, especially
around the chest. Hajime, his eyes riveted on
that area, was slow in responding.

“Hajime, the ace of hearts!”

“Eh...the ace?” Hajime said.

Somewhere along the way, Hajime thought,
he had missed his chance. When they had come
to the cottage, Miyuki had gone to take a bath
first, and a long one at that. Hajime, pacing back
and forth, had not been able to absorb the fact
that Miyuki’s naked body, with a bra size ru-
mored to be 90 D—the object of every male
classmate’s fantasies—was on the other side of
the bathroom door.



After he, too, had bathed, he suggested a
game of cards. At that point his strategy was:
Get her relaxed and in the mood.

Only he was so distracted by thinking what
lay ahead that he kept losing.

Hajime sighed. Just then the phone rang and
he picked it up.

“Hello?” His irritation at being disturbed so
late was clear. “Hello? Who is it?” he repeated.

He heard a giggle. “Oops, sorry. Were you
asleep?”

The voice was high and artificial. Hajime re-
membered Patricia’s “Frog Voice” and guessed
that this was what the person on the other end
was using.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“I suppose you can call me ‘The Trojan Horse.””

“The Trojan Horse?”

One of the On-line Lodge members must be
playing a joke, Hajime thought.

“Think of it as my handle,” the person said,
with a laugh like a crow’s caw.

“Oh, those handle names again! You're stay-
ing here, right?”

The Trojan Horse ignored the question and
said, “There’s a dead body in Cottage No. 2.”

“What?” said Hajime, unable to take in the
meaning at first.
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“I'm saying that Sojo has been murdered.”

“What d’you mean?” Hajime asked brusquely,
annoyed at the person’s tone. “Please don’t call
in the middle of the night to play practical
jokes.”

“Either Watson or Ranpo killed him.”

The Trojan Horse laughed that high-pitched
laugh again.

“Go and check, if you don’t believe me. The
cottage is splattered with Sojo’s good-for-nothing
blood.”

The Trojan Horse gave another laugh and
hung up.

Hajime felt a chill run down his spine. He
slammed down the receiver, picked it up again
intending to phone the other cottages, then
thought better of it, realizing what time it was.

“It’s 2 A.M. If this really is a joke, the others
are not going to be happy at being woken up.”

“What's the matter, Hajime?”

Miyuki looked worried, both with the phone
call at this hour and Hajime’s reaction to it.

“Who was that, Hajime?” she asked.

“Some weirdo who goes by the name of Tro-
jan Horse, claiming that Sojo’s been murdered.”

“What? It must be a joke. If you go to the cot-
tage, | bet you'll find someone smeared with
catsup pretending to be dead.”
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Miyuki was laughing, but looking anxious at
the same time.

“Probably. Let’s go and.check.”

Hajime and Miyuki donned their ski jackets
and stepped out into the blizzard.

2

They trudged through knee-deep snow to Sojo’s
cottage. The lights were still on.

“Looks like a prank after all,” Hajime said,
going to the window.

Suddenly he felt a hand on his shoulder.

“What are you doing here?”

He turned around to see Watson, with a seri-
ous expression on his face.

“Oh, it’s you, Hajime,” he said, apparently re-
lieved.

“We got a weird phone call,” Hajime said.
“Why are you here?”

“Same as you. I got a phone call telling me to
come here. [ think it’s a joke, but someone by
the name of Trojan Horse said Sojo had been
killed by Ranpo.”

“What?”

“H-Hajime, look!” Miyuki screamed.

Both Hajime and Miyuki leaned forward to
look through the window.

On the reddish-brown carpet was a pool of
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blood, in the middle of which lay a large man in
a bloodstained white shirt.

Sojo.

In the orangish light his cheeks seemed ruddy
with health, but it was clear he was dead. Hajime
recalled the Trojan Horse’s cackle and knew it
had been the laugh of the murderer.

3
“He’s dead...Sojo’s dead! Then that phone call

was no hoax. We have to do something! We
must call the police!” Watson cried.

“Wait,” Hajime said, grabbing Watson's shoul-
der. “This is a murder and we are the ones who
discovered the body. We must get a clear idea of
the murder scene.”

“Oh, stop playing detective! If we get in-
volved, we might be murdered ourselves.”

Watson trembled and prised Hajime’s fingers
off his shoulder.

“Listen,” Hajime said. “We are going to walk
around the cottage to see if we can notice any-
thing. [ want you to look for footprints. Even
with this blizzard, there should be footprints if
someone was here ten or twenty minutes ago.
also want to find out how long it takes for our
footprints to disappear. It may help us pinpoint
the time of the murder.”
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“Let’s leave it to the police.”

“The police aren’t here. Even if we phone, it
will take a while for them to get here. We have
to do this, don’t you understand?”

“I suppose so.”

“Miyuki, if you notice anything, even if it
seems unimportant, tell me.”

“OK.”

Hajime first looked around the entrance, but
he could not see anything resembling footprints.

“Let’s start then,” he said.

Staying close to one another, the three began
circling the cottage. The snowy surface around
the cottage, lit by the orangish light, seemed as
lifeless as a desert.

No footprints.

Hajime was trying to work out the time of the
murder—in this blizzard footprints would disap-
pear in much less than an hour.

He looked at his watch. 2:20 A.M. They had
arrived about ten minutes earlier. :

He was still able to see their footprints. So the
murderer had left the scene more than ten min-
utes ago. Unless he was still here!

They found themselves back at the cottage
entrance.

“There were no footprints, were there?” Miyu-
ki asked, looking at Hajime.
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“No. Did you see any, Watson?”

“No.”

“OK. Time for us to go into the cottage.”

Hajime approached the door.

“I don’t think you should do that,” Watson
said. “The murderer might still be inside. In fact,
he probably is because there are no footprints to
show he left.”

Miyuki gave Hajime’s hand a tug. “He’s right.
Let’s call the police.”

“No, no. If the murderer’s inside, he’ll escape
while we're calling. Come on, there are three of
us! If we're careful, we'll be all right!”

This time Hajime tugged Miyuki toward the
door. It was slightly ajar, and a finger of light
streamed out through the gap. The key was still
in the keyhole, the wooden key holder prevent-
ing the door from shutting.

Hajime peered in. He could see no sign of life.
The computer screen glowed on the table. The
bathroom door was wide open. There was no-
body inside.

Since there was nowhere else for the murderer
to hide, he or she had evidently gone.

“It’s OK. Let’s go in,” Hajime said giving the
door a push.

“Hey!”

A man’s voice came from behind them. The
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three young people gave a start and turned around.

A man, his mouth hidden under a red scarf,
was standing in the blizzard.

