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PART ONE - AUTUMN
1
    

    September 5, 1990, 10:49 pm, Yo​ko​ha​ma 
    A row of con​do​mi​ni​um bu​il​dings, each fo​ur​te​en sto​ri​es high, ran along the nort​hern ed​ge of the ho​using de​ve​lop​ment next to the San​ke​i​en gar​den. Alt​ho​ugh bu​ilt only re​cently, ne​arly all the units we​re oc​cu​pi​ed. Ne​arly a hund​red dwel​lings we​re cram​med in​to each bu​il​ding, but most of the in​ha​bi​tants had ne​ver even se​en the fa​ces of the​ir ne​igh​bors. The only pro​of that pe​op​le li​ved he​re ca​me at night, when win​dows lit up.

    Off to the so​uth the oily sur​fa​ce of the oce​an ref​lec​ted the glit​te​ring lights of a fac​tory. A ma​ze of pi​pes and con​du​its craw​led along the fac​tory walls li​ke blo​od ves​sels on musc​le tis​sue. Co​unt​less lights pla​yed over the front wall of the fac​tory li​ke in​sects that glow in the dark; even this gro​tes​que sce​ne had a cer​ta​in type of be​a​uty. The fac​tory cast a word​less sha​dow on the black sea be​yond.

    

    A few hund​red me​ters clo​ser, in the ho​using de​ve​lop​ment, a sing​le new two-story ho​me sto​od among empty lots spa​ced at pre​ci​se in​ter​vals. Its front do​or ope​ned di​rectly on​to the stre​et, which ran north and so​uth, and be​si​de it was a one-car ga​ra​ge. The ho​me was or​di​nary, li​ke tho​se fo​und in any new ho​using de​ve​lop​ment anyw​he​re, but the​re we​re no ot​her ho​uses be​hind or be​si​de it. Per​haps owing to the​ir in​con​ve​ni​en​ce for trans​port links, few of the lots had be​en sold, and For Sa​le signs co​uld be se​en he​re and the​re all along the stre​et. Com​pa​red to the con​dos, which we​re comp​le​ted at abo​ut the sa​me ti​me and which we​re im​me​di​ately snap​ped up by bu​yers, the ho​using de​ve​lop​ment lo​oked qu​ite lo​nely.

    A be​am of flu​ores​cent light fell from an open win​dow on the se​cond flo​or of the ho​use on​to the dark sur​fa​ce of the stre​et be​low. The light, the only one in the ho​use, ca​me from the ro​om of To​mo​ko Ois​hi. Dres​sed in shorts and a whi​te T-shirt, she was slo​uc​hed in a cha​ir re​ading a bo​ok for scho​ol; her body was twis​ted in​to an im​pos​sib​le po​si​ti​on, legs stretc​hed out to​ward an elect​ric fan on the flo​or. Fan​ning her​self with the hem of her T-shirt to al​low the bre​eze to hit her ba​re flesh, she mut​te​red abo​ut the he​at to no one in par​ti​cu​lar. A se​ni​or at a pri​va​te girls' high scho​ol, she had let her ho​me​work pi​le up over the sum​mer va​ca​ti​on; she had pla​yed too much, and she bla​med it an the he​at. The sum​mer, ho​we​ver, hadn't re​al​ly be​en all that hot. The​re hadn't be​en many cle​ar days, and she hadn't be​en ab​le to spend ne​arly as much ti​me at the be​ach as she did most sum​mers. And what's mo​re, as so​on as va​ca​ti​on was over, the​re we​re fi​ve stra​ight days of per​fect sum​mer we​at​her. It ir​ri​ta​ted To​mo​ko: she re​sen​ted the cle​ar sky.

    How was she sup​po​sed to study in this stu​pid he​at?

    With the hand she had be​en run​ning thro​ugh her ha​ir To​mo​ko re​ac​hed over to turn up the vo​lu​me of the ra​dio. She saw a moth alight on the win​dow scre​en be​si​de her, then fly away so​mew​he​re, blown by the wind from the fan. The scre​en tremb​led slightly for a mo​ment af​ter the bug had va​nis​hed in​to the dark​ness.

    She had a test to​mor​row, but she was get​ting now​he​re. To​mo​ko Ois​hi wasn't go​ing to be re​ady for it even if she pul​led an all-nigh​ter.

    She lo​oked at the clock. Al​most ele​ven. She tho​ught of watc​hing the day's ba​se​ball wrap-up on TV. May​be she'd catch a glimp​se of her pa​rents in the in​fi​eld se​ats. But To​mo​ko, who des​pe​ra​tely wan​ted to get in​to col​le​ge, was wor​ri​ed abo​ut the test. All she had to do was get in​to col​le​ge. It didn't mat​ter whe​re, as long as it was a col​le​ge. Even then, what an un​ful​fil​ling sum​mer va​ca​ti​on it had be​en! The fo​ul we​at​her had kept her from ha​ving any re​al fun, whi​le the op​pres​si​ve hu​mi​dity had kept her from get​ting any work do​ne.

    

    It was my last sum​mer in high scho​ol. I wan​ted to go out with a bang and now it's all over. The end.
    Her mind stra​yed to a me​ati​er tar​get than the we​at​her to vent her bad mo​od on.

    And what's with Mom and Dad any​way? Le​aving the​ir da​ugh​ter all alo​ne stud​ying li​ke this, co​ve​red in swe​at, whi​le they go gal​li​van​ting out to a ball ga​me. Why don't they think abo​ut my fe​elings for a chan​ge?
    Someone at work had unex​pec​tedly gi​ven her fat​her a pa​ir of tic​kets to the Gi​ants ga​me, and so her pa​rents had go​ne to Tok​yo Do​me. By now it was al​most ti​me for them to be get​ting ho​me, un​less they'd go​ne out so​mew​he​re af​ter the ga​me. For the mo​ment To​mo​ko was ho​me alo​ne in the​ir brand-new ho​use.

    It was stran​gely hu​mid, con​si​de​ring that it hadn't ra​ined in se​ve​ral days. In ad​di​ti​on to the pers​pi​ra​ti​on that oozed from her body, a damp​ness se​emed to hang in the air. To​mo​ko un​cons​ci​o​usly slap​ped at her thigh. But when she mo​ved her hand away she co​uld find no tra​ce of the mos​qu​ito. An itch be​gan to de​ve​lop just abo​ve her knee, but may​be it was just her ima​gi​na​ti​on. She he​ard a buz​zing so​und. To​mo​ko wa​ved her hands over her he​ad. A fly. It flew sud​denly up​wards to es​ca​pe the draft from the fan and di​sap​pe​ared from vi​ew. How had a fly got in​to the ro​om? The do​or was clo​sed. To​mo​ko chec​ked the win​dow scre​ens, but now​he​re co​uld she find a ho​le big eno​ugh to ad​mit a fly. She sud​denly re​ali​zed she was thirsty. She al​so ne​eded to pee.

    She felt stif​led-not exactly li​ke she was suf​fo​ca​ting, but li​ke the​re was a we​ight pres​sing down on her chest. For so​me ti​me To​mo​ko had be​en comp​la​ining to her​self abo​ut how un​fa​ir li​fe was, but now she was li​ke a dif​fe​rent per​son as she lap​sed in​to si​len​ce. As she star​ted down the sta​irs her he​art be​gan to po​und for no re​ason. He​ad​lights from a pas​sing car gra​zed ac​ross the wall at the fo​ot of the sta​irs and slip​ped away. As the so​und of the car's en​gi​ne fa​ded in​to the dis​tan​ce, the dark​ness in the ho​use se​emed to grow mo​re in​ten​se. To​mo​ko in​ten​ti​onal​ly ma​de a lot of no​ise go​ing down the sta​irs and tur​ned on the light in the downs​ta​irs hall.

