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Chapter 1: The Statute of Limitations Division
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"Minna-san! Good morning! It's another energetic day ahead! Did everyone eat breakfast? Autumn has finally arrived, but Tokyo can't seem to warm up. It looks like most of Japan will be hit with heavy rain again—just another coastal routine, I guess!"

...

As the news broadcast filled the early morning silence, a man stood before his mirror, calmly getting dressed. He slipped his arms into a crisp shirt and buttoned it from top to bottom with practiced ease. Selecting a soft lavender tie, he tied a neat Windsor knot under his collar. After putting on his suit jacket, he solemnly picked up a red emblem and pinned it gently to his lapel.

"Let's make today count."

He offered his reflection a word of encouragement before turning and heading out the door.

...

Today marked Yoshinobu Kukita's return to the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department. About a month earlier, he had been gravely injured while handling a particularly dangerous case—caught in the blast of an explosive set by a criminal.

In a strange twist of fate, the original soul inhabiting his body had merged with that of a struggling mystery novelist from China. Fortunately, the new consciousness possessed an overwhelming will to survive. After nearly a month in a coma, Kukita finally regained consciousness.

According to department policy, officers injured in the line of duty were eligible for a two-rank promotion. Doctors had initially declared Kukita would remain in a vegetative state, and during his coma, he was promoted to the rank of Inspector. But just as the paperwork was finalized, Kukita awoke—against all odds.

Becoming an Inspector in his twenties was certainly unexpected, but Kukita was far more concerned about his physical condition. As the doctors explained, a metal fragment remained lodged in his brain, too risky to remove. Though it caused no immediate issues, it could take his life at any time.

Half an hour later, Kukita emerged from Sakuradamon Station alongside the morning commuters, heading toward the imposing Tokyo Metropolitan Police Headquarters. He paused to take in the deep blue sky and breathed in sharply. Perhaps only those who had stood at the brink of death could truly appreciate how precious life was.

As he stepped into the lobby, he joined the line for the routine security check. Just then, someone tapped him on the shoulder.

"Good morning, Kukita-kun!"

"Ah, good morning, Chief Kamiya!"

"Hey, no need to be so formal—you're an Inspector now! Just call me senpai. Looks like you've recovered well."

"Thanks to your support, I'm doing fine."

"It's great to have you back. Let's grab a drink with everyone after work—consider it a welcome-back party!"

...

Chief Kamiya had been Kukita's supervisor before the incident, holding the rank of Assistant Inspector. They had worked together in the Tenth Homicide Division, solving countless cases. Now Kukita outranked his former superior, but Kamiya held no resentment—only genuine joy at his return. That warmth meant a lot to Kukita.

"Please place all metal items in the tray."

When it was their turn at the metal detector, Kukita emptied his pockets without hesitation. Security at headquarters was extremely strict—even personnel were subject to daily checks. But just as Kukita stepped into the scanner—

Beep! Beep! Beep!

"I'm sorry, Inspector Kukita. Are you carrying any additional metal items?"

"I don't think so..."

As he instinctively reached for his pocket, realization dawned.

"Ah... it might be... here."

He pointed to his head.

The officer blinked, puzzled, then suddenly understood.

"Oh—I see. My apologies, Inspector. Please go ahead."

The guard stepped aside, slightly embarrassed. Kukita quietly collected his belongings and walked away, his mood clouded. Kamiya, watching his retreating figure, let out a quiet sigh.

...

Knock knock knock.

"Come in."

Hearing the voice from within, Kukita entered the office of Superintendent Nishino. The moment Nishino saw him, he stood up with a broad smile.

"Long time no see, Kukita-kun! You're looking great!"

"Thanks to you, I've recovered well."

...

They exchanged pleasantries, and once they were seated, Superintendent Nishino delicately broached the topic of Kukita's health.

"I heard... there's still a fragment in your head?"

"...Yes, sir."

"Well, now that you're an Inspector, with your abilities, you're more than capable of leading a team. But I'm worried about your condition."

"I'm sorry for causing you trouble."

"No, no. If we lost someone like you, it'd break morale. But I also can't assign you to anything too intense. That's why—I've made other arrangements."

Kukita leaned forward, sensing the shift.

"What kind of arrangements, sir?"

"Have you ever heard of the Statute of Limitations Division?"

"The... what?"

"It's part of the First Investigation Division. Unlike other teams, they handle cold cases that are about to hit the statute of limitations—cases that couldn't be solved in time."

"If you don't have any objections, I'd like to assign you there as the division chief. It's still part of the First Division, but the workload is lighter."

Nishino didn't say it outright, but Kukita understood his intentions.

Yes—this division was where they could safely place him.

Most cases there had already been deemed not worth further pursuit. From a resource allocation standpoint, it made sense to focus on solvable cases first. Yet, if a case was still within its legal time limit, someone had to be assigned to it—even if solving it seemed impossible.
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Chapter 2: Chinatsu Sakuragawa
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"Kukita-kun? Kukita-kun?"

Hearing the superintendent's voice, Kukita snapped out of his thoughts and quickly apologized.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I was just... thinking about something else."

"What's wrong? You don't like the Statute of Limitations Division?"

The question brought back the awkward moment at the security checkpoint. Kukita had never wanted to end up in a marginalized department like that—but he had to admit, he was no longer the tireless workhorse he used to be.

"No, not at all! I appreciate the assignment. I think... it sounds like a good fit."

"Oh? So that means you accept?"

"Yes, sir."

Kukita nodded, forcing a smile as he thanked his superior.

"Good. I've already arranged for someone to tidy up your office. Head over and take a look when you're ready."

Kukita responded mechanically, but tried to reassure himself internally:
Come on, becoming an Inspector at this age is already something most people could only dream of. Even if it's the Statute of Limitations Division, it's still part of the First Investigation Division. And hey, clocking out on time every day? That's not bad either.
After listening patiently to the rest of Nishino's instructions, Kukita stood to leave. But just as he reached the door, Nishino called out again.

"Ah, one more thing—almost forgot. The Den'en-Chofu Police Station recommended a female officer, and I haven't found a place to assign her yet. Why don't I have her work with you? I'll leave the Statute of Limitations Division in your hands."

"A female officer?"