Hajime gulped. Miyuki clung to him.

“Wh-Who are you?” Watson stammered.

The man undid his rather bulky hand-knitted
mulffler. His breath floated white in the cold air,
like cigarette smoke. He was a good-looking
young man with well-defined features.

“I'm Ranpo,” he introduced himself. “And
you?”

“Hajime Kindaichi. We ended up staying here
due to some unforeseen events. Right, Miyuki?”
He was relieved to hear the name Ranpo.

“Yes. Hello, I'm Miyuki Nanase.”

She bowed her head in greeting.

Her friendly manner disarmed Ranpo. “Hello,”
he said with a smile. “I'm the one with the han-
dle name Ranpo.”

“I heard someone called Ranpo was coming.”

“Wait, he'’s a murderer!” Watson cried. “The
person on the phone told me that Ranpo killed
Sojo.”

“What are you talking about? Wait, are you
saying that Sojo has been—" Ranpo looked de-
fensive again.

“No use acting innocent. You did it, didn’t
you?”



Watson indicated the cottage. Ranpo fol-
lowed his glance and looked inside. “My good-
ness, what's this?” he cried.

“The person on the floor is Sojo. Someone
killed him,” Hajime said.

“Then that phone call wasn’t a joke?”

“Phone call? You received a phone call, too?”
Hajime asked.

Ranpo looked down, as though to calm him-
self. “You, too? I got a phone call from someone
claiming to be the Trojan Horse.”

He shook his head. “I thought it was a joke
and hung up. But then the person called again,
doing something so that the voice was different.
[ assumed that this persistence meant some en-
tertainment was waiting for us here, so I came. |
never thought what the Trojan Horse said could
be true. Oh, God!”

He glanced at Sojo’s body and let out a sigh.

“Liar! He did it, then he hid somewhere and is
now pretending to have just arrived,” Watson
cried, cringing behind Hajime and Miyuki.

Ranpo frowned. “Who are you to be making
such accusations?”

“'m Watson. If you're really Ranpo, you
should know!”

“Watson? Then you're the murderer!”

“Wh-What do you mean?”
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“The Trojan Horse said that Sojo was mur-
dered by Watson,” Ranpo continued, glaring at
Watson.

“That’s ridiculous!” Watson cried.

I wonder what the Trojan Horse is up to, Ha-
jime thought, as he looked at the two glowering
men. Come to think of it, when the Trojan
Horse called us he said...

“What did he say to you?” Ranpo asked, as
though reading his mind.

Hajime deliberately looked away from Watson
and Ranpo. “The Trojan Horse changed his or
her voice with that ‘Frog Voice’ toy.”

“It was the same with my call.”

“And mine.”

“He said, ‘Sojo is dead in Cottage No. 2. Ei-
ther Watson or Ranpo did it.””

4

Although Watson and Ranpo were accusing
each other of being the murderer, to Hajime the
answer seemed obvious: the Trojan Horse was
the most likely suspect.

Why, however, had the Trojan Horse said
three different things? Not just to be funny, Ha-
jime knew. He was analyzing the murder scene.
The lights left on; the pool of blood on the car-
pet; Sojo’s body with its half-open eyes; the two
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glowering men; the computer still switched on;
the words on the screen...

Then Ranpo said, “It’s no use us glaring at
each other, Watson. The murderer has to be the
person who phoned: the Trojan Horse.”

“I agree,” Watson said. “But you might be the
Trojan Horse.”

“You still think it was me?”

“Ranpo, you must know that the Trojan Horse
is the name of a computer virus,” Watson said.

Hajime interrupted. “A computer virus? I've
heard of that, but I don’t know what it is.”

“It’s a type of program that invades normal
computer programs and destroys them. It’s con-
tagious, like a disease.”

“In other words,” Watson explained, “the
murderer is claiming to be like a computer virus.
If we are a healthy, functioning computer pro-
gram, then the Trojan Horse tries to invade and
destroy us.”

“Then, you could be the murderer, Ranpo. A
computer virus starts wreaking havoc after in-
vading a computer.”

“You don’t give up, do you? Can you prove
you aren’t the Trojan Horse yourself?” Ranpo de-
manded.

“What's the use of arguing?” Hajime put in. “I
think it’d be more productive to establish alibis.
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If we can determine what time Sojo was mur-
dered, then we can find out what each of you
was doing at the time, right?”

“Clever, Kosuke Kindaichi’s grandson,” Wat-
son said.

Ranpo turned to Hajime in surprise. “You
mean you're the grandson of the famous detec-
tive, Kosuke Kindaichi?’

“Yes,” Miyuki answered for Hajime. “Hajime’s
grandfather was the master detective of his day.”

“Then I'd like to hear your analysis. What
time would you say Sojo was killed?”

Hajime scratched his head and asked another
question in reply. “How long does a computer
stay on if you don’t touch it?”

“It depends on the network. On the one we
use, about ten minutes.”

“Then Sojo was killed at exactly 12:43 A.M.”

“How can you know the exact time?” Watson
asked, astounded.

“Easy. Look,” Hajime said. He pointed to the
screen. “See the time here at the bottom of the
screen.”

LOG OUT 9X/01/15 00:53:12

“This means 12:53 at night. And the date’s

today. You said you would return to your cottages
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and chat on-line as usual, right? The time here
show the second that conversation ended. And
the warning here at the top, ‘If you do not make
an entry within the next five minutes, you will
be disconnected.” This means that the computer
was not touched because Sojo had been killed.”

“I see. Clear and simple,” Ranpo said admir-
ingly.

“But the murderer could have picked up
where Sojo left off.”

“The murderer gains nothing by doing that.
For the murderer cannot fix an alibi unless he
goes somewhere else. In any case, there’ll be no
alibi for 12:43 A.M. Watson, can you scroll the
screen up a bit?”

Watson nodded. Frowning, he gingerly made
his way around the body to the computer. In the
spirit of the detective novels he loved, when he
touched the keyboard, he covered his fingertips
with his sleeves so as not to leave any finger-
prints.

He scrolled up.

SOJO: “Someone’s here. Might be Spenser. just
one moment, please,” the screen said.

“This ‘someone’ must have killed Sojo,” Ha-
jime said.
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“Then I have a perfect alibi,” Watson said,
clapping his hands together. “Look.”

He scrolled up even further. More of the on-
line conversation emerged, as did Watson’s
name.

“See? I was chatting with Sojo and the others,
so I was in my cottage. Now [ remember Sojo
stopping, saying someone had come, but [ didn’t
give it a second thought. We talked on-line for
about thirty minutes more. [ went to the bath-
room once, but that only took a minute at the
most. You can ask the others. I can show you the
record of the conversation on my computer, if
you like.”