    She re​ma​ined se​ated on the to​ilet, lost in tho​ught, for a long ti​me even af​ter she had fi​nis​hed pe​e​ing. The vi​olent be​ating of her he​art still had not sub​si​ded. She'd ne​ver ex​pe​ri​en​ced anyt​hing li​ke this be​fo​re. What was go​ing on? She to​ok se​ve​ral de​ep bre​aths to ste​ady her​self, then sto​od up and pul​led up her shorts and pan​ti​es to​get​her.

    Mom and Dad, ple​ase get ho​me so​on, she sa​id to her​self, sud​denly so​un​ding very gir​lish. Eww, gross. Who am I tal​king to?
    It wasn't li​ke she was ad​dres​sing her pa​rents, as​king them to co​me ho​me. She was as​king so​me​one el​se…

    

    Hey. Stop sca​ring me. Ple​ase…
    Before she knew it she was even as​king po​li​tely.

    She was​hed her hands at the kitc​hen sink. Wit​ho​ut drying them she to​ok so​me ice cu​bes from the fre​ezer, drop​ped them in a glass, and fil​led it with co​ke. She dra​ined the glass in a sing​le gulp and set it on the co​un​ter. The ice cu​bes swir​led in the glass for a mo​ment, then set​tled. To​mo​ko shi​ve​red. She felt cold. Her thro​at was still dry. She to​ok the big bot​tle of co​ke from the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor and re​fil​led her glass. Her hands we​re sha​king now. She had a fe​eling the​re was so​met​hing be​hind her. So​me thing-de​fi​ni​tely not a per​son. The so​ur stench of rot​ting flesh mel​ted in​to the air aro​und her, en​ve​lo​ping her. It co​uldn't be anyt​hing cor​po​re​al.

    "Stop it! Ple​ase!" she beg​ged, spe​aking alo​ud now.

    The fif​te​en-watt flu​ores​cent bulb over the kitc​hen sink flic​ke​red on and off li​ke rag​ged bre​at​hing. It had to be new, but its light se​emed pretty un​re​li​ab​le right now. Sud​denly To​mo​ko wis​hed she had hit the switch that tur​ned on all the lights in the kitc​hen. But she co​uldn't walk over to whe​re the switch was. She co​uldn't even turn aro​und. She knew what was be​hind her: a Japa​ne​se-style ro​om of eight ta​ta​mi mats, with the Bud​dhist al​tar de​di​ca​ted to her grand​fat​her's me​mory in the al​co​ve. Thro​ugh the slightly open cur​ta​ins she'd be ab​le to see the grass in the empty lots and a thin stri​pe of light from the con​dos be​yond. The​re sho​uldn't be anyt​hing el​se.

    By the ti​me she had drunk half the se​cond glass of co​la, To​mo​ko co​uldn't mo​ve at all. The fe​eling was too in​ten​se, she co​uldn't be just ima​gi​ning the pre​sen​ce. She was su​re that so​met​hing was re​ac​hing out even now to to​uch her on the neck.

    What if it's…? She didn't want to think the rest. If she did, if she went on li​ke that, she'd re​mem​ber, and she didn't think she co​uld stand the ter​ror. It had hap​pe​ned a we​ek ago, so long ago she'd for​got​ten. It was all Shu​ic​hi's fa​ult- he sho​uldn't ha​ve sa​id that… La​ter, no​ne of them co​uld stop. But then they'd co​me back to the city and tho​se sce​nes, tho​se vi​vid ima​ges, hadn't se​emed qu​ite as be​li​evab​le. The who​le thing had just be​en so​me​one's idea of a joke. To​mo​ko tri​ed to think abo​ut so​met​hing mo​re che​er​ful. Anyt​hing be​si​des that. But if it was… If that had be​en re​al… af​ter all, the pho​ne did ring, didn't it?

    … Oh, Mom and Dad, what are you do​ing?
    "Come ho​me!" To​mo​ko cri​ed alo​ud.

    But even af​ter she spo​ke, the eerie sha​dow sho​wed no signs of dis​si​pa​ting. It was be​hind her, ke​eping still, watc​hing and wa​iting. Wa​iting for its chan​ce to ar​ri​ve.

    At se​ven​te​en To​mo​ko didn't know what true ter​ror was. But she did know that the​re we​re fe​ars that grew in the ima​gi​na​ti​on of the​ir own ac​cord. That must be it. Ye​ah, that's all it is. When I turn aro​und the​re won't be anyt​hing the​re. Not​hing at all.
    Tomoko was se​ized by a de​si​re to turn aro​und. She wan​ted to con​firm that the​re was not​hing the​re and get her​self out of the si​tu​ati​on. But was that re​al​ly all the​re was to it? An evil chill se​emed to ri​se up aro​und her sho​ul​ders, spre​ad to her back, and be​gan to slit​her down her spi​ne, lo​wer and lo​wer. Her T-shirt was so​aked with cold swe​at. Her physi​cal res​pon​ses we​re too strong for it to be just her ima​gi​na​ti​on.

    … Didn't so​me​one say yo​ur body is mo​re ho​nest than yo​ur mind?
    Yet, anot​her vo​ice spo​ke too: Turn aro​und, the​re sho​uldn't be anyt​hing the​re. If you don't fi​nish yo​ur co​ke and get back to yo​ur stu​di​es the​re's no tel​ling how you'll do on the test to​mor​row.

    In the glass an ice cu​be crac​ked. As if spur​red by the so​und, wit​ho​ut stop​ping to think, To​mo​ko spun aro​und.

    

    September 5, 10:54 pm
    Tokyo, the in​ter​sec​ti​on in front of Shi​na​ga​wa Sta​ti​on The light tur​ned yel​low right in front of him. He co​uld ha​ve dar​ted thro​ugh, but ins​te​ad Ki​mu​ra pul​led his cab over to the curb. He was ho​ping to pick up a fa​re he​aded for Rop​pon​gi Cros​sing; a lot of cus​to​mers he pic​ked up he​re we​re bo​und for Aka​sa​ka or Rop​pon​gi, and it wasn't un​com​mon for pe​op​le to jump in whi​le he was stop​ped at a light li​ke this.

    A mo​torcyc​le no​sed up bet​we​en Ki​mu​ra's ta​xi and the curb and ca​me to a stop just at the ed​ge of the cros​sing. The ri​der was a yo​ung man dres​sed in je​ans. Ki​mu​ra got an​no​yed by mo​torcyc​les, the way they wo​ve and dar​ted the​ir way thro​ugh traf​fic li​ke this. He es​pe​ci​al​ly ha​ted it when he was wa​iting at a light and a bi​ke ca​me up and stop​ped right by his do​or, bloc​king it. And to​day, he had be​en has​sled by cus​to​mers all day long and was in a fo​ul mo​od. Ki​mu​ra cast a so​ur lo​ok at the bi​ker. His fa​ce was hid​den by his hel​met vi​sor. One leg res​ted on the curb of the si​de​walk, his kne​es we​re spre​ad wi​de, and he roc​ked his body back and forth in a tho​ro​ughly slo​venly man​ner.