"Yes. She was in traffic enforcement—lucky girl ended up catching a wanted fugitive by sheer coincidence. That got her recommended to us. Can you believe it? Never done a day of criminal investigation, and now she's being sent to the First Investigation Division?"

...

Once he left the superintendent's office, Kukita finally let out a breath. It was official now—he was the new chief of the Statute of Limitations Division of the First Investigation Division.

Statute of Limitations Division?
Someone unfamiliar might think it was an accounting department.
Though it was part of the First Division, the office was tucked away in an isolated corner on a different floor entirely. Kukita took the stairs, walked down a long corridor, and after some time, finally saw a small sign outside a door: Statute of Limitations Division.

Click.

He flipped the light switch. The room lit up, revealing a two-room office suite. Two desks sat in the outer room, and a large records archive lay beyond a second door.

On one desk—clearly meant for him—were file trays labeled Resolved and Pending. An old-fashioned nameplate hung on the wall. The whole setup felt like a relic from Japan's bubble economy era.

"Um... excuse me, is this the Statute of Limitations Division?"

A woman's voice called out behind him. Kukita turned to find a girl with braided hair peeking in nervously. Upon seeing him, she gave a respectful bow.

"Nice to meet you, sir. I'm Chinatsu Sakuragawa, Patrol Officer from the Den'en-Chofu Police Station's traffic unit. May I ask your name?"

"Ah, so you're the rookie the superintendent mentioned. I just got here myself. Looks like it'll be just the two of us."

"You're the chief? I'm so sorry—I didn't recognize you!"

"No need to worry about that. I'm Yoshinobu Kukita. Looking forward to working with you."

"The pleasure's mine, sir!"

...

After their greetings, Kukita opened the door to the records room. Sakuragawa followed closely behind.

"Wow! So many files! As expected from the First Investigation Division... Wait—these aren't all cases, are they?!"

She was clearly overwhelmed by her new surroundings. Kukita, however, was unsurprised. He looked at the shelves and said meaningfully:

"These are all unsolved cases the division couldn't crack. From now on, they're our responsibility."

"O-ours?"

Sakuragawa stared at him, stunned. She hadn't expected to be thrown into such a major task on her very first day.

"Well, let's not dwell on that. First, let's get the place cleaned up."

Kukita headed back to the main office.

Though the room had clearly been unused for a while, it was surprisingly clean. With Sakuragawa's help, they quickly gave the place a fresh look. Once they were done, Kukita went to the entrance and hung up nameplates for both himself and his subordinate.

"Can't believe they're still using these old things!"

Everything was new and exciting to Sakuragawa, and it showed. As the workday drew to a close, Kukita was just about to suggest she head home when the phone suddenly rang.

"Moshi moshi?"

"Yoshinobu, remember what I mentioned this morning?"

"Huh?"

"Grabbing a drink tonight—to celebrate your recovery and your promotion. What do you say?"

"Ah, senpai, that's too kind of you."

"Met your new colleague yet? Bring her along. It's a good chance to introduce her to the team. Our departments will be working together often, after all."

"Um..."

It was Kamiya, his old supervisor. He had mentioned drinks that morning, but now Kukita felt uncertain. After all, he'd only just met Sakuragawa. Would inviting her out for drinks on the first day be too forward?

He glanced at her, unsure. But she noticed his gaze right away and smiled.

"Is something the matter, Chief?"

"Uh, well... do you have any plans tonight?"

"Tonight?"

"Right, uh—some of my old coworkers invited me out for drinks to celebrate the new position, and they asked if I wanted to bring my subordinate along..."

"Huh? I can come too? I'd love that—unless it would be rude? I was just thinking how hard it would be to get to know people here. Being invited on my first day... what luck!"

"Well, if you're sure. It's just a casual get-together, nothing formal. If you'd rather skip it..."

"Oh no, I'd love to go. I don't have any plans, and I'd really like to meet everyone!"
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Chapter 3: The Yoshizawa Kidnapping Case
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Thud... Thud... Thud!

"Ahh... Nothing beats a cold beer after work!"

"Whoa, Chinatsu-chan, you're amazing!"

Everyone watched in shock as Chinatsu Sakuragawa downed her beer in one long, confident gulp. No one had expected the cheerful, pretty girl to be such a heavyweight drinker.

"Oops... Did I go a bit overboard? Sorry about that!"

"No, no! This is what makes a gathering fun—being relaxed like Chinatsu! Right, Chief Kukita?"

...

To Kukita's surprise, Chinatsu wasn't shy at all—in fact, she had a tomboyish charm. Despite it being her first time meeting everyone, she had already blended right in.

"Chief Kukita, is it just the two of you in the Statute of Limitations Division?"

"Seems so, according to the superintendent."

"Wow... that sounds like paradise!"

Kukita's former junior, Teino, glanced at Chinatsu with an envious expression.

"Paradise? That's because you haven't seen the mountain of case files! The Chief said we're responsible for all of them!"

"Ha, those are all ancient cold cases. Nothing serious..."

"They're cases even the First Division couldn't solve!"

Chinatsu puffed up indignantly at Teino's casual dismissal. Just then, the television in the izakaya flashed a photo of a young boy. Kukita caught it out of the corner of his eye—and instantly locked in on the screen.

"...The once-sensational Yoshizawa Kidnapping Case is approaching its statute of limitations at the end of this month. Over the past twenty years, speculation about the perpetrator has never stopped. Today, we're joined by Professor Saito from Teito University's Faculty of Law to revisit this infamous unsolved case that continues to baffle the Tokyo Metropolitan Police..."

"I can't believe the Yoshizawa case is almost expiring. Time really flies," Kamiya remarked as he noticed Kukita's gaze fixed on the screen.

"You know about this case too, Chief?" Teino asked.

"Hah, only you youngsters wouldn't know. Back in the day, this case shocked the entire nation!"

Prompted by his junior's curiosity, Kamiya opened up. But before he could say more, Chinatsu eagerly raised her hand.

"I know about it! That's the one where the elementary school kid got kidnapped, right?"

"Wow, you know about that? It was twenty years ago!"

As the group leaned in, Kukita turned to Kamiya with interest.

"Chief, did you say you were involved in the Yoshizawa case back then?"

"Ah, no, not really. I was just called in to help. I'd only just become a patrol officer. But I do remember how much manpower the department threw at this case."