“Who were you talking to?” Hajime asked.

“Patricia and Sid. Sid stopped chatting a
minute or two after Sojo. But Patricia and I were
chatting until about 1:10 A.M.”

“I see. Ranpo, you weren't on-line in this?”

Ranpo shook his head gloomily. “No. All that
time [ was with Agatha in the main lodge.”

“Agatha?”

“Yes. I must have arrived there around 10:20,
and | was there until Patricia phoned around
1:30. If you don’t believe me, call Agatha and
ask her. We only parted an hour or so ago to go
back to our cottages, so [ bet she’s still awake.”

“I'll call her. Even if she’s asleep, a murder
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counts as an emergency. In any case, I think we
should all gather in one place,” Hajime said,
picking up the phone.

5

“Hello, this is Agatha.” Her voice was a bit
cracked. She had answered after two or three
rings, but Hajime thought that in spite of what
Ranpo had said, she might have been sleeping.

“It’s Hajime. Sorry to disturb you so late but
something terrible has happened.”

“Something terrible?”

“Yes. Now don’t panic, but Sojo has been
murdered.”

“What? I don’t understand—"

“I'm in Sojo’s cottage with Miyuki, Watson,
and Ranpo. We all received spooky phone calls
telling us Sojo had been killed so we rushed here
and found that it was true.”

“Are you sure it’s not some kind of bad joke?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

Hajime waited a while for Agatha to recover
from the shock. Then he said, “Agatha, I
phoned you because I have a question.”

“Yes?”

“After we left the lodge, where were you and
what were you doing?”

Hajime knew Ranpo and Agatha were roman-
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tically attached, if only on-line. He did not want
to push Agatha into defending Ranpo.

“It must have been around 10:20 pM.,”
Agatha said, lowering her voice. “Ranpo arrived
and we were together until about an hour ago.
Just chatting and so on in the main lodge. Is
there a problem?”

“No, Ranpo said exactly the same thing.”

Ranpo looked triumphantly at Watson. “See?
[ wasn’t lying. My alibi is rock solid.”

“Why are you looking at me, Ranpo? I have
an alibi, too.”

Hajime broke in. “Now, both of you have an
alibi. In fact, everybody has an alibi: Agatha,
who was with Ranpo; Patricia and Sid who were
having an on-line conversation with you, Wat-
son; and Miyuki and myself as we were together.”

“An alibi for everyone,” Ranpo whispered.

“Right,” Hajime said, fiddling with the phone,
which he had not yet hung up. Still, this lodge is
totally isolated because of the blizzard, so it’s
hard to imagine an outsider slipping in.”

“What are you implying?” Ranpo demanded.

Watson jumped in before Hajime could an-
swer. “An isolated lodge, an alibi for each of the
characters...In other words, you are saying that
this is the ‘impossible crime’ that’s often in de-
tective novels, right?”
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“You could say that.”

“But you have failed to notice one important
thing,” Watson said, his eyes gleaming behind
his spectacles.

6

“Spenser is the murderer,” Watson declared. “He
should be here, too. Did you see him, Ranpo?”

“No. Has he got here?”

“I think so. He and Sojo must have had a
falling out, and he killed Sojo.”

“Why would he do a thing like that? Don’t say
such things!”

Watson was taken aback by Ranpo’s anger.
“But everything makes sense if we see it that
way,” he persisted. “At this point Spenser doesn’t
have an alibi. Don’t you agree, Hajime?”

Hajime looked away from Watson. “I don’t
know. Nobody’s met him, and we don’t know if
he’s really here or not. In any case, a man has
been murdered. We should all gather in one
place and...Oh, I forgot.”

He remembered he had not replaced the re-
ceiver. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Agatha.”

“No-problem. But can [ speak to Ranpo?”

“Just a moment.”

Hajime handed the phone to Ranpo.

“Ranpo here.” Pause. “Are you OK? Sorry to
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disturb you so late.” Pause again. “See you later
then. 'Bye.”

Ranpo hung up and turned to the others.
“First, let’s all go to the main lodge. I'll phone
the others so the rest of you go there first.”

“OK. Come on, Miyuki,” Hajime said.

Hajime, Watson, and Miyuki left Sojo’s cot-
tage.

Qutside the blizzard was still raging. The pow-
dery snow on the ground was mingling with the
falling snow.

Hajime glanced at his watch. Just after 2:40
AM. Half an hour since they arrived at Cottage
No. 2 and hardly a trace of their footprints.

No wonder he hadn’t found the murderer’s
footprints when they arrived around 2:10 A.M.
One hour in this weather and there’d be no trace
at all.

So the murderer would have left at 1:10 A.M.
at the latest, and the time recorded on the com-
puter meant the murder had been committed
around 0:43 A.M. That made sense.

Watson returned to his cottage, saying he
wanted to put on a sweater before going to the
main lodge. Hajime and Miyuki felt a little cold
but headed for the main lodge anyway.

Hajime tried to visualize what happened.
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—Sojo is sitting in front of the computer, tap-
ping at the keyboard. The murderer knocks. Sojo
tells his on-line friends that someone is at the
door and goes to answer it. The murderer stabs
him, tidies up, and flees. After checking to make
sure that the blizzard has covered his footprints,
the murderer calls Hajime, Ranpo, and Watson,
claiming to be the Trojan Horse.

Two things bothered Hajime. First, why did
the murderer leave the computer on, giving a
precise record of the time of the murder? Was
the murderer in such a panic that he or she for-
got to turn it off? Or was this intentional?

Second, why did the murderer leave the key
in the door?

Hajime had more or less guessed the answer to
this one. The murderer wanted Hajime and the
others to enter the cottage. That’s why he left
the key in the lock and the door ajar and the
bathroom door wide open so that the interior of
the cottage was in full view. And that’s why he'd
left the curtains slightly open, too, so they could
see in from outside.

But why make all those phone calls informing
them of the murder? Hajime and the others
might well have been too frightened to go to the
cottage.

“Hajime, we're here,” said Miyuki, bringing
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Hajime back to earth. They had arrived at the
main lodge.

7

Tatsumi hung up the phone. He let out a deep
sigh and leaned back on the bed. Then he pulled
out a cigarette and lighter.

“Damn!” he said, lighting his cigarette. “Why
did it have to turn out like this?” he muttered.

After all that trouble! The four-wheel-drive
taxi plowing through thick snow to get here!
Only four and a half hours since his arrival at
10:20 p.M. and already a murder! And not only
that, but he was even a suspect!

He had looked forward to this On-line Lodge
party so much. He had hardly been able to wait
to act the role of a student at a top-flight univer-
sity for three days. For three days he should have
been able to forget he had failed to get into col-
lege two years in a row.