    A yo​ung lady with ni​ce legs wal​ked by on the si​de​walk. The bi​ker tur​ned his he​ad to watch her go by. But his ga​ze didn't fol​low her the who​le way. His he​ad had swi​ve​led abo​ut 90 deg​re​es when he se​emed to fix his ga​ze on the show win​dow be​hind her. The wo​man wal​ked on out of his fi​eld of vi​si​on. The bi​ker was left be​hind, sta​ring in​tently at so​met​hing. The "walk" light be​gan to flash and then went out. Pe​dest​ri​ans ca​ught in the mid​dle of the stre​et be​gan to hurry, cros​sing right in front of the ta​xi. No​body ra​ised a hand or he​aded for his cab. Ki​mu​ra rev​ved the en​gi​ne and wa​ited for the light to turn gre​en.

    Just then the bi​ker se​emed to be se​ized by a gre​at spasm, ra​ising both arms and col​lap​sing aga​inst Ki​mu​ra's ta​xi. He fell aga​inst the do​or of the cab with a lo​ud thump and di​sap​pe​ared from vi​ew.

    You as​sho​le.
    The kid must've lost his ba​lan​ce and fal​len over, tho​ught Ki​mu​ra as he tur​ned on his blin​kers and got out of the car. If the do​or was da​ma​ged, he in​ten​ded to ma​ke the kid pay for re​pa​irs. The light tur​ned gre​en and the cars be​hind Ki​mu​ra's be​gan to pass by in​to the in​ter​sec​ti​on. The bi​ker was lying fa​ce up on the stre​et, thras​hing his legs and strug​gling with both hands to re​mo​ve his hel​met. Be​fo​re chec​king out the kid, tho​ugh, Ki​mu​ra first lo​oked at his me​al tic​ket. Just as he had ex​pec​ted, the​re was a long, ang​ling cre​ase in the do​or pa​nel.

    "Shit!" Ki​mu​ra clic​ked his ton​gue in dis​gust as he ap​pro​ac​hed the fal​len man. Des​pi​te the fact that the strap was still se​cu​rely fas​te​ned un​der his chin, the guy was des​pe​ra​tely trying to re​mo​ve his hel​met-he se​emed re​ady to rip his own he​ad off in the pro​cess.

    Does it hurt that bad?
    Kimura re​ali​zed now that so​met​hing was se​ri​o​usly wrong with the ri​der. He fi​nal​ly squ​at​ted down next to him and as​ked, "You all right?"

    

    Because of the tin​ted vi​sor he co​uldn't ma​ke​o​ut the man's exp​res​si​on. The bi​ker clutc​hed at Ki​mu​ra's hand and se​emed to be beg​ging for so​met​hing. He was al​most clin​ging to Ki​mu​ra. He sa​id not​hing. He didn't try to ra​ise the vi​sor. Ki​mu​ra jum​ped to ac​ti​on.

    "Hold on, I'll call an am​bu​lan​ce."

    Running to a pub​lic te​lep​ho​ne, Ki​mu​ra puz​zled over how a simp​le fall from a stan​ding po​si​ti​on co​uld ha​ve tur​ned in​to this. He must ha​ve hit his he​ad just right.

    But don't be stu​pid. The idi​ot was we​aring a hel​met, right? He do​esn 't lo​ok li​ke he bro​ke an arm or a leg. I ho​pe this do​esn't turn in​to a pa​in in the ass… It wo​uldn't be too go​od for me if he hurt him​self run​ning in​to my car.
    Kimura had a bad fe​eling abo​ut this.

    So if he re​al​ly is hurt, do​es it co​me out of my in​su​ran​ce? That me​ans an ac​ci​dent re​port, which me​ans the cops. …

    When he hung up and went back, the man was lying un​mo​ving with his hands clutc​hing his thro​at. Se​ve​ral pas​sers-by had stop​ped and we​re lo​oking on with con​cer​ned exp​res​si​ons. Ki​mu​ra pus​hed his way thro​ugh the pe​op​le, ma​king su​re every​body knew it had be​en he who had cal​led the am​bu​lan​ce.

    "Hey! Hey! Hang in the​re. The am​bu​lan​ce is on its way." Ki​mu​ra un​fas​te​ned the chin strap of the hel​met. It ca​me right off: Ki​mu​ra co​uldn't be​li​eve how the guy had be​en strug​gling with it ear​li​er. The man's fa​ce was ama​zingly dis​tor​ted. The only word that co​uld desc​ri​be his exp​res​si​on was as​to​nish​ment. Both eyes we​re wi​de open and sta​ring and his bright-red ton​gue was stuck in the back of his thro​at, bloc​king it, whi​le sa​li​va dro​oled from the cor​ner of his mo​uth. The am​bu​lan​ce wo​uld be ar​ri​ving too la​te. When his hands had to​uc​hed the kid's thro​at in re​mo​ving his hel​met, he hadn't felt a pul​se. Ki​mu​ra shud​de​red. The sce​ne was lo​sing re​ality.

    One whe​el of the fal​len mo​torcyc​le still spun slowly and oil le​aked from the en​gi​ne, po​oling in the stre​et and run​ning in​to the se​wer. The​re was no bre​eze. The night sky was cle​ar, whi​le di​rectly over the​ir he​ads the stop​light tur​ned red aga​in. Ki​mu​ra ro​se sha​kily to his fe​et, clutc​hing at the gu​ard​ra​il that ran along the si​de​walk. From the​re he lo​oked on​ce mo​re at the man lying in the stre​et. The man's he​ad, pil​lo​wed on his hel​met, was bent at ne​arly a right ang​le. An un​na​tu​ral pos​tu​re no mat​ter how you lo​oked at it.

    Did I put it the​re? Did I put his he​ad on his hel​met li​ke that? Li​ke a pil​low? For what?
    He co​uldn't re​call the past se​ve​ral se​conds. Tho​se wi​de-open eyes we​re lo​oking at him. A si​nis​ter chill swept over him. Lu​ke​warm air se​emed to pass right over his sho​ul​ders. It was a tro​pi​cal eve​ning, but Ki​mu​ra fo​und him​self shi​ve​ring un​cont​rol​lably.
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    The early mor​ning light of autumn ref​lec​ted off the gre​en sur​fa​ce of the in​ner mo​at of the Im​pe​ri​al Pa​la​ce. Sep​tem​ber's stif​ling he​at was fi​nal​ly fa​ding. Ka​zu​yu​ki Asa​ka​wa was half​way down to the sub​way plat​form, but sud​denly had a chan​ge of he​art: he wan​ted a clo​ser lo​ok at the wa​ter he'd be​en lo​oking at from the ninth flo​or. It felt li​ke the filthy air of the edi​to​ri​al of​fi​ces had fil​te​red down he​re to the ba​se​ment le​vels li​ke dregs set​tling to the bot​tom of a bot​tle: he wan​ted to bre​at​he out​si​de air. He clim​bed the sta​irs to the stre​et. With the gre​en of the pa​la​ce gro​unds in front of him, the ex​ha​ust fu​mes ge​ne​ra​ted from the conf​lu​en​ce of the No. 5 Exp​res​sway and the Ring Ro​ad didn't se​em so no​xi​o​us. The brigh​te​ning sky sho​ne in the co​ol of the mor​ning.

    Asakawa was physi​cal​ly fa​ti​gu​ed from ha​ving wor​ked all night, but he wasn't es​pe​ci​al​ly sle​epy.

    

    The fact that he'd comp​le​ted his ar​tic​le sti​mu​la​ted him and kept his bra​in cells ac​ti​ve. He hadn't ta​ken a day off for two we​eks, and plan​ned to spend to​day and to​mor​row at ho​me, res​ting up. He was just go​ing to ta​ke it easy-on or​ders from the edi​tor-in-chi​ef.