Once Kamiya began reminiscing, there was no stopping him—especially in a place like an izakaya, with beer flowing and eager juniors listening.

"I remember the victim—Shoichi Yoshizawa. He lived in the Sakaue area of Nakano Ward. His father was a newspaper reporter, and his mother was a homemaker. They were a well-off family back then, by anyone's standards."

"The kidnapping happened one afternoon after school. Like most kids, he liked to hang out with friends before going home. No one really knows when the suspect made the move. At first, his mother assumed he was just playing outside and didn't worry. But by 9 p.m., when he still wasn't home, Mrs. Yoshizawa began calling around to his classmates."

"When no one had seen him, they finally went to the police to report a missing child. Not long after they got home—bam—the kidnapper called."

"Wasn't the ransom two hundred million yen?" Teino asked.

"Right—but that wasn't the starting price. The kidnapper originally demanded one hundred million. Then he called again—upped it to one hundred and thirty. Then finally raised it to two hundred million."

"The ransom demand went up?" Kukita cut in, surprised. "That's unusual."

"Exactly! Most kidnappers crack under pressure and lower their demands. But not this guy. He was methodical, strategic—he ran circles around us. Tokyo HQ mobilized thousands of officers, and he still slipped through."

Kamiya sipped his beer, then continued.

"That night, Nakano Station officers went to set up surveillance at the Yoshizawa house. But here's the kicker—the kidnapper had the gall to impersonate an officer and call the family!"

"Seriously?"

"Yep. Around 10 p.m., someone claiming to be from the First Division called the house. Shoichi's mother answered. The caller asked to speak to one of the officers. She hesitated, and that gave the real officers just enough time to realize—why would anyone from HQ tie up the victim's home line? Before we could trace it, he hung up."

"This guy was slippery, huh? What happened after that?"

"The calls kept coming—always from different payphones. Impossible to trace. He kept changing the drop locations for the ransom, too. First it was a crowded shopping mall. We set up tight surveillance, but he never showed. Then it was a park with multiple entrances. Again, we set up early, but he changed the spot last-minute."

"He kept playing with us. The entire department was mobilized—even rookies like me got pulled into the operation."
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Chapter 4: The Final Statute of Limitations
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"So, in the end—how did the kidnapper retrieve the ransom?"

"Ah, that part's complicated. I only learned the full story bit by bit from others over the years. Apparently, during the final call, the kidnapper specifically requested that the ransom be packed in a particular type of suitcase."

"A specific suitcase?"

"Yes. It had to be a luxury model from an upscale store in Ginza. The money had to be wrapped in plastic bags, then sealed inside the case. Only after all that did the kidnapper reveal the next location for the drop."

"And then? What happened next?"

"The following day, the police arranged for a short-statured officer to hide in the back seat of a car and accompany Mr. Yoshizawa—Shoichi's father—to the exchange. The location was a café in front of a train station."

"A café?"

"Yes, but it turned out that wasn't the real handoff spot either. Not long after Mr. Yoshizawa arrived with the suitcase, a staff member received a phone call from the kidnapper, instructing him to board a train and head to a new location."

"What a slippery bastard!"

"Exactly. Mr. Yoshizawa was desperate by that point. And since he could no longer use the car, we had to follow him discreetly on foot. I remember he changed trains multiple times across several subway stations. Every stop, he was told to go to a specific café or izakaya, always with strict arrival times. Then another call would come, giving him the next set of instructions."

"So the victim's father—and the officers watching him—were just strung along all day by the kidnapper?"

"Right. Eventually, the kidnapper told Mr. Yoshizawa to board a train headed to Saitama Prefecture."

"Saitama?"

"Yeah. As soon as we got word, the Tokyo MPD contacted the Saitama Police to prepare a coordinated trap. But as the train crossed the Edo River, Mr. Yoshizawa suddenly stood up, opened a window—and threw the suitcase full of ransom into the river."

"The Edo River?!"

"Yes. No one saw it coming. Maybe the stress had built up to a breaking point. At that moment, all Mr. Yoshizawa wanted was to see his child again—no matter what."

"Unbelievable. That kidnapper was absolutely diabolical..."

...

By this point, everyone at the table had gone quiet, visibly shaken by the events of the case—even though they'd only heard about it secondhand. The sheer helplessness of it was chilling.

No wonder, even with over ten thousand officers involved, the police had failed to stop the kidnapper from collecting the ransom. Every move had been designed to confuse and exhaust both law enforcement and the victim's family.

"What about the victim? What happened to the boy in the end?"

"He was killed."

"Killed?!"

"According to the forensic report, based on food remains in his stomach, Shoichi Yoshizawa was murdered the day after the abduction. But his body had been refrigerated. One week after the ransom was delivered, it was discovered near a drainage outlet along the Sumida River."

"That's... unforgivable. The kidnappers never planned to return him alive!"

Chinatsu slammed her hand on the table, visibly furious. The mood turned heavy as everyone sat in solemn silence.

"That case is what made me decide to join Criminal Investigations," Kamiya said after a pause. "I'll never forget those images on the news—Shoichi's parents wailing when they heard the truth. Even though I was just a low-level officer back then, I felt responsible."

"I remember thinking, what if, on one of my patrols, I had walked right past the man who did this—without knowing?"

By the time Kamiya finished recounting the story, the once lively izakaya had mostly emptied out. The heavy silence among the remaining patrons matched the weight in the air around their table. No one felt like ordering another drink.

...

"Thanks again for tonight."

Outside the izakaya, Kukita and Chinatsu said their goodbyes to Kamiya and the others, then began walking toward the train station. Chinatsu, usually so upbeat, had fallen unusually quiet—perhaps still thinking about the Yoshizawa case.

"Chief," she said after a while, "The Yoshizawa kidnapping case... it's under the Statute of Limitations Division now, isn't it?"

"Mm, by law, yes. Until the statute expires, our division is responsible for pursuing it."

"But the kidnapper... we'll probably never find them now, will we?"

"Well..."

Kukita hesitated, then came to a stop and looked her in the eye.

"Sorry. I shouldn't have put you on the spot like that," Chinatsu said quickly.