Now the dream was turning into a nightmare.
It had started off all right; he had enjoyed hold-
ing hands with Agatha and kissing her.

His own hand shook. He was about to stub
out his cigarette when he thought better of it. If
| leave a cigarette butt here, who knows what
Watson will say.

He looked down and saw the man he had

81




known only as Sojo lying lifeless in a pool of
blood. “Not on your life,” he swore and kicked
the door open.

8

[ am standing in the snow again. Once again I'm
wearing the bloodstained plastic coat I'd hidden
in the snow. I didn’t take it back to my cottage
because I didn’t want to take the one-in-a-mil-
lion chance of leaving bloodstains from the coat
on the furniture. That would be conclusive evi-
dence.

With three survivors, a perfect alibi, and no
material evidence or motive, the police don’t
have any case against me.

Just as the detective novels say, I must be
extra-careful about fingerprints and bloodstains.

In my hand I am still holding the knife [ used
to kill Sojo. My hands have stopped shaking. 1
had to wear rubber gloves over my ski gloves
when [ stabbed him. Otherwise my fingerprints
would have been inside the rubber gloves and 1
would not have been able discard them in the
SNOW.

That’s why I chose this method and why the
rubber gloves are bloodstained. After I kill my
next victim, I'll hide the gloves somewhere. |
may need to use them again.
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Ah, I see someone in red coming out of Cot-
tage No. 2—Ranpo!

I'll hide here behind Cottage No. 1. Here he
comes; he doesn’t suspect a thing. My knife is
ready.

9

Tatsumi wondered why Sojo had been murdered.
He knew that depending on the motive, he
might also be a target.

Did the murderer have a grievance against
Sojo as an individual or as a member of the On-
line Lodge?

If the latter, it must have something to do
with that incident seven months ago. What am |
saying? That was a perfect crime. No, it was not
even a crime! I don’t even feel any guilt. All he
had done was scrub some graffiti off a sidewalk. It
was nothing to die for.

Oh, my God, he thought. He had thought of
this party as fun—something to take his mind off
his endless cramming for college entrance
exams.

As for Sojo, maybe he had been secretly meet-
ing one of the other members of the club and
they had had a fight. Yes, it had to be that.

He took a few steps forward, then felt a pain
in his side.
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10

The knife slipped in easily, right up to the hilt.
Easier than Sojo!

Ranpo was not even aware that he had been
stabbed and tumed to face Takuma.

He tried to say something, but Takuma
stabbed him again, this time in the stomach.

The knife slid in about fifteen centimeters.

“Aarghh!” moaned Ranpo, spewing out a
mouthful of blood.

Instinctively Takuma leaped out of the way.

“Wh-Why are you doing this?” Ranpo asked,
coughing up more blood.

Breathing harshly, Takuma answered, “You
know.”

Ranpo’s eyes widened as though he had just
heard a voice from hell. Sputtering, his face grew
paler and was wrenched with despair. Takuma,
stifling a scream, ran off. Ranpo’s groans were
lost in the wailing wind.
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Chapter4

Perfect Alibis

1

Although the central heating was almost too
hot, the people in the lodge were shivering from
the shock of the murder.

“Shall I stoke up the fire?”” Watson asked,
noticing that people were huddling around the
fireplace.

“I'll do it,” Hajime said, and he began piling
on small logs. Normally, Hajime was slow on his
feet, but now he wanted to feel the heat of a real
fire—not the sterile warmth of central heating.

The logs caught immediately and the crack-
ling of the flames brought some cheer to the
silent room.

Hajime felt better and looked at the other six
people gathered there. They, too, seemed a bit
livelier, or perhaps it was just the glow of the fire
giving their cheeks some color.
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“Ranpo’s taking his time, isn’t he?” Agatha
whispered.

“He’s probably calling the police. That’s very
like him,” Patricia said, as if talking about an old
friend, even though she had only met him on-
line.

“The police? Maybe we should call the police,
too,” Sid said. Gone was the sulky youth who
had borrowed the name of Sid Vicious of the Sex
Pistols. He was no longer lolling on the sofa or
putting his feet up on the table. His sunglasses
were gone, too.

Hajime felt that all the members were revert-
ing to their true selves. Watson had shed his false
smile; now everything he said and did reeked of
cold egotism. Agatha seemed to grow more and
more adult. Patricia seemed to have far too much
experience to be a girls’ comic artist.

He sensed that this was his chance to glimpse
their true characters. Yet one of them could be
the Trojan Horse.

“We can call the police, but in this weather
they can’t get here quickly. I think that it’s time
for everyone to reveal their true identities. Could
you please tell me your real names, where you're
from, and what you do?”

“Wait, Hajime,” Patricia broke in. “You're im-
plying that we're lying. We're using handles, but
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that’s because we want to continue the relation-
ships we created on-line. I, for one, am definitely
against revealing my true identity, and [ don’t
want to know those of the others, either.”

“But a man’s been killed. You need to sort out
your priorities. In any case, when the police get
here, you'll have to tell the truth. What differ-
ence does it make if you do it now?”

“I'm not going to take this shit, either. You
think you're a cop, Kindaichi?”’ Sid asked, resum-
ing his former tone.

“I'm against it, too,” Agatha said.

“I'm not ready yet, either. Of course, if the po-
lice ask, I'll have to, but...” Watson added. “For
God’s sake, what’s happened to Ranpo and
Spenser?” Watson continued, trying to change
the subject.

“Ranpo did say that he would call everyone,
then come here, right? Oh, | hope something
awful hasn’t happened...” Agatha looked at the
other men like a damsel in distress.

“OK. Leave it to us guys,” Sid said, giving Ha-
jime and Watson a thump on the shoulder.
“Come to think of it, I've never met Spenser or
Ranpo. What does Ranpo look like? What'’s he
wearing?!”

“A flashy red jacket,” Watson replied.

“Yes, he’s tall and he had a thick red muffler
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around his neck,” Agatha added. “Be careful.
And do bring him here.”

She was almost in tears.

Patricia gave her a comforting pat on the
shoulders. “Check Spenser’s cottage, too, though
we haven’t a clue what he looks like.”

“Bad idea! I'm sure he’s the one who made
those phone calls—the Trojan Horse!”

“No, Watson, I don’t think the man called
Spenser is the murderer,” Hajime said. He was
putting on his jacket, ready to go outdoors.

“How can you be so sure when you’ve never
even met him?” Watson asked.

“It’s because I've never met him.”

“What do you mean?” Sid asked.

He, Patricia, and Agatha stared at Hajime,
perplexed.