    He saw an empty ta​xi co​ming from the di​rec​ti​on of Ku​dans​hi​ta, and he ins​tinc​ti​vely ra​ised his hand. Two days ago his sub​way com​mu​ter pass from Ta​ke​bas​hi to Shin​ba​ba had ex​pi​red, and he hadn't bo​ught a new one yet. It cost fo​ur hund​red yen to get to his con​do​mi​ni​um in Ki​ta Shi​na​ga​wa from he​re by sub​way, whi​le it cost ne​arly two tho​usand yen to go by cab. He ha​ted to was​te over fif​te​en hund​red yen, but when he tho​ught of the three trans​fers he'd ha​ve to ma​ke on the sub​way, and the fact that he'd just got​ten pa​id, he de​ci​ded he co​uld splur​ge just this on​ce.

    Asakawa's de​ci​si​on to ta​ke a ta​xi on this day and at this spot was not​hing mo​re than a whim, the out​co​me of a se​ri​es of in​no​cu​o​us im​pul​ses. He hadn't emer​ged from the sub​way with the in​ten​ti​on of ha​iling a cab. He'd be​en se​du​ced by the out​si​de air at the very mo​ment that a ta​xi had ap​pro​ac​hed with its red "va​cant" lamp lit, and in that ins​tant the tho​ught of bu​ying a tic​ket and trans​fer​ring thro​ugh three se​pa​ra​te sta​ti​ons se​emed li​ke mo​re ef​fort than he co​uld stand. If he had ta​ken the sub​way ho​me, ho​we​ver, a cer-ta​in pa​ir of in​ci​dents wo​uld al​most cer​ta​inly ne​ver ha​ve be​en con​nec​ted. Of co​ur​se, a story al​ways be​gins with such a co​in​ci​den​ce.

    The ta​xi pul​led to a he​si​tant stop in front of the Pa​la​ce​si​de Bu​il​ding. The dri​ver was a small man of abo​ut forty, and it lo​oked li​ke he too had be​en up all night, his eyes we​re so red. The​re was a co​lor mug shot on the dash​bo​ard with the dri​ver's na​me, Mi​kio Ki​mu​ra, writ​ten be​si​de it.

    "Kita Shi​na​ga​wa, ple​ase."

    Hearing the des​ti​na​ti​on, Ki​mu​ra felt li​ke do​ing a lit​tle dan​ce. Ki​ta Shi​na​ga​wa was just past his com​pany's ga​ra​ge in Hi​gas​hi Go​tan​da, and sin​ce it was the end of his shift, he was plan​ning to go in that di​rec​ti​on any​way. Mo​ments li​ke this, when he gu​es​sed right and things went his way, re​min​ded him that he li​ked dri​ving a cab. Sud​denly he felt li​ke tal​king.

    "You co​ve​ring a story?"

    His eyes blo​ods​hot with fa​ti​gue, Asa​ka​wa was lo​oking out the win​dow and let​ting his mind drift when the dri​ver as​ked this.

    "Eh?" he rep​li​ed, sud​denly alert, won​de​ring how the cabby knew his pro​fes​si​on.

    "You're a re​por​ter, right? For a news​pa​per."

    "Yeah. The​ir we​ekly ma​ga​zi​ne, ac​tu​al​ly. But how did you know?"

    Kimura had be​en dri​ving a ta​xi for ne​arly twenty ye​ars and he co​uld pretty much gu​ess a fa​re's oc​cu​pa​ti​on de​pen​ding on whe​re he pic​ked him up, what he was we​aring, and how he tal​ked. If the per​son had a gla​mo​ro​us job and was pro​ud of it, he was al​ways re​ady to talk abo​ut it.

    "It must be hard ha​ving to be at work this early in the mor​ning."

    "No, just the op​po​si​te. I'm on my way ho​me to sle​ep."

    "Well, you're just li​ke me then."

    Asakawa usu​al​ly didn't fe​el much pri​de in his work. But this mor​ning he was fe​eling the sa​me sa​tis​fac​ti​on he'd felt the first ti​me he'd se​en an ar​tic​le of his ap​pe​ar in print. He'd fi​nal​ly fi​nis​hed a se​ri​es he'd be​en wor​king on, and it had drawn qu​ite a re​ac​ti​on.

    "Is yo​ur work in​te​res​ting?"

    "Yeah, I gu​ess so," sa​id Asa​ka​wa, non​com​mit-tal​ly. So​me​ti​mes it was in​te​res​ting and so​me​ti​mes it wasn't, but right now he co​uldn't be bot​he​red to go in​to it in de​ta​il. He still hadn't for​got​ten his di​sast​ro​us fa​ilu​re of two ye​ars ago. He co​uld cle​arly re​mem​ber the tit​le of the ar​tic​le he'd be​en wor​king on:

    "The New Gods of Mo​der​nity."

    In his mind's eye he co​uld still pic​tu​re the wretc​hed fi​gu​re he had cut as he'd sto​od qu​aking be​fo​re the edi​tor-in-chi​ef to tell him he co​uldn't go on as a re​por​ter.

    For a whi​le the​re was si​len​ce in the ta​xi. They to​ok the cur​ve just left of Tok​yo To​wer at a con​si​de​rab​le spe​ed. "Excu​se me," sa​id Ki​mu​ra, "sho​uld I ta​ke the ca​nal ro​ad or the No. 1 Ke​ihin?" One ro​ute or the ot​her wo​uld be mo​re con​ve​ni​ent de​pen​ding on whe​re they we​re go​ing in Ki​ta Shi​na​ga​wa.

    "Take the exp​res​sway. Let me out just be​fo​re Shin​ba​ba."

    A ta​xi dri​ver can re​lax a bit on​ce he knows pre​ci​sely whe​re his fa​re is go​ing. Ki​mu​ra tur​ned right at Fu​da-no-tsu​ji.

    They we​re ap​pro​ac​hing it now, the in​ter​sec​ti​on Ki​mu​ra had be​en unab​le to put out of his mind for the past month. Un​li​ke Asa​ka​wa, who was ha​un​ted by his fa​ilu​re, Ki​mu​ra was ab​le to lo​ok back at the ac​ci​dent fa​irly obj​ec​ti​vely. Af​ter all, he hadn't be​en res​pon​sib​le for the ac​ci​dent, so he hadn't had to do any so​ul-se​arc​hing be​ca​use of it. It was en​ti​rely the ot​her guy's fa​ult, and no amo​unt of ca​uti​on on Ki​mu​ra's part co​uld ha​ve war​ded it off. He'd comp​le​tely over​co​me the ter​ror he had felt. A month… was that a long ti​me? Asa​ka​wa was still in thrall to the ter​ror he'd known two ye​ars ago.

    Still, Ki​mu​ra co​uldn't exp​la​in why, every ti​me he pas​sed this pla​ce, he felt com​pel​led to tell pe​op​le abo​ut what had hap​pe​ned. If Ki​mu​ra glan​ced in his re​ar​vi​ew mir​ror and saw that his fa​re was sle​eping then he wo​uld gi​ve up, but if not, then he'd tell every pas​sen​ger wit​ho​ut ex​cep​ti​on everyt​hing that had oc​cur​red. It was a com​pul​si​on. Every ti​me he'd go thro​ugh that in​ter​sec​ti​on he was over​co​me by a com​pul​si​on to talk abo​ut it.

    "The dam​ne​dest thing hap​pe​ned right he​re abo​ut a month ago…"

    As tho​ugh it had be​en wa​iting for Ki​mu​ra to be​gin his story, the light in the in​ter​sec​ti​on chan​ged from yel​low to red.