"No need to apologize. You're right, though. Without new evidence, it's nearly impossible to make progress. Twenty years have passed. Most of the evidence has either decayed or disappeared. But that doesn't mean we do nothing."

"Chief..."

"There are still items from the original investigation being held as evidence. Some of them need to be returned to the victim's family. And it's our duty to comb through the original files again, in case something was overlooked. So, if you're willing, I'd like our division's first case to be the Yoshizawa kidnapping."

"Really? That's... that's amazing, Chief!"

Chinatsu's eyes lit up, and her usual sunny smile returned.

"Well... don't get your hopes too high. The entire Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department failed to solve this case, even with overwhelming resources. I doubt the two of us alone will change that."

"But we have to try! If we don't do anything, that monster walks free. That's just not right."

"I remember the TV saying the legal deadline is the last day of this month..."

Kukita took out his phone and set a countdown timer.

"As of now, we have thirteen days, one hour, and eleven minutes left before the statute expires. If we can find the killer—and collect enough evidence to prosecute—before then, the law will still catch up to him."
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Chapter 5: A New Investigation
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Beep-beep-beep! Beep-beep-beep!

The next morning, Chinatsu groaned as her alarm blared, dragging herself up from bed and fumbling for her phone.

"Crap! I'm going to be late!"

With a yelp, she leapt out of bed and rushed into action.

Unlike many girls her age, Chinatsu didn't fuss over skincare routines or makeup in the morning. She simply grabbed a hair tie, twisted her hair into the same braided style as yesterday, and got dressed in minutes. After brushing her teeth and washing up, she threw on her jacket and happily pinned the red police badge to her chest.

...

One hour later—

When Chinatsu finally arrived at the Statute of Limitations Division, she was surprised to find Chief Kukita already standing at the desk, intently studying a whiteboard.

"Whew... just made it. Morning, Chief!"

"Good morning, Chinatsu."

Kukita turned and greeted her, setting down his tea. Chinatsu tossed her bag aside and curiously leaned in to see what he was looking at.

"Chief, what's all this?"

"Files from the Yoshizawa kidnapping case. Just pulled them from the evidence archive. And this is only part of it—there's more on the other desks."

"Whoa! So we're officially diving in? The Statute of Limitations Division is taking on a twenty-year-old national headline case!"

Chinatsu pumped her fists, full of enthusiasm. Kukita, however, responded coolly:

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves. Do you know how much time we have left? Just reading all this would take longer than we've got."

"Er... right."

"That's why we need to be strategic. We can't investigate every possible angle—we have to prioritize."

"Chief, I'm not sure I follow."

"Let me put it this way: in roughly 80% of kidnapping cases, the perpetrator is someone the victim knows. In other words, it's usually someone familiar."

"Someone familiar?"

"Exactly. From what I reviewed, the original investigation focused heavily on that angle. The MPD thoroughly examined the Yoshizawa family's social network—relatives, colleagues, anyone with potential motives or connections. But they found nothing."

"So we're skipping that part?"

"Right. We'll focus on the remaining 20%—what we call stranger abductions."

"Stranger abductions..."

"They're rarer and riskier. Kidnapping requires meticulous planning. A stranger wouldn't have easy access to the victim's routine, financial background, or a safe drop-off strategy for the ransom. They'd need time—lots of it—to plan everything."

"Considering how calculated and thorough this suspect was, I'd wager he even prepared backup plans."

"Backup plans?"

"That's just a hunch for now. Doesn't matter yet. What matters is this—"

"If the kidnapper really was a stranger, then we're dealing with fewer obvious leads."

"True, but not no leads. Remember what Chief Kamiya said yesterday? The suspect used phone calls to manipulate the investigation—and there were two locations he interacted with directly. We should focus on those."

"Which two?"

"The Edo River, where the ransom was discarded. And the Sumida River, where the victim's body was found."

Chinatsu still looked puzzled, but Kukita pressed on.

"Whether by design or instinct, criminals tend to commit critical acts in places they feel safest. For our suspect, those rivers were his safe zones."

"You think... he lived near one of the rivers?"

"I wouldn't go that far just yet. But do you remember how particular he was about the ransom?"

"Oh! Right—the suitcase had to be a specific style, and the money had to be sealed in plastic."

"Exactly. My guess? He tested that suitcase model beforehand—probably threw one in the river to make sure it wouldn't sink."

...

With that, Kukita had narrowed their investigation to focus on Edo and Sumida Rivers. But before diving into fieldwork, there was something else he wanted to do—visit the family of Shoichi Yoshizawa.

"Even after all this time, their memories may have faded, and revisiting the case might be painful. But I still want to speak with them. Hearing it from the source might reveal something the reports missed."

He murmured the words quietly to himself, then reached for his coat. Chinatsu noticed and quickly followed.

According to the records, the Yoshizawa family had lived in the Sakaue area of Nakano Ward. But when they arrived—

"The Yoshizawa family? Sorry, they moved out years ago."

The current homeowner looked at the uniformed pair with mild surprise, offered a brief reply, and then closed the door.

Kukita hesitated for a moment before turning away. Just then, a voice called out behind them.

"Excuse me—are you here to see Mr. Yoshizawa?"

"Yes, ma'am," Kukita replied politely. "I'm Yoshinobu Kukita, from the Tokyo MPD's Statute of Limitations Division. Do you know where they live now?"

"Such a tragic family... After what happened, they sold the house and moved away. The press never gave them a moment's peace."

"The press?"

"Reporters camped outside day and night. No consideration for their grief. Not long after the police pulled out, Mrs. Yoshizawa fell ill. Mr. Yoshizawa had to quit his job to care for her. Eventually, they sold the house and left."

"Do you know where they went?"

"I heard they moved to an apartment complex in the Kameari area of Katsushika Ward."
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Chapter 6: Everything Has Changed
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"Ah—please wait a moment!"

Just as the neighbor finished speaking, she seemed to suddenly remember something. She turned and hurried back inside. A minute later, she returned with a slightly yellowed postcard and handed it to Kukita.

"When Mrs. Yoshizawa fell ill, I helped look after her for a while. A year after they moved, she sent this postcard along with some gifts from her hometown to thank me. I haven't heard from them since, but hopefully they haven't moved again."

Kukita gratefully accepted the card and noted the address. After thanking the neighbor sincerely, he and Chinatsu said their goodbyes and returned to the car.