“Like everyone else, I've never met Spenser. If
he’s the murderer, he’s simply going to do what-
ever he has to do and then leave. He hasn’t
shown his face so far, so he’ll have no intention
of joining us later. But the Trojan Horse had to
disguise his voice with that party gimmick. But
we don’t know what Spenser sounds like, and
presumably we’re not going to have a chance to
match the voice with a face later.”

The four detective novel buffs were obviously
impressed. Miyuki looked at Hajime proudly.
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Hajime continued, “So I think we should
check Spenser’s cottage as well as Ranpo’s. Shall
we go!”

Hajime clumped to the door in his ski boots.
“See you later, Miyuki.”

“Take care,” Miyuki said with a wave.

Sid followed. Watson, looking dissatisfied, was
the last of the three to leave.

)

“Hajime’s great, isn’t he, Miyuki?” Agatha said
with a sigh the moment the door closed.

“He’s just like a real detective. It must be in
the genes!” Patricia added.

Miyuki felt rather proud. “At school he’s no
genius, but at times like this he shows what he’s
made of. He’s solved several cases in this way. An
inspector at the MPD really depends on him.”

“You must be soooo proud of your boyfriend,”
Patricia said saucily.

“W-We're not like that! I've known him
since we were small—we live very close—and
we went to the same kindergarten, primary, mid-
dle, and high schools. That’s why we hang out
together.”

Miyuki was blushing.

“Are you sure? If you don’t watch out, I'll take
him,” Patricia said, licking her lips.
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Patricia and Agatha looked at each other and
laughed.

“Frankly, I'm relieved,” Patricia said. “I was re-
ally scared when the murder took place in this
isolated place. But seeing Hajime in action, I feel
he'll take care of us.”

“Oh, he will, Patricia, he will,” Miyuki said,
looking outside.

Still, she felt uneasy as she watched the snow.
She thought she heard a human cry amid the
wail of the blizzard.

3

Watson screamed. Hajime and Sid ran up to him.
Hajime pushed Watson aside and kept mov-

ing forward, although it was not easy in the

knee-deep snow and the blinding blizzard.

He stopped in front of a figure leaning against
the cottage wall, wearing the familiar red jacket.

“Ranpo!”

Dark blood stained Ranpo’s lips. His thick
muffler was caked with brownish blood.

His eyes were closed. The light from the cot-
tage and Hajime’s torch illuminated a face that
was deathly pale. His hair was white with a layer
of settled snow. Combined with the fact that his
body had already stiffened unnaturally, he looked
like an old man.
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“H-He’s dead,” Watson stammered, slumping
to the ground.

“Ranpo, who did this?” Hajime cried.

He thought he saw the frozen lips move
slightly.

“Ranpo, please tell me who did this!” Hajime
pleaded.

The chest rose almost imperceptibly, and the
lips moved again. “Pa... tri...”

“Ranpo, once more, please!”

Hajime shook Ranpo’s shoulders. Sid felt his
pulse.

“It’s no use. He’s dead,” Sid said.

4

Hajime, Miyuki, Agatha, Patricia, and Watson
were in the main lodge. Sid was trying to call the
police from the pay phone in front of the en-
trance. He had been gone over five minutes now.

The others sat in silence in front of the fire-
place. The double-glazed windows kept out the
roar of the blizzard from the lodge, with the re-
sult that the crackling of the logs seemed all the
louder.

Watson got up and peered into the fire, clear-
ing his throat several times. He was about to
stoke the fire when the door opened.

[t was Sid. He looked away, as if resenting the
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attention focused upon him and said, “We're in
for it now.”

“Wh-What do you mean?” Watson asked,
throwing down the poker. “What about the po-
lice? They’re coming right away, aren’t they?”

“Calm down,” Sid said. “None of the phones
work: neither the pay phone nor the one in the
kitchen. The lines are out.”

“Out!? Because of the snow?” Watson asked.

“No,” Sid almost spat out. “Someone tam-
pered with them. The Trojan Horse. Damn!” he
cried and started trembling, as if all his sup-
pressed fear had erupted.

Watson gave a wail and started pacing back
and forth.

“Wh-What's going to happen to us?” Agatha
cried, burying her face in her hands.

“What did we do to deserve this?” Patricia
sobbed.

Hajime, however, was observing them coolly.
He knew that the murderer was one of them. He
knew that one of them was lying.

“I'll get you, Trojan Horse,” he whispered, his
fists clenched.

5

From the radio and television they learned that
the blizzard was expected to last three days. It
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was at least ten kilometers to the nearest house,
and trying to walk there in such weather would
be suicidal.

Hajime expected the caretaker of the cottages
to come when he found he couldn’t telephone
them, but he couldn’t just sit and wait around for
help.

“I'm telling you you’re wrong!” Patricia cried
hysterically.

Watson was convinced Patricia was the mur-
derer because of the syllables Ranpo had uttered
with his last breath.

“Why would I kill Ranpo?” Patricia said, her
lips trembling.

“But I heard him say your name as he lay
dying. Sid and Hajime heard it, too.”

“Wait. All I heard was ‘Pa...tri,”” Hajime said.
“I didn’t hear him say Patricia’s name clearly.”

Sid nodded. “Same here. It just sounded like
that.”

“But your name is the only one that begins
with ‘Patri.” And those phone calls we received!
[ bet they were made using the ‘Frog Voice’ you
brought, Patricia.”

“You can buy a toy like that anywhere! Be-
sides, I have an alibi,” Patricia said, almost
pouncing on Watson.

“Wait,” Hajime said. “I think it’s a bit risky to
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draw conclusions based on Ranpo’s last words.
As Patricia says, she has an alibi. Patricia came
into this lounge a few minutes after Miyuki and
me. Ranpo had been stabbed in the stomach
many times, and he was bleeding a lot. It’s hard
to believe that he stayed alive for ten or twenty
minutes like that.” [ am always aware of time, so
[ remember it was twenty minutes between the
time Patricia came in and the time we discov-
ered Ranpo. Which means that time-wise it was
impossible for Patricia to kill Ranpo.”

“Then who's the murderer, Hajime?” Watson
asked.

“First, we must establish each person’s alibi,
right?”

Hajime looked at the group.

“Fine,” Sid said.

“OK. Let’s start with alibis for Sojo’s murder.
It’'s amazing, but everyone here has an alibi.”

“What do you mean?” Patricia demanded.

Hajime nodded. “I realized everyone had an
alibi when I talked to Watson and Ranpo at So-
jo’s cottage after we got those phone calls from
the Trojan Horse and rushed to the cottage.
Ranpo told me that he and Agatha were togeth-
er in the main lodge until around the time of So-
jo’s death. Meanwhile, Watson, Sid, and Patricia
were having an on-line conversation. Right?”
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They looked at one another and nodded.