    "You know, a lot of stran​ge things hap​pen in this world."

    Kimura tri​ed to catch his pas​sen​ger's in​te​rest by hin​ting in this way at the na​tu​re of his story. Asa​ka​wa had be​en half-asle​ep, but now he lif​ted his he​ad sud​denly and lo​oked aro​und him fran​ti​cal​ly. He had be​en start​led awa​ke by the so​und of Ki​mu​ra's vo​ice and was now trying to fi​gu​re out whe​re they we​re.

    "Is sud​den de​ath on the inc​re​ase the​se days? Among yo​ung pe​op​le, I me​an."

    "Eh?" The phra​se re​so​na​ted in Asa​ka​wa's ears. Sud​den de​ath… Ki​mu​ra con​ti​nu​ed.

    "Well, it's just that… I gu​ess it was abo​ut a month ago. I'm right over the​re, sit​ting in my cab, wa​iting for the light to chan​ge, and sud​denly this mo​tor​bi​ke just falls over on me. It wasn't li​ke he was mo​ving and to​ok a spill-he was stan​ding still, and sud​denly, wham! And what do you think hap​pe​ned next? Oh, the dri​ver, he was a prep scho​ol kid, 19 ye​ars old. He di​ed, the idi​ot. Surp​ri​sed the hell out of me, I can tell you that. So the​re's an am​bu​lan​ce, and the cops, and then my cab-he'd ban​ged in​to it, see. Qu​ite a sce​ne, I tell ya."

    Asakawa was lis​te​ning si​lently, but as a ten-ye​ar ve​te​ran re​por​ter he'd de​ve​lo​ped an in​tu​iti​on abo​ut things li​ke this. Ins​tinc​ti​vely, he ma​de no​te of the dri​ver's na​me and the na​me of the cab com​pany.

    "The way he di​ed was a lit​tle we​ird, too. He was des​pe​ra​tely trying to pull off his hel​met. I me​an, just trying to rip it off. Lying on his back and thras​hing aro​und. I went to call the am​bu​lan​ce and by the ti​me I got back, he was stiff."

    "Where did you say this hap​pe​ned?" Asa​ka​wa was fully awa​ke now.

    "Right over the​re. See?" Ki​mu​ra po​in​ted to the cros​sing in front of the sta​ti​on. Shi​na​ga​wa Sta​ti​on was lo​ca​ted in the Ta​ka​na​wa area of Mi​na​to Ward. Asa​ka​wa bur​ned this fact in​to his me​mory. An ac​ci​dent the​re wo​uld ha​ve fal​len un​der the juris​dic​ti​on of the Ta​ka​na​wa pre​cinct. In his mind he qu​ickly wor​ked out which of his con​tacts co​uld gi​ve him ac​cess to the Ta​ka​na​wa po​li​ce sta​ti​on. This was when it was ni​ce to work for a ma​j​or news​pa​per: they had con​nec​ti​ons everyw​he​re, and so​me​ti​mes the​ir abi​lity to gat​her in​for​ma​ti​on was bet​ter than the po​li​ce bu​re​au's.

    "So they cal​led it sud​den de​ath?" He wasn't su​re if that was a pro​per me​di​cal term. He as​ked in a hurry now, not even re​ali​zing why this ac​ci​dent was stri​king such a chord with him…

    

    "It's ri​di​cu​lo​us, right? My cab was to​tal​ly stop​ped. He just went and fell on it. It was all him. But I had to fi​le an ac​ci​dent re​port, and I ca​me this clo​se to ha​ving it show up on my in​su​ran​ce re​cord. I tell ya, it was a to​tal di​sas​ter, out of the blue."

    "Do you re​mem​ber exactly what day and ti​me this all hap​pe​ned?"

    "Heh, heh, you smell a story? Sep​tem​ber, lem​me see, fo​urth or fifth must've be​en. Ti​me was just aro​und ele​ven at night, I think."

    As so​on as he sa​id this, Ki​mu​ra had a flash​back. The muggy air, the pitch-black oil le​aking from the fal​len bi​ke. The oil lo​oked li​ke a li​ving thing as it crept to​ward the se​wer. He​ad​lamps ref​lec​ted off its sur​fa​ce as it for​med vis​co​us drop​lets and so​und​les​sly oozed in​to the stre​et dra​in. That mo​ment when it had se​emed li​ke his sen​sory ap​pa​ra​tus had fa​iled him. And then the shoc​ked fa​ce of the de​ad man, he​ad pil​lo​wed on his hel​met. What had be​en so as​to​nis​hing, any​way?

    The light tur​ned gre​en. Ki​mu​ra step​ped on the gas. From the back se​at ca​me the so​und of a bal​lpo​int pen on pa​per. Asa​ka​wa was ma​king no​tes. Ki​mu​ra felt na​use​ated. Why was he re​cal​ling it so vi​vidly? He swal​lo​wed the bit​ter bi​le that had wel​led up and fo​ught off the na​usea.

    "Now what did you say the ca​use of de​ath was?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa.

    "Heart at​tack."

    

    Heart at​tack? Was that re​al​ly the co​ro​ner's di​ag​no​sis? He didn't think they used that term any​mo​re.

    "I'll ha​ve to ve​rify that, along with the da​te and ti​me/' mur​mu​red Asa​ka​wa as he con​ti​nu​ed to ma​ke no​tes. "In ot​her words, the​re we​re ab​so​lu​tely no ex​ter​nal inj​uri​es?"

    "Yeah, that's right. Ab​so​lu​tely no​ne. It was just the shock. I me​an… I'm the one who ough​ta be shoc​ked, right?"

    "Eh?"

    "Well, I me​an… The stiff, he had this lo​ok of comp​le​te shock on his fa​ce."

    Asakawa felt so​met​hing click in his mind; at the sa​me ti​me a vo​ice in him de​ni​ed any con​nec​ti​on bet​we​en the two in​ci​dents. Just a co​in​ci​den​ce, that's all.
    Shinbaba Sta​ti​on on the Ke​ihin Kyu​ko light-ra​il li​ne lo​omed up in front of them.

    "At the next light turn left and stop the​re, ple​ase."

    The ta​xi stop​ped and the do​or ope​ned. Asa​ka​wa han​ded over two tho​usand-yen no​tes along with one of his bu​si​ness cards. "My na​me's Asa​ka​wa. I'm with the Da​ily News. If it's all right with you, I'd li​ke to he​ar abo​ut this in mo​re de​ta​il la​ter."

    "Okay by me," sa​id Ki​mu​ra, so​un​ding ple​ased. For so​me re​ason, he felt li​ke that was his mis​si​on.

    "I'll call you to​mor​row or the day af​ter."

    

    "Do you want my num​ber?"

    "Never mind. I wro​te down the na​me of yo​ur com​pany. I see it's not far away."

    Asakawa got out of the ta​xi and was abo​ut to clo​se the do​or when he he​si​ta​ted for a mo​ment. He felt an un​na​me​ab​le dre​ad at the tho​ught of con​fir​ming what he'd just he​ard. May​be I'd bet​ter not stick my no​se in​to anyt​hing funny. It co​uld just be a rep​lay of the last ti​me. But now that his in​te​rest had be​en aro​used, he co​uldn't just walk away. He knew that all too well. He as​ked Ki​mu​ra one last ti​me:

    "The guy-he was strug​gling in pa​in, trying to get his hel​met off, right?"
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    Oguri, his edi​tor, scow​led as he lis​te​ned to Asa​ka​wa's re​port. Sud​denly he was re​mem​be​ring what Asa​ka​wa had be​en li​ke two ye​ars ago. Hunc​hed over his word pro​ces​sor day and night li​ke a man pos​ses​sed, he'd la​bo​red at a bi​og​raphy of the gu​ru Sho​ko Ka​ge​ya​ma, in​cor​po​ra​ting all his re​se​arch and mo​re. So​met​hing wasn't right abo​ut him then. So be​de​vi​led was he that Ogu​ri had even tri​ed to get him to see a shrink.