"Chief, didn't you say earlier that after all this time, the family's memories would be too vague? Why are we spending time visiting the victim's parents?"

Chinatsu's question was genuine, and Kukita responded calmly.

"Maybe it's just a hunch. I feel like... talking to them might reveal something we haven't seen yet."

...

By the time they reached Kameari, the sky had dimmed. The streets were crowded with office workers hurrying home and students lingering after school.

"Chief, I think that's the building."

"Let's go up and check."

They climbed the steel stairs of an old two-story apartment building. It looked worn—worlds apart from the home the Yoshizawa family once lived in. Following the nameplate next to the door, they found the unit. Kukita let out a breath.

Knock knock knock.

"Excuse me, does Mr. Yoshizawa live here?"

"Who's there? cough, cough..."

A frail voice answered. Slowly, the door creaked open to reveal an elderly man peering out, visibly confused and cautious.

"You must be Mr. Yoshizawa?"

"Yes, and you are...?"

"I'm Yoshinobu Kukita from the Statute of Limitations Division, First Investigation Division. This is my subordinate, Detective Sakuragawa."

"Statute of Limitations...?"

"Yes. We handle cases nearing the legal deadline for prosecution. We're here regarding the kidnapping case from twenty years ago. May we speak with you?"

At those words, Mr. Yoshizawa's clouded eyes lit up with a flicker of hope. His expression shifted, and then—tears welled up and slipped down his cheeks.

"You... You found him? You found the one who did it?"

"Mr. Yoshizawa—"

"Ah, forgive me... I got ahead of myself. Please, come in. It's... been a long time since any officers came to visit."

He quickly wiped his tears and did his best to regain composure, though his hands still trembled as he invited them inside.

"Please, have a seat anywhere. I live alone now... I'm sorry it's not much."

He fumbled to offer hospitality while Kukita instinctively scanned the room. Empty beer bottles and a few business cards sat on the low table. A worn work uniform hung on the wall. And in one corner—a beautifully arranged memorial altar. Kukita glanced at it and realized it held the spirit tablets of both Mrs. Yoshizawa and little Shoichi.

"May I ask... your wife—?"

"After Shoichi... left us, her health collapsed. She passed away a few years later."

Mr. Yoshizawa brought them two cups of tea. Kukita thanked him and reached to accept his cup—only to notice something on the floor by the table leg: a business card.

Curious, he picked it up. It was from a private detective agency.

He didn't ask, but the message was clear. Mr. Yoshizawa had spent everything he had trying to find the killer. Once a journalist, he now got by doing part-time jobs—jobs with flexible hours that left him time to search. The card confirmed it: he'd never given up.

"Tell me... have you found Shoichi's killer? Who... who was it?"

"I'm very sorry. That's not why we're here."

Kukita spoke gently. "In a few days, the Yoshizawa case will reach the end of its legal limit for investigation. We've come to see if there's anything—anything at all—that might still be worth pursuing."

"So... it's about that." Mr. Yoshizawa offered a faint smile and looked down.

Chinatsu glanced uncertainly at Kukita, unsure what to say.

"Mr. Yoshizawa," Kukita continued, "I know it's terribly late to ask, but... can you recall anything unusual that happened in the month or so before the incident? Anything strange involving you or your family?"

"Unusual? Unusual..."

Mr. Yoshizawa repeated the word, his face etched with despair. He sat in silence, unable to respond. Kukita, seeing this, didn't press him further.

"I'm sorry. After everything, all we can offer you now is more questions."

Kukita stood and walked to the altar in the corner.

"May I... offer incense for your wife and son?"

Mr. Yoshizawa slowly raised his hand, then collapsed to the floor, covering his face as his body trembled.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry that this... is all I can do for them now..."

Kukita lit a single stick of incense, pressed his palms together, and closed his eyes with deep reverence.

Chinatsu followed suit, sitting formally behind her superior, hands clasped, silently paying her respects.

This case had shattered a family and changed the course of two lives forever. The very system meant to protect them had failed to deliver justice.

When Kukita opened his eyes again, he looked at the photograph above the altar—a boy smiling joyfully, perched on his father's shoulders, eyes full of innocent happiness.

That image—so full of life—was erased twenty years ago by the hand of a ruthless killer.

—Time remaining until the statute of limitations expires: 12 days, 4 hours, 24 minutes.
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Chapter 7: Clues from the Ransom
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"Moshi? Moshi?"

Cough "Hello... is this the Yoshizawa residence?"

"Yes... yes, it is."

"I'm a police officer from the Tokyo MPD. Could you hand the phone to the officer beside you?"

"S-Sorry... there's no police officer here..."

Click.

Beep—beep—beep...

...

"Moshi? Moshi?"

Cough "Hello..."

...

Inside the quiet office, Kukita was listening intently to the same audio tape—an old recording from a vintage cassette player—over and over again. He had already replayed it more than thirty times, yet he showed no signs of tiring.

It was a recording of the suspicious call believed to be the kidnapper's voice—a call made to test whether the police were listening. And it was the only unmodified voice recording linked to the case. Every other call had been electronically distorted.

This particular voice, however, was clearly a man's—no digital tampering, no masking. Though no one could say with absolute certainty that the caller was the kidnapper, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police had confirmed that no officer from the First Investigation Division had contacted the Yoshizawa family that night.

In a kidnapping case, the police would never occupy the victim's phone line, especially when a child's life hung in the balance. Although Mrs. Yoshizawa had responded cautiously, her momentary hesitation may have already given the kidnapper the information he wanted.

The next day, Shoichi Yoshizawa was murdered. His body was refrigerated—so thoroughly that even forty-four days later, forensic investigators found traces of the breakfast his mother had made still undigested in his stomach.

The man's voice on the recording was low and grim, making Chinatsu visibly uncomfortable. Watching Kukita replay the tape yet again, she finally spoke up.

"Chief, aren't we supposed to be out interviewing people related to the case today?"

"Hm?"

Kukita finally stopped the tape and stood. He reached for a map and spread it across the table.

"Chinatsu, I can't stop thinking about the Sumida and Edo Rivers. This guy—we know he was careful. That means he only carried out key parts of his plan in places he felt safest. Those two rivers weren't random. He must have known them well."