Then Sid said, “How do you know what time
Sojo died? If you're going to tell me Watson fig-
ured it out, [ don’t accept it. The speed of rigor
mortis changes depending on the temperature.”

“We found better evidence,” Hajime said. The
time 0:53 A.M. was recorded in Sojo’s computer.
A computer turns itself off when you don’t touch
it for ten minutes, which means that Sojo was
murdered ten minutes before—at 0:43. Now, |
want to ask all of you, did any of you go to Sojo’s
cottage three hours ago?”

No one replied.

“Nobody. This means that Sojo’s visitor had
to be the murderer—the Trojan Horse. Someone
must have gone to Sojo’s cottage, but you all
deny it. However, the murderer changed his or
her voice with the ‘Frog Voice,” implying that we
know that voice. This means the murderer is one
of you six who’s hiding the fact that you visited
Sojo’s cottage at 0:43 A.M.”

“Brilliant!” Watson said, clapping his hands
together. “But who? Everyone has an alibi, so no
one could have killed Sojo. Or are you saying
that Sojo pretended someone was at the door
and then stabbed himself? That Sojo committed
suicide?”

((NO ”»
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“Then what?”

“The murderer used some kind of sophisticat-
ed trick to make it appear as though he or she
has an alibi.”

“A trick? Goodness, we are in the world of de-
tective novels,” Watson said, with a sneer.

“I've already said what Miyuki, Patricia, and
myself were doing,” Hajime said briskly. “Now
Sid, you arrived about five minutes after Patricia,
right?”

“If you say so,” Sid said, without looking at
Hajime.

“This means that you came here about ten
minutes before we discovered the dying Ranpo.
It’s close, but you do have an alibi. Agatha, you
arrived exactly four minutes after Sid. Which
means you don’t have an alibi, right?”

Hajime scrutinized her. She had been silent
for some time.

“Yes, [ suppose so.”

“Finally, you, Watson. You arrived two min-
utes after Agatha. Four minutes after you came,
we found Ranpo. This means, Watson, that you
also don’t have an alibi for the Ranpo murder.”

“How dare you talk to me like that! Are you
saying I'm the murderer? God, this really pisses
me off!” He waved his arms as if to emphasize
the point.
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“I think the murderer is tricking us into think-
ing he or she has an alibi. So for both these mur-
ders I don’t think having an alibi means much.
We must consider the case from a different
angle. Otherwise we are in for more trouble.”

“More trouble?” Agatha echoed.

“More murders.”

“It’s...because of that incident,” Patricia whis-
pered.

The faces of Sid, Watson, and Agatha grew
tense for a moment. They looked at one another,
then Watson spoke, as if for all of them. “Let’s
call it a day. We’re not going to be able to leave
for a while, not in this snowstorm. We should get
some sleep while we can, otherwise we won'’t last
until help comes.”

He picked up his jacket from the sofa. “Let’s
lock our doors and make sure we don’t open
them until morning. Why don’t we also call each
other first thing in the morning and make sure
we are all OK before we meet here?”

“Good idea,” Sid said.

Agatha was also quietly preparing to return to
her room.

Hajime, however, was sure that each of these
group members had done something to deserve a
death sentence. That was why they weren’t will-
ing to reveal their true identities.
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6
“Agatha, can I ask you something?” Hajime
asked as Agatha was aboutto leave.

He needed to know more about these people
before they returned to their cottages. He knew
that knowing their true identities was the key to
solving the murders.

He approached Agatha first, feeling that the
role she was playing—a high school girl—was
closer to her real self than the roles adopted by
the others.

“Yes, Hajime?” Agatha asked, staring up at
him.

“My, that'’s some stare,” Hajime said jokingly.
“Are you suspicious of me? Or are you near-sight-
ed?”

Agatha lowered her defenses and smiled. “I
have perfect 1.5/1.5 vision. My eyesight is one of
the few things I'm proud of.”

“Come on, I bet you have lots of things to be
proud of. With a face like that, you could be a
TV star!” He made a gesture as if to poke Agatha
in the chest.

Miyuki pulled Hajime’s ponytail. “Stop that
right now! That’s sexual harassment!”

“Ouch, Miyuki, please!”

Seeing them act like a couple of comedians
made Agatha burst out laughing. “You really like
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each other, don’t you? I'm jealous—I don’t have
anyone.”

“I don’t believe that! What are the boys
doing, with someone as cute as you around?
Don’t you agree, Hajime?” Miyuki asked.

Miyuki realized that Hajime was up to some-
thing.

“Well, Agatha,” Hajime said, with a confiding
air, “I am beginning to think that computers and
e-mail and on-line chats look interesting, and I'd
like to try it myself. Can you give me some ad-
vice about the kind of hardware to buy, Agatha?”

Agatha looked surprised. “Hajime! Are you
sure you want to discuss computers at a time like
this?”

“Well, it’s not the first time I’ve had to deal
with murder.”

Hajime gave Miyuki a fleeting glance, then
said, “About computers...”

“Just a moment.” Agatha found a memo pad
and a pen and began writing. The ruby ring on
her finger glimmered.

That’s not the kind of ring a high school girl
would wear, he thought. Just as I suspected.

“Here. If you have any one of these, you'll be
OK,” Agatha said. She handed him a piece of
paper with computer names written on it.

“Thanks! How much is one of these?”
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“Oh, about ¥200,000.”

“Two hundred thousand? I couldn’t earn that
much in a lifetime!”

Agatha and Miyuki laughed.

“They’re expensive, but you'll regret it if you
don’t buy quality products,” Agatha said.

“Maybe I should think again.”

“Then why don’t you start with a word proces-
sor? You can get one for around ¥100,000.”

“Maybe. You must be rich, Agatha. [ mean,
the computer you brought here must also be an
expensive model, right?”

For a moment, Agatha’s expression clouded,
but she soon regained her smiling composure.
“Yes, but I earned some of that money doing a
part-time job.”

“Where did you find such a well-paying job?
You're so cute and you have such a nice figure,
maybe you're a model. I'd like a job like that, but
they wouldn’t take me.” Miyuki gazed at Agatha
with large, friendly eyes.

Agatha looked embarrassed. “Modeling? Of
course not. You can make good money as a com-
puter programmer, playing around with software.”

“A computer programmer? Must be hard hav-
ing a job like that as well as going to high
school,” Hajime ventured.

Agatha was silent for a moment before reply-
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ing, “It’s no problem. Besides, my high school is
very lenient about absences and the teachers
often cancel their lectures.”