    Part of the prob​lem was that it had be​en right then. Two ye​ars ago the who​le pub​lis​hing in​dustry had be​en ca​ught up in an unp​re​ce​den​ted oc​cult bo​om. Pho​tos of "ghosts" had swam​ped the edi​to​ri​al of​fi​ces. Every pub​lis​her in the co​untry had be​en de​lu​ged with ac​co​unts and pho​tog​raphs of su​per​na​tu​ral ex​pe​ri​en​ces, every one of them a ho​ax. Ogu​ri had won​de​red what the world was co​ming to. He had fi​gu​red that he had a pretty go​od hand​le on the way the world wor​ked, but he just co​uldn't think of a con​vin​cing exp​la​na​ti​on for that kind of thing. It was ut​terly pre​pos​te​ro​us, the num​ber of "cont​ri​bu​tors" that had craw​led out of the wo​od​work. It was no exag​ge​ra​ti​on to say that the of​fi​ce had be​en bu​ri​ed da​ily by ma​il, and every pac​ka​ge de​alt with the oc​cult in so​me way. And it wasn't just the Da​ily News com​pany that was the tar​get of this out​po​uring: every pub​lis​her in Japan worthy of the na​me had be​en swept up in the in​comp​re​hen​sib​le phe​no​me​non. Sig​hing over the ti​me they we​re was​ting, they'd ma​de a ro​ugh sur​vey of the cla​ims. Most of the sub​mis​si​ons we​re, pre​dic​tably, anony​mo​us, but it was conc​lu​ded that the​re was no one out the​re who was sen​ding out mul​tip​le ma​nusc​ripts un​der as​su​med na​mes. At a ro​ugh es​ti​ma​te, this me​ant that abo​ut ten mil​li​on dif​fe​rent in​di​vi​du​als had sent let​ters to one pub​lis​her or anot​her. Ten mil​li​on pe​op​le! The fi​gu​re was stag​ge​ring. The sto​ri​es them​sel​ves we​ren't ne​arly as ter​rif​ying as the fact that the​re we​re so many of them. In ef​fect, one out of ten pe​op​le in the co​untry had sent so​met​hing in. Yet not a sing​le per​son in the in​dustry, nor the​ir fa​mi​li​es and fri​ends, was co​un​ted among the in​for​mants. What was go​ing on? Whe​re we​re the he​aps of ma​il co​ming from? Edi​tors everyw​he​re scratc​hed the​ir he​ads. And then, be​fo​re an​yo​ne co​uld fi​gu​re it out, the wa​ve be​gan to re​ce​de. The stran​ge phe​no​me​non went on for abo​ut six months, and then, as if it had all be​en a dre​am, edi​to​ri​al ro​oms had re​tur​ned to nor​mal, and they no lon​ger re​ce​ived any sub​mis​si​ons of that na​tu​re.

    It had be​en Ogu​ri's res​pon​si​bi​lity to de​ter​mi​ne how the we​ekly of a ma​j​or news​pa​per pub​lis​her sho​uld re​act to all this. The conc​lu​si​on he ca​me to was that they sho​uld ig​no​re it scru​pu​lo​usly. Ogu​ri strongly sus​pec​ted that the spark which had set off the who​le thing had co​me from a class of ma​ga​zi​nes he ro​uti​nely re​fer​red to as "the rags". By run​ning re​aders' pho​tos and ta​les, they'd sto​ked the pub​lic's fe​ver for this sort of thing and cre​ated a monst​ro​us sta​te of af​fa​irs. Of co​ur​se Ogu​ri knew that this co​uldn't qu​ite exp​la​in it all away. But he had to ap​pro​ach the si​tu​ati​on with lo​gic of so​me sort.

    Eventually the edi​to​ri​al staff from Ogu​ri on down had ta​ken to ha​uling all this ma​il, uno​pe​ned, to the in​ci​ne​ra​tor. And they de​alt with the world just the way they had, as if not​hing un​to​ward we​re hap​pe​ning. They ma​in​ta​ined a strict po​licy of not prin​ting anyt​hing on the oc​cult, tur​ning a de​af ear to the anony​mo​us so​ur​ces. Whet​her or not that did the trick, the unp​re​ce​den​ted ti​de of sub​mis​si​ons be​gan to ebb. And, of all ti​mes, it was then that Asa​ka​wa had fo​olishly, reck​les​sly, run aro​und po​uring oil on the dying fla​mes.

    Ogurivfixed Asa​ka​wa with a do​ur ga​ze. Was he go​ing to ma​ke the sa​me mis​ta​ke twi​ce?

    

    "Now lis​ten, you." Whe​ne​ver Ogu​ri co​uldn't fi​gu​re out what to say, he star​ted out li​ke this. Now lis​ten, you.

    "I know what you're thin​king, sir."

    "Now, I'm not sa​ying it's not in​te​res​ting. We don't know what'll jump out at us. But, lo​ok. If what jumps out at us lo​oks anyt​hing li​ke it did that ot​her ti​me, I won't li​ke it very much."

    Last ti​me. Ogu​ri still be​li​eved that the oc​cult bo​om two ye​ars ago had be​en en​gi​ne​ered. He ha​ted the oc​cult for all he'd go​ne thro​ugh on ac​co​unt of it, and his bi​as was ali​ve and kic​king af​ter two ye​ars.

    "I'm not trying to sug​gest anyt​hing mysti​cal he​re. All I'm sa​ying is that it co​uldn't ha​ve be​en a co​in​ci​den​ce."

    "A co​in​ci​den​ce. Hmm…" Ogu​ri cup​ped a hand to his ear and on​ce aga​in tri​ed to sort out the story.

    Asakawa's wi​fe's ni​ece, To​mo​ko Ois​hi, had di​ed at her ho​me in Hon​mo​ku at aro​und 11 p.m. on the fifth of Sep​tem​ber. The ca​use of de​ath was "sud​den he​art fa​ilu​re". She was a high scho​ol se​ni​or, only se​ven​te​en. On the sa​me day at the sa​me ti​me, a ni​ne​te​en-ye​ar-old prep scho​ol stu​dent on a mo​torcyc​le had di​ed, al​so of a car​di​ac in​farc​ti​on, whi​le wa​iting for a light in front of Shi​na​ga​wa Sta​ti​on.

    "It so​unds to me li​ke not​hing but co​in​ci​den​ce. You he​ar abo​ut the ac​ci​dent from yo​ur cab dri​ver, and you re​mem​ber yo​ur wi​fe's ni​ece. Not​hing mo​re than that, right?"

    "On the cont​rary," Asa​ka​wa sta​ted, and pa​used for ef​fect. Then he sa​id, "The kid on the mo​torcyc​le, at the mo​ment he di​ed, was strug​gling to pull off his hel​met."

    "… So?"

    "Tomoko, too-when her body was dis​co​ve​red, she se​emed to ha​ve be​en te​aring at her he​ad. Her fin​gers we​re tightly ent​wi​ned in her own ha​ir."