"So... should we visit the location where the body was found and the place where the ransom was thrown?"

"No. After this many years, there's little value in physically revisiting the sites. But—do you remember the details in the case file about the ransom?"

"Yes, sir! The kidnapper demanded only old bills with non-sequential serial numbers. Each bundle contained 100 ten-thousand yen notes, totaling twenty bundles. They were wrapped in plastic bags and packed inside a silver RIMOWA-brand suitcase purchased from a department store in Ginza. Also, to track the ransom, police secretly marked some of the bills with fluorescent ink."

"Exactly. But after the handoff, none of those marked bills ever surfaced in circulation. My guess? The kidnapper figured it out."

"This guy was clever."

"Clever, cautious—and deliberate. Even the public phones he used were likely handpicked to throw off investigators. But no matter how intricate his plan was, the ransom exchange remained the most essential step."

"The suitcase—the very one used to hold the money—was carefully chosen. It was a lightweight, durable RIMOWA case made of aerospace-grade aluminum. He likely selected it because he needed Mr. Yoshizawa to toss it from a moving train into the river."

"By the time police began searching the water, their operations were in chaos. The suspect had already retrieved the case and vanished."

Kukita had read the reports from the officers who searched the river back then, but none contained anything particularly helpful. Still, he had a feeling—there had to be more.

He grabbed his coat.

"We need to visit the officer who was in charge of the river search. He might remember something the paperwork doesn't capture."

"Wait, Chief!"

Chinatsu scrambled to grab her coat and followed him out the door.

...

According to the case file, the officer who led the river search twenty years ago was named Kenta Matsumura. After a quick call to his former colleague Teino, Kukita learned that Matsumura was now the Chief of Nakano Police Station.

When they arrived at Nakano Station and explained their visit, it took a while, but they were eventually invited into the chief's office.

"Chief, this is Inspector Kukita from the First Investigation Division. They're here to ask about the Yoshizawa kidnapping case."

"The Yoshizawa case? That was ages ago. The First Division still hasn't let it go? Come—take a seat. Someone bring us two cups of tea."

"Yes, sir."

The attendant stepped out, and Chief Matsumura walked over to greet them.

"You're with...?"

"I'm Yoshinobu Kukita, chief of the Statute of Limitations Division. This is my partner, Detective Sakuragawa. Apologies for the unannounced visit, but we have a few questions regarding the Yoshizawa case."

"That case... The deadline's almost up, isn't it?"

"Yes. The end of this month is our final chance. We've got less than twelve days left—but I want to give it one last shot."

"Well... that's admirable. Ask away. If I remember anything, I'll tell you."

"Sir, you were in charge of the river search the night the ransom was delivered, right? What do you remember about that night?"

"That night? It was pouring. Dark skies. We were deployed suddenly, and I remember scrambling to get gear loaded onto boats. The current was strong—flood-level from all the rain. We barely had time to prepare. We searched the entire area, but we never found the suitcase."

"We worked through the night, from dusk to the next morning. Everyone was soaked, exhausted—but we were furious. Desperate to catch whoever had done this. Sadly, we came up empty. I was in the river so long that I ended up seriously ill afterwards."
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Chapter 8: Connecting the Dots
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"Sumida River and Edo River... what's the significance?"

Thud! Thud! Thud!

"Ah—!" Chinatsu muttered as she downed her beer in hearty gulps. For all her thoughtful frowns, she drank with a kind of fearless energy. Unlike Kukita, who preferred sake, she was a staunch devotee of cold beer.

"Sakuragawa! When you think of the Sumida and Edo Rivers, what comes to mind first?"

Kukita set down his sake cup, pouring the last of the warm liquor from its porcelain flask. He picked up a piece of octopus sashimi with his chopsticks and popped it into his mouth, chewing slowly as he waited for a reply.

"Me? Well... I guess the summer fireworks festivals. But... what does that have to do with the case, Chief?"

"It doesn't—at least, not on the surface."

...

The day's investigations were over, bringing them one day closer to the statute of limitations deadline. Though Kukita and Chinatsu had worked tirelessly the past two days, they were still empty-handed. Now, they were holed up in a small izakaya, tossing theories back and forth between drinks.

"Chief, how do you think the suspect first targeted the Yoshizawa family?" Chinatsu asked, lowering her skewer of grilled meat.

"That's a good question. I've been thinking about that too. How exactly did a man manage to abduct Shoichi Yoshizawa from his route home after school?"

"Eh? That's not too hard to figure out. He was just a kid. All the guy had to do was grab him and toss him into a car!"

"But think about it—the path from Shoichi's school to his house was through a quiet residential neighborhood. Grabbing a child in broad daylight would have drawn attention. And remember, this suspect is meticulous. Every part of the case shows planning and precision. A snatch-and-run kidnapping just doesn't fit."

"Then how do you think it happened?"

"If I were the suspect, I would've lured him away from populated areas first. Something like, 'Your mom asked me to pick you up.' Just enough to gain trust and steer him somewhere more secluded."

"Let's step into the suspect's shoes. That afternoon, he waits along Shoichi's usual route. When the boy walks by, he approaches and uses a convincing lie to draw him toward a quieter place."

"Once things go according to plan, he abducts Shoichi and takes him back to his hideout. Then he leaves the boy there alone and steps out to make the first ransom call from a public phone."

"Most likely, the suspect was hoping the parents would pay quietly and avoid the police. But he had no way to be sure. So he makes a second call, pretending to be an officer from the First Division, just to fish for information."

"That's the fake call recorded on tape, right?"

"Exactly. Mrs. Yoshizawa realized something was off—but not quickly enough. The suspect must've picked up on the danger. The next day, he killed Shoichi and refrigerated the body."

"After that, it became a psychological battle between the suspect and the police. The authorities, not knowing Shoichi was already dead, hesitated. The kidnapper, meanwhile, began planning how to retrieve the ransom."

"The original ransom was 10 million yen. If we consider the first arranged location—a department store—it makes sense. That's likely the max amount someone can walk out with unassisted. Anything heavier would've drawn attention. He must've also suspected there were cops nearby, so he didn't show up."

"If I'm right, it also tells us something else: the suspect probably wasn't physically strong. Without a trolley or vehicle, he couldn't carry much. That's why he capped the ransom at 10 million yen."