Agatha smiled, seemingly relieved at having
replied. But Hajime noticed some important de-
tails.

“Agatha, you're a college student, aren’t you?”

“Wh~What do you mean?”

“High school students don’t talk about lec-
tures—college students do. While we’re on the
subject, that ring on your right hand is a little
too flashy for a high school student, isn’t it?”

Agatha’s eyes showed a new harshness. “So
what?” she asked.

“Agatha, please tell me your real name. Or if
you don’t want to, at least tell me what the On-
line Lodge did to deserve this?”

“No.”

“We already know that you're not a high
school student. What about the others, Sid and
Watson?”

“So what if I'm not a high school student? Of
course the others are lying, too—we know that.
But that’s all right—we want to continue the re-
lationships we had on-line. We don’t want out-
siders like you interfering.”

Agatha started for the door. She opened it to
find Watson standing there.
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“Ah, you're still here?” Watson asked, looking
coldly at Hajime and Miyuki. “You'd better go
back to your room, too. Otherwise”—he nar-
rowed his eyes—"“the Trojan Horse will get you.”

Watson smiled a crooked smile, let Agatha
out, then closed the door like a jailer.

7

Hajime and Miyuki stayed in the main lodge.
Hajime crouched in front of the fireplace and
began shoveling ash over the dying embers.

Miyuki brought him some hot green tea and
asked, “I wonder why they’re trying so hard to
hide their real identities. Once the police arrive,
they’ll have to tell the truth anyway.”

Hajime turned to her and said, “Yes, the po-
lice will question each of them and learn their
real names and so on. But they only want the po-
lice to know that information. In other words,
they want to continue not knowing the truth
about one another. The police are duty-bound to
protect their privacy, if that is what they want.
Inspector Kenmochi told me that.”

“How sad that they can be themselves in front
of the police but not in front of their friends. I
suppose it’s as Agatha said: they want to contin-
ue the relationships they had before.”

“No, I don’t agree. Two of their on-line friends
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have been murdered, so there’s no way they can
continue in that happy-go-lucky style. In fact,
I'm sure they want to cut all ties with each other.
They never want to see each other again—that’s
why they don’t want to reveal their identities.”

“What do you mean?”

“'m no expert about on-line communica-
tions, but if you don’t tell people who you are,
there is no way they can track you down. All
they know are those handles, right?”

“Yes. Patricia told me that this way of commu-
nicating is very popular these days.”

“Then I'm right. They never want to see one
another again. All they have to do is to cancel
their handles—or change them—and it’ll be the
same as if they never knew each other.”

“I suppose so. I wonder why the group wants
to disband so much. I mean, they went to great
lengths to create false identities for themselves
and come to this isolated ski lodge. Why change
at this point? Because of the murders?”

“I don’t think that’s all.”

“What then?”

“I think this group did something horrible in
the past.”

“Something horrible?”

“Yes, and | think it would be a problem if the
police learned about it. At the moment, it’s a

A
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group secret. That’s why they’re so reluctant to
reveal their identities. If they go their separate
ways after this, whatever they did will die a nat-
ural death.”

“You mean they did something criminal?”

“If my instincts are correct, what they did is
connected with the motive for these murders.”

Hajime covered the logs with ash. With a
final splutter, the flames seemed to die away.

But no—one crimson flame was flickering be-
neath the white ash.

“It’s not over yet, Miyuki,” Hajime said.

As if to back up his statement, the flame
flared up again.

8

[zumi was sitting in front of his computer.

Why did it come to this?
Who is the murderer?

He typed these sentences, but got no answer.
Still, just looking at the screen made him feel
better.

He felt himself longing for his ordinary daily
life as a computer programmer. He wanted to flee
right now to his safe and peaceful home.

Communicating with strangers on-line had
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been a bit of an adventure for him. It was a way
of escaping from the monotony of his life and
entering a world of virtual reality. He could enter
it in the middle of the night and vanish into a
world of exciting dreams.

[zumi came here, to the middle of nowhere,
because he wanted to get a stronger grip on that
dream world. This party, bringing together peo-
ple he had met in the world of virtual reality,
should have been like a sophisticated game.

But look at what had happened! Two people
had been murdered in one night!

What's the motive? Izumi typed.

He wondered if “that incident” seven months
ago had something to do with it.

At this, his heart began beating wildly.

If these murders were really motivated by that
incident, then he himself was not safe, either. He
never dreamed that doing something so simple
would endanger his life. He had only taken part
to relieve his stress, just to taste the thrill of com-
mitting a pseudo-criminal act. He had only
helped with the crime, not perpetrated it.

| have done nothing wrong.
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That’s right, nothing. He had done nothing il-
legal. The young man had been unlucky, the vic-
tim of a series of accidents. In any case, the gods
had dealt him a just fate—a women’s magazine
had said as much.

Nothing wrong, nothing nothing wrong.
Fate, fate, fate.

He typed furiously, as if defending himself
against the faceless murderer.

9

Yoshiyuki couldn’t sleep. He tossed and turned,
frequently leaping out of bed to check the door.
Nervous by nature, he had always been a light
sleeper. The smallest sound would wake him.
He had grown up never questioning the path
set by his parents. If they told him to study, he
would sit at his desk. When they told him to go
to cram school, he stopped going out with his
classmates and went to cram school instead.
Once in college, he realized that he was so
used to doing what he was told that he had no
will of his own. He also realized that although he
attended a top-flight medical school, the stu-
dents were not necessarily top-quality people.
Even at the age of twenty, these fledgling doctors
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already regarded human life as something dispos-
able. Part of Yoshiyuki had always questioned
these values. Now he felt sick at the thought that
he was in the same category as his classmates.

[ronically, he began rebelling against his par-
ents after they bought him a personal computer
for his medical research.

Out of curiosity, he surfed the net. There he
met types of people he had never met before. He
found this new world both odd and refreshing.

Yoshiyuki found he could create an identity
that was entirely different from his own. He in-
vented a family background, friends, hobbies—a
new personality. This identity gradually began to
appear more real to him than his own self.

He had been the one who had proposed this
off-line party. He had wanted to try out his new
persona, the one he had cultivated on-line.

And this was the result! Yoshiyuki felt all too
keenly now the difference between the real
world and that of virtual reality. The reflected
image was not allowed to step out of the mirror,
after all.

When Hajime Kindaichi asked him to reveal
his true identity, he had felt sick with anxiety.
He managed to bluff, trying desperately to sup-
press his real self, which kept trying to pop out.

Yoshiyuki was very afraid. What if his parents
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found out about this off-line party? What if their
friends and relatives found out he had been in-
volved in a murder?