    Asakawa had met To​mo​ko on se​ve​ral oc​ca​si​ons. Li​ke any high scho​ol girl, she pa​id a lot of at​ten​ti​on to her ha​ir, sham​po​o​ing it every day, that sort of thing. Why wo​uld a girl li​ke that be te​aring out her pre​ci​o​us ha​ir? He didn't know the true na​tu​re of wha​te​ver it was that had ma​de her do that, but every ti​me Asa​ka​wa tho​ught of her pul​ling des​pe​ra​tely at her ha​ir, he ima​gi​ned so​me sort of in​vi​sib​le thing to go along with the in​desc​ri​bab​le hor​ror she must ha​ve felt.

    "I don't know… Now lis​ten, you. Are you su​re you're not co​ming at this with pre​con​cep​ti​ons? If you to​ok any two in​ci​dents, you co​uld find things in com​mon if you lo​oked hard eno​ugh. You're sa​ying they both di​ed of a he​art at​tack. So they must ha​ve be​en in a lot of pa​in. So she's pul​ling at her ha​ir, he's strug​gling with his hel​met… It ac​tu​al​ly so​unds pretty nor​mal to me."

    While he had to re​cog​ni​ze that this was a pos​si​bi​lity, Asa​ka​wa sho​ok his he​ad. He wasn't go​ing to be de​fe​ated so easily.

    "But, sir, then it wo​uld be the chest that hurt. Why sho​uld they be te​aring at the​ir he​ads?"

    "Now lis​ten, you. Ha​ve you ever had a he​art at​tack?"

    "Well… no."

    "And ha​ve you as​ked a doc​tor abo​ut it?"

    "About what?"

    "About whet​her or not a per​son ha​ving a he​art at​tack wo​uld te​ar at his he​ad?"

    Asakawa fell si​lent. He had, in fact, as​ked a doc​tor. The doc​tor had rep​li​ed, I co​uldnrt ru​le it out. It was a wishy-washy ans​wer. Af​ter all, the op​po​si​te so​me​ti​mes hap​pens. So​me​ti​mes when a per​son ex​pe​ri​en​ces a ce​reb​ral he​mor​rha​ge, or ble​eding in the ce​reb​ral memb​ra​ne, they fe​el sto​mach dis​com​fort at the sa​me ti​me as a he​adac​he.
    "So it de​pends on the in​di​vi​du​al. When the​re's a to​ugh math prob​lem, so​me pe​op​le scratch the​ir he​ads, so​me pe​op​le smo​ke. So​me pe​op​le may even rub the​ir bel​li​es." Ogu​ri swi​ve​led in his cha​ir as he sa​id this. "The po​int is, we can't say anyt​hing at this sta​ge, can we? We don't ha​ve spa​ce for that stuff. You know, be​ca​use of what hap​pe​ned two ye​ars ago. We won't to​uch this kind of thing, not lightly. If we felt fi​ne abo​ut spe​cu-la​ting in print, then we co​uld, of co​ur​se."

    Maybe so. May​be it was just li​ke his edi​tor sa​id, it was a fre​ak co​in​ci​den​ce. But still-in the end the doc​tor had just sha​ken his he​ad. He'd pres​sed the doc​tor-do he​art at​tack vic​tims re​al​ly pull out the​ir own ha​ir? And the doc​tor had just frow​ned and sa​id, Hmmm. His lo​ok sa​id it all: no​ne of the pa​ti​ents he'd se​en had ac​ted li​ke that.

    "Yes, sir. I un​ders​tand."

    At the mo​ment the​re was not​hing to do but ret​re​at me​ekly. If he co​uldn't dis​co​ver a mo​re obj​ec​ti​ve con​nec​ti​on bet​we​en the two in​ci​dents, it wo​uld be dif​fi​cult to con​vin​ce his edi​tor. Asa​ka​wa pro​mi​sed him​self that if he co​uldn't dig up anyt​hing, he'd just shut up and le​ave it alo​ne.
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    Asakawa hung up the pho​ne and sta​yed the​re li​ke that for a whi​le, mo​ti​on​less, his hand still on the re​ce​iver. The so​und of his own un​ne​ces​sa​rily ex​ci​ted vo​ice, han​ging on the ot​her per​son's re​ac​ti​on, still ec​ho​ed in his ears. He had a fe​eling he wasn't go​ing to be ab​le to do this. The per​son on the ot​her end had ta​ken the pho​ne from his sec​re​tary with a su​itably pom​po​us to​ne, but as he'd lis​te​ned to Asa​ka​wa's pro​po​sal the to​ne of his vo​ice had sof​te​ned so​mew​hat. At first he'd pro​bably tho​ught Asa​ka​wa was cal​ling abo​ut ad​ver​ti​sing. Then he'd do​ne so​me qu​ick cal​cu​la​ting and re​ali​zed the po​ten​ti​al pro​fit in ha​ving an ar​tic​le writ​ten pro​fi​ling him.

    The "Top In​ter​vi​ew" se​ri​es had be​gun run​ning in Sep​tem​ber. The idea was to spot​light a CEO who had bu​ilt up his com​pany on his own, fo​cu​sing on the obs​tac​les he'd over​co​me and how. Con​si​de​ring that he'd ac​tu​al​ly suc​ce​eded in get​ting an ap​po​int​ment to do the in​ter​vi​ew, Asa​ka​wa sho​uld ha​ve be​en ab​le to hang up the pho​ne with a lit​tle mo​re sa​tis​fac​ti​on. But so​met​hing we​ig​hed on him. All he'd he​ar from this phi​lis​ti​ne we​re the sa​me old cor​po​ra​te war sto​ri​es, bo​asts abo​ut what a ge​ni​us he was, how he'd se​ized his op​por​tu​ni​ti​es and cla​wed his way to the top… If Asa​ka​wa didn't thank him and stand up to le​ave, the ta​les of va​lor wo​uld go on fo​re​ver. He was sick of it. He de​tes​ted who​ever had co​me up with this pro​j​ect. He knew, all too well, that the ma​ga​zi​ne had to sell ad spa​ce to sur​vi​ve, and that this kind of ar​tic​le la​id the ne​ces​sary gro​und​work for that. But Asa​ka​wa him​self didn't much ca​re if the com​pany ma​de mo​ney or lost it. All that mat​te​red to him was whet​her or not the work was en​ga​ging. No mat​ter how easy a job was physi​cal​ly, if it didn't in​vol​ve any ima​gi​na​ti​on, it usu​al​ly en​ded up ex​ha​us​ting you.

    Asakawa he​aded for the arc​hi​ves on the fo​urth flo​or. He ne​eded to do so​me backg​ro​und re​ading for the in​ter​vi​ew to​mor​row, but mo​re than that, the​re was so​met​hing that was bot​he​ring him. The idea of an obj​ec​ti​ve, ca​usal re​la​ti​ons​hip bet​we​en tho​se two in​ci​dents fas​ci​na​ted him. And then he re​mem​be​red. He didn't even know how to be​gin, but a cer​ta​in qu​es​ti​on had co​me to him in the fur​ti​ve mo​ment that his mind had wres​ted free of the vo​ice of the phi​lis​ti​ne.

    Were the​se two inexp​li​cab​le sud​den de​aths in​de​ed the only ones that had oc​cur​red at 11 p.m. on Sep​tem​ber 5th?