"The second time, the ransom increased to 13 million. The handoff spot changed to a park—an open area where someone could use a scooter or bike to escape."

"But again, the suspect didn't take the risk. He learned something else, too: if the ransom location is disclosed in advance, the police will stake it out. Choosing a fixed spot for ransom is a mistake."

...

Kukita paused to sip his sake, letting his voice rest. Chinatsu, seated across from him, listened silently, nodding often—clearly agreeing with his line of reasoning.

"So the third time," she said, "he changed tactics. He started shifting the meeting points to confuse police surveillance."

"Exactly. And I suspect the final ransom amount—20 million yen—was determined through testing. He must have run trials. Dropping a suitcase off a bridge into a river creates a strong impact. If the case was poorly made, it would've split open."

"The money has to be a manageable weight. Too heavy, and it sinks. Too light, and it's not worth the risk. Twenty million was likely the sweet spot."

"This also tells us something about his mindset. He wasn't greedy. A typical kidnapper might've demanded more, risking everything. But this man—he showed restraint. He took only what he was certain he could handle."

Fueled by drink and instinct, Kukita allowed himself to speculate freely about the suspect's character. Much of it was conjecture, yes—but somehow, these scattered facts and behaviors were beginning to align.

The two stayed until the izakaya was nearly closing. When they finally parted ways, Kukita glanced at his phone to check the timer he had set days ago.

—Time remaining until statute of limitations expires: 11 days, 1 hour, 13 minutes.
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Chapter 9: A Matter of Health
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The next morning, when Sakuragawa arrived at the office, she noticed something odd—Kukita, who usually arrived before anyone else, was nowhere to be seen. His nameplate on the door was still flipped to red, just as it had been the night before. She stood there, staring, momentarily puzzled.

"What the heck? We've only got ten days left, and he's skipping work without a word? I thought he was all fired up last night with those deductions. I figured he'd be here with new breakthroughs!"

The empty room felt disorienting. With no instructions from her boss, Sakuragawa wasn't sure what she should be doing. But one thing she did know—if they didn't crack the case soon, the man who killed Shoichi Yoshizawa would walk free. Even if the culprit turned himself in, the statute of limitations would protect him.

Feeling restless, she pulled out her phone and sent a message to Kukita: she was at the office and asked where he was. Then she cautiously approached the whiteboard he'd been studying for days, examining the photos and case notes pinned to it, hoping for a spark of inspiration.

Though no brilliant ideas came to her, Sakuragawa mentally retraced Kukita's reasoning from the night before. She studied the locations of each ransom call and listened to the suspect's voice recordings again and again. Before she realized it, the sun had already set—the workday was over.

"That slacker of a police inspector! Is he really planning to just give up and let the case expire?" she muttered, holding a photograph from the scene along the Edo River.

Bzz.

Just then, her phone vibrated. She looked down—it was a call from Kukita.

"Uh—Chief!"

"Sakuragawa, are you at the office?"

"Yes!"

"Find the photos from the Edo River scene after the ransom pickup. I need to know exactly what's visible in them."

"Huh?"

"Just find one that shows the bridge piers and the riverbank. This is important!"

"Okay, okay! Give me a second... Got one! It's near the railway bridge. You can see the piers, the water, and... some weeds and gravel."

"No, that's not what I mean."

"Then what?"

"Check the background. Is there any kind of warning sign or posted message?"

"A sign? Uh... hold on!"

Prompted by his urgency, Sakuragawa examined the photos again. Soon, she spotted something faint in the distance—some kind of warning posted along the opposite bank. But it was too far, just a blurry detail in the background.

"It says something like... 'Do not swim... Be careful...' Sorry, the rest is too blurry to make out."

"You're sure about that first part?"

"Yes. It's hard to read, but those parts are clear."

"Great. I'm at the Shirakawa Eel Shop near Kita-Koiwa by the Edo River. Could you come meet me here? And—have you had dinner yet? How about I treat you to grilled eel?"

"E-eel...?"

Sakuragawa blinked. Was she hearing that right? Before she could ask, the call disconnected. She stared at her phone, still baffled. But judging by Kukita's tone, something good must've happened.

Without wasting another second, she tidied up the materials on the desk and rushed out of the office.

...

About an hour later, she arrived at Shirakawa Eel Shop, the rich aroma of grilled unagi greeting her as soon as she opened the door.

"Over here—this way!" Kukita waved from a table near the kitchen.

As she sat down, she noticed another person at the table—a graceful, beautiful woman with refined features. The woman gave her a warm nod in greeting.

"This is Dr. Ijuin Sansei. She looked after me during my hospital stay. Sansei, this is my colleague, Detective Sakuragawa."

"Ah, I didn't expect your colleague to be such a lovely young lady! I'm Akira Ijuin. Nice to meet you."

"Nice to meet you too! I'm Chinatsu Sakuragawa. I transferred here recently from the traffic division in Den-en-Chofu."

"My, my—Kukita-san, you're still working on cases? I assumed you'd be taking it easy by now. You need to take care of yourself. Don't forget how much work it took for me to pull you back from death's doorstep!"

"Haha... Sansei, I'll be more careful from now on. But first, about what I asked—did you find anything?"

"Yes. Just as you suspected. Around twenty years ago, during late summer in Tokyo, there was a noticeable rise in cases of amoebic infections—specifically Entamoeba histolytica. I reached out to the Ministry of Health today and managed to get a list of recorded cases. The infections were spread out over time and not in large numbers, and they tapered off significantly by autumn, so the outbreak was never made public. But... how did you know?"

"Huh?"

Sakuragawa blinked. She had no idea what they were talking about.

"Um, excuse me, Chief—what exactly is going on here?"

"Haha, I'm curious too," said Ijuin. "You had me dig through old medical records—what is this really about?"

"Sakuragawa, remember when we visited Director Matsumura? What did he say about the night the ransom drop took place?"

"Let me think... He said the river was flooded from the rain, the current was strong, and they had to rush out unprepared to search for the suspect. They were out all night in the storm, and afterward, he fell seriously ill."

"Exactly."

"And you remember the phone call from the suspect?"

"The call?"