More than that, he was terrified of being un-
able to quit this game, of being endlessly pursued
by the faceless monster called the Trojan Horse.

He stared up at the ceiling and remembered
how seven months ago, in the world of virtual
reality, he had committed a crime. The following
day, after he had read each of the major newspa-
pers, he had breathed a sigh of relief.

All he had done was kick a hole in a phone
kiosk. But that action had started a chain of
events that led to horrifying results.

The members of the On-line Lodge had
planned everything. Certainly the plan made
sense theoretically, but Yoshiyuki had been
doubtful whether it would actually work.

Now he was full of regrets. He was sure that
that “incident” was the reason why Sojo and
Ranpo had been murdered.

He wanted to apologize out loud to the person
who hated them so much because of it. But he
knew that his only chance of doing so would be
when he himself was on the verge of death.

Yoshiyuki leaped out of bed again. He paced
around the room, checking the lock and the
windows.
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Nothing had happened, yet he sensed that
something was about to. It was 4 A.M. He pre-
dicted that he would be getting in and out of bed
and pacing until morning, until everyone went
to the main lodge. Until he was able to leave
this room. Or until the Trojan Horse had him in
its grip.

“I don’t want to die. Mother, Father, help!”

10

The radio is blasting away. | am leaning against
the wall, looking at the objects laid out on the
table: a sturdy rope; liquid chemicals sealed in a
plastic bag; a syringe and needle; capsules; and
the powdered root of a dried poisonous plant.
The last murder weapon—a slender, blood-
stained knife—I have hidden in a hole in a tree
outside.

[ probably won'’t have to use that knife for a
while. [ have enough of this “stuff” to kill the
three remaining On-line Lodge members all in
one go, if necessary. The only problem is those
two high school kids, Hajime and Miyuki. 1
don’t want to kill them.

They really are a nuisance, especially Hajime.
He’s very sharp. Little by little, he’s getting clos-
er to the truth.

I must be careful. Depending on how things
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turn out, they may have to be killed, too.

In any case, | will commit the next murder
when the members are all back in their cottages.
Tonight? No, right now everyone is too cautious,
too much on the defensive. If I force things, I
might make a mistake.

I mustn’t rush.

The radio program interrupts a boring ballad
to give the weather forecast. Blizzards predicted
for tomorrow and the day after. Perfect! If the
weather was clearing up, I'd have to kill them all
tonight.

But that seems unnecessary. I shall act slowly,
carefully.

[ clear my throat, then place the murder
weapons in my backpack. I change into my
nightclothes and lie on my bed. When I put my
hand to my chest, [ can feel my heartbeat. A
quiet but firm pulse. How cold-blooded I have
become! How calm! With these hands I have
killed two human beings, but my heart is as cool
as a snow crystal. Maybe somewhere along the
way ['ve ceased to be human.

Perhaps it was that day, that day of utter de-
spair. My heart died then, and what lies here
now is none other than the Trojan Horse, a com-
puter virus that is programmed to eradicate.

I reexamine the program for errors. Fine,
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everything is fine. Nobody here knows the true
identities of the others. If they all die, then all
clues leading to the motive will vanish with
them.

A perfect crime! I turn off the radio and then
the bedside light.

In the dark I suddenly hear a moaning amid
the roar of the blizzard.

It is a sad cry, yet it also offers a ray of hope.
The wind carries its echo, then it disappears. |
throw off the blanket and get out of bed to try to
hear it once more, but I cannot. Am I halluci-
nating?! No, that was a plea from the other world,
a cry from the deep. I know that voice and what
it was trying to say...

Takuma, stop!

In the darkness I say to that voice, “I know.”
But it’s too late. Things have been set in motion
and I am powerless to stop them. Ever since that
first murder...

I wipe out the echoes of the voice from my
mind and pull the blanket up over my head.
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Chapter 5

1

[t was morning. Everything—the stove, the mi-
crowave, the heating—was working, everything
except the phone.

The main lodge was warm and comfortable.
The three women cooked a delicious breakfast,
but no one talked much, and after eating they all
returned gloomily to their cottages.

Watson did not even come to the lounge. Sid
was there, his eyes glued to the television set.

Patricia and Agatha were clearing up as if in
slow motion, as if they wanted to kill time and
get out of here as soon as they could.

The television weather report gaily informed
them that the blizzard would last a few more
days.

“They’ve got to be joking!” Sid spat out, turn-
ing off the set. “Is this what they call ‘Skiers’ Par-
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adise?” We don’t even know if we'll get out of
here alive!”

“It’s no use getting angry at the television,” Pa-
tricia said, putting a cup of coffee in front of him.

Sid didn’t answer. He looked up at Patricia,
then poured some milk in his coffee.

“Here’s one for you, Hajime,” Patricia said,
putting a cup in front of him. She smiled. Ha-
jime admired her for having the courage to
smile, but he felt it was rather forced. Or was it
because she was the murderer?

Hajime was about to pour some milk in his
coffee when Sid stopped him. “Wait,” he said,
putting his hand on Hajime’s cup, the three sil-
ver bracelets on his wrist tinkling. “I want my
coffee black, after all. Do you mind changing?”

“Not at all.”

Hajime pushed his cup toward Sid and took
the other cup.

Watching this, Patricia said, “Do you think I
put poison in it?”

“No! I just want it black!”

Patricia picked up her teddy bear and
flounced back to the kitchen.

Sid let out a curse.

Looking at him, Hajime again wondered how
much was an act and how much was real. In fact,
the same could be said of all of them...
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Sid stood up. “I'm going back to my cottage.
I’'m going crazy here,” he said, leaving the
lounge.

Patricia returned, carrying her own coffee.
“I'm fed up with this.”

“The other two aren’t joining us?” Hajime
asked.

“Agatha and Miyuki are washing up, but
they’re not talking at all. Did they have a quar-
rel?”

“Maybe we went too far yesterday,” Hajime
said, scratching his head.

Patricia lowered her cup from her mouth.
“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on, tell me.”

Hajime looked irritably at Patricia, who was
leaning forward, all ears.

“I asked her what the On-line Lodge had
done in the past.”

“What do you mean?” Patricia asked, trying to
sound nonchalant.

“I mean that you guys must have done some-
thing to put your lives in danger,” Hajime said.

Patricia looked away nervously. “I don’t know
what you mean. Did Agatha say anything?”

“No. It makes one wonder what you are all
trying so hard to hide.”
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“None of your business!” Patricia spat out in a
low voice. Hajime felt he caught a glimpse of the
real woman behind the facade.

“It is my business now that we’ve become in-
volved. Our lives are in danger, too. Patricia, tell
me! What did you do to deserve all this?”

Patricia remained glum and silent. Hajime
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