"Yes. The one that starts with: 'Moshi? Moshi? Cough Cough... Is this the Yoshizawa residence?' Doesn't it sound like the suspect had health issues too?"
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Chapter 10: Suspect List
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"Sorry to interrupt," Sakuragawa cut in, still processing what she'd just heard. "This amoeba... what exactly is it that you mentioned earlier?"

"It's Entamoeba histolytica," Dr. Ijuin replied readily. "It's a parasite commonly found in nature, especially in contaminated water sources. It enters the body orally and can infect various tissues. That's why swimming in natural water sources is considered high-risk."

"But Chief," Sakuragawa turned to Kukita, "how can you be sure the suspect was infected? Just because he coughed on the phone?"

"That's not the only reason," Kukita said. "Do you remember what Director Matsumura said? That he got seriously ill after that rainy night by the river? I followed up with him—he had amoebic dysentery. And do you remember the photo I asked you to check? I suspected the ransom drop-off location had swimming prohibited signs. Probably because the water was contaminated.

"Now imagine—on that stormy night, Matsumura only spent a few hours searching along the river and still got sick. The suspect, however, likely ran repeated tests to figure out how to retrieve the ransom undetected. Which means he had even more exposure to the water—and likely got infected."

"So you're thinking," Sakuragawa said, eyes wide, "that if we identify people in Tokyo who were diagnosed with amoebic infections around that time, we might find the kidnapper?"

"Exactly!"

"That's incredible, Kukita-san!" Dr. Ijuin said, beaming. "So that's why you asked me to track down those records!"

"You're amazing, Chief! We might really find the culprit if we follow up on the names on that list!"

Despite their excitement, Kukita stared at the list with a troubled expression.

"It's been twenty years. Even if we find the suspect, we may not have enough evidence to force a confession."

Still, the case, once cold and hopeless, had now found a direction—thanks to a hunch from Kukita. He hadn't thought of the amoeba theory by chance. In his previous life as a failed mystery novelist, he had studied FBI profiling methods. He knew how crucial environmental clues could be.

"Well," Kukita said, relaxing a little, "we've had a breakthrough. That alone is worth celebrating. Let's enjoy some unagi rice while we're here."

"Haha, celebrating your promotion to Inspector?" Ijuin teased.

"Weren't you just promoted too, Dr. Ijuin? I heard you're now an associate professor at Meishin University Hospital. You deserve the congratulations!"

"Oh? Sounds like you've been keeping tabs on me, huh? Even after discharge, you've been secretly interested?"

"Uh... cough."

...

The eel sizzled on the charcoal grill, releasing bursts of savory aroma. Sakuragawa, still reeling from Kukita's insight, sat in silence.

"I can't believe I missed something like that... And I thought he skipped work today because he'd given up!"

After a few rounds of drinks, their eel bowls finally arrived—each topped with thick slices of glistening, caramelized eel.

"Our eel is fresh every day," the proprietress said proudly. "And the sauce is our own house recipe!"

"This time of year must be tough for finding fresh eel," Kukita said.

"Oh, definitely!" she replied. "Everyone in Japan craves eel in summer. They say that's the best time to eat it—but personally, I think it's even better in early autumn like now!"

As they chatted, she cleared the empty plates from the table. The three of them, unable to wait any longer, brought their hands together in a quick itadakimasu, then dug in with eager chopsticks.

...

"Thanks again for the meal, Kukita-san," Ijuin said warmly after dinner. "And Sakuragawa-san, it was lovely to meet you."

"You too, Dr. Ijuin."

She waved goodbye and got into a cab, leaving Kukita and Sakuragawa to walk toward the station together.

"You seem close to Dr. Ijuin," Sakuragawa said with a curious glance. "Have you known each other long?"

"Not really. We met during my hospital stay. She took good care of me. Even now, she still checks in sometimes, reminding me to go to follow-ups."

"She seems like a very devoted doctor," Sakuragawa noted.

"Anyway," Kukita said, changing the subject, "we've got the list. Now we need to figure out our next step."

"Huh? Isn't the next step just visiting everyone on the list?"

"You're forgetting—this information is twenty years old. Some of those addresses probably don't even exist anymore. And we only have ten days, one hour, and thirty minutes left. Visiting everyone on this list in that time will be... difficult."

"Ugh, what should we do? We've come so far already!"

"I think... we'll have to ask the Commissioner for help. But at this point, that's going to be tough."

"Why? Shouldn't he support us? It's a cold case that's gone unsolved for two decades!"

"The problem is... the evidence is still too thin. Neither the illness nor this list directly links to the Yoshizawa kidnapping. If we just had a little more time..."

There was one grim possibility Kukita hadn't voiced yet. The fluorescent-marked bills from the ransom had never surfaced. What if the suspect had died from his illness before ever spending the money?

Grim-faced, Kukita pulled out his phone again and checked the timer.

Time remaining until the statute of limitations expires: 10 days, 1 hour, and 11 minutes.
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Chapter 11: The List of Thirty-Seven
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"You're investigating the Yoshizawa kidnapping case? Since when?"

Inside the Chief Superintendent's office, Officer Nishino stared at Kukita and Sakuragawa in shock, his tone edged with suspicion.

"Since I took over the Statute of Limitations Management Division," Kukita replied calmly. "So it's been three days now."

"Three days? Why didn't you inform me earlier? Who gave you permission? You know full well all investigations under the First Investigation Division require authorization! Who gave you the go-ahead to reopen the Yoshizawa case?"

"I admit I acted on my own," Kukita said. "But wasn't I assigned this division to handle long-standing unsolved cases like the Yoshizawa kidnapping?"

"That doesn't mean you can reopen a case like this without approval!" Nishino barked. "Don't you realize how much manpower we deployed back then? Over ten thousand officers, plus countless Tokyo citizens voluntarily combing the streets for leads. If the media catches wind of this, they'll go into a frenzy! It'll put this entire division under a magnifying glass. The statute is nearly expired—do you understand what kind of firestorm that could ignite?"

Despite Nishino's outburst, Kukita remained composed, locking eyes with the superintendent. His tone, cool and unwavering:

"With all due respect, I understand the media may rekindle public scrutiny. But I don't believe that's reason enough to turn our backs on the case. In fact, I'm here to ask for your support—we need additional personnel for the investigation."

"Support? Don't tell me you actually have a lead?"

"At this point, it's
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