    If not-that is, if the​re had be​en ot​her, si​mi​lar, in​ci​dents-then the chan​ces of them be​ing a co​in​ci​den​ce we​re prac​ti​cal​ly nil. Asa​ka​wa de​ci​ded to ta​ke a lo​ok at the news​pa​pers from early Sep​tem​ber. Part of his job was re​ading the news​pa​per me​ti​cu​lo​usly. But in his ca​se, he usu​al​ly re​ad only the he​ad​li​nes in the lo​cal news sec​ti​on, so the​re was mo​re than just a chan​ce that the​re was so​met​hing he'd mis​sed. He had a fe​eling the​re had be​en. He had the fe​eling that abo​ut a month ago, in the cor​ner of a pa​ge in the lo​cal news sec​ti​on, he'd se​en an odd he​ad​li​ne. It had be​en a small ar​tic​le, on the lo​wer left-hand pa​ge… All he re​mem​be​red was whe​re it had ap​pe​ared. He re​mem​be​red re​ading the he​ad​li​ne and thin​king, hey, but then so​me​one from the desk had cal​led to him, and he'd got​ten so dist​rac​ted by work that he ne​ver ac​tu​al​ly re​ad the ar​tic​le.

    With the bu​oyancy of a child on a tre​asu​re hunt, Asa​ka​wa be​gan his se​arch with the mor​ning edi​ti​on from Sep​tem​ber 6th. He was cer​ta​in he'd find a clue. Re​ading month-old news​pa​pers in the glo​omy arc​hi​ves was gi​ving him a sort of psycho​lo​gi​cal up​lift he ne​ver got from in​ter​vi​ewing a phi​lis​ti​ne. Asa​ka​wa was much mo​re cut out for this kind of thing than for run​ning aro​und on the be​at de​aling with pe​op​le of all sorts.

    

    The Sep​tem​ber 7th eve​ning edi​ti​on-that's whe​re the ar​tic​le was, in just the po​si​ti​on he'd re​mem​be​red it be​ing. Squ​e​ezed in​to a cor​ner by news of a shipw​reck that had cla​imed 34 li​ves, the ar​tic​le to​ok up even less spa​ce than he'd re​cal​led. No won​der he had over​lo​oked it. Asa​ka​wa to​ok off his sil​ver-rim​med glas​ses, bu​ri​ed his fa​ce in the news​pa​per, - and po​red over the ar​tic​le.

    

YOUNG COUPLE DEAD OF UNNATURAL CAUSES IN RENTAL CAR
    

    At 6:15 a.m. on the 7th, a yo​ung man and wo​man we​re fo​und de​ad in the front se​ats of a car on a va​cant lot in As​hi​na, Yo​ko​su​ka, along a pre​fec-tu​ral ro​ad. The bo​di​es we​re dis​co​ve​red by a truck dri​ver who hap​pe​ned to pass by and who then re​por​ted the ca​se to the Yo​ko​su​ka po​li​ce precinct.    

    From the car re​gist​ra​ti​on they we​re iden​ti​fi​ed as a pre​pa​ra​tory scho​ol stu​dent from Shi​bu​ya, Tok​yo (age 19), and a pri​va​te girls' high scho​ol stu​dent from Iso​go, Yo​ko​ha​ma (age 17). The car had be​en ren​ted from an agency in Shi​bu​ya two eve​nings pre​vi​o​usly by the pre​pa​ra​tory scho​ol student.    

    At the ti​me of dis​co​very, the car was loc​ked with the key in the ig​ni​ti​on. The es​ti​ma​ted ti​me of de​ath was so​me​ti​me bet​we​en la​te night on the 5th and the pre​dawn ho​urs of the 6th. Sin​ce the win​dows we​re rol​led up, it is tho​ught that the co​up​le fell as​le​ep and asphy​xi​ated, but the pos​si​bi​lity that they had ta​ken an over​do​se of drugs in or​der to com​mit a lo​ve su​ici​de has not be​en ru​led out. The exact ca​use of de​ath has not be​en de​ter​mi​ned. As of yet the​re is no sus​pi​ci​on of ho​mi​ci​de.
    

    This was all the​re was to the ar​tic​le, but Asa​ka​wa felt li​ke he had a bi​te. First of all, the girl who di​ed was se​ven​te​en and at​ten​ded a pri​va​te girls' scho​ol in Yo​ko​ha​ma, just li​ke his ni​ece To​mo​ko. The guy who ren​ted the car was ni​ne​te​en and a prep scho​ol stu​dent, just li​ke the kid who di​ed in front of Shi​na​ga​wa Sta​ti​on. The es​ti​ma​ted ti​me of de​ath was vir​tu​al​ly iden​ti​cal. Ca​use of de​ath unk​nown, too.

    There had to be so​me con​nec​ti​on among the​se fo​ur de​aths. It co​uldn't ta​ke too long to es​tab​lish de​fi​ni​ti​ve com​mo​na​li​ti​es. Af​ter all, Asa​ka​wa was on the in​si​de of a ma​j​or news-gat​he​ring or​ga​ni​za​ti​on-he wasn't lac​king for so​ur​ces of in​for​ma​ti​on. He ma​de a copy of the ar​tic​le and he​aded back to the edi​to​ri​al of​fi​ce. He felt li​ke he'd just struck gold, and his pa​ce qu​ic​ke​ned of its own ac​cord. He co​uld ba​rely wa​it for the ele​va​tor.

    The Yo​ko​su​ka City Hall press club. Yos​hi​no was sit​ting at his desk, his pen scur​rying ac​ross a she​et of ma​nusc​ript pa​per. As long as the exp​res​sway wasn't crow​ded, you co​uld ma​ke it he​re from the ma​in of​fi​ce in Tok​yo in an ho​ur. Asa​ka​wa ca​me up be​hind Yos​hi​no and cal​led his na​me.

    "Hey, Yos​hi​no."

    He hadn't se​en Yos​hi​no in a ye​ar and a half.

    "Huh? Hey, Asa​ka​wa. What brings you down to Yo​ko​su​ka? He​re, ha​ve a se​at."

    Yoshino pul​led up a cha​ir to​ward the desk and ur​ged Asa​ka​wa to sit. Yos​hi​no hadn't sha​ved, and it ga​ve him a se​edy lo​ok, but he co​uld be surp​ri​singly con​si​de​ra​te to​ward ot​hers.

    "You ke​eping busy?"

    "You co​uld say that."

    Yoshino and Asa​ka​wa had known each ot​her when Asa​ka​wa was still in the lo​cal-news de​part​ment, which Yos​hi​no had en​te​red three ye​ars ahe​ad of him. Yos​hi​no was thirty-fi​ve now.

    "I cal​led the Yo​ko​su​ka of​fi​ce. That's how I le​ar​ned you we​re he​re."

    "Why? You ne​ed me for so​met​hing?"

    Asakawa han​ded him the copy he'd ma​de of the ar​tic​le. Yos​hi​no sta​red at it for an ext​ra​or​di​na​rily long ti​me. Sin​ce he'd writ​ten the ar​tic​le him​self, he sho​uld ha​ve be​en ab​le to re​mem​ber what it sa​id just by lo​oking at it. As it was, he sat the​re con​cent​ra​ting all his ner​ves on it, hand fro​zen half​way thro​ugh the mo​ti​on of put​ting a pe​anut in his mo​uth. It was as if he we​re che​wing it: re​cal​ling what he'd writ​ten and di​ges​ting it.

    

    "What abo​ut it?" Yos​hi​no had as​su​med a se​ri​o​us exp​res​si​on.

    "Nothing spe​ci​al. I just wan​ted to find out mo​re de​ta​ils."

    Yoshino sto​od up. "All right. Let's go next do​or and talk over a cup of tea or so​met​hing."

    "Do you ha​ve ti​me for this right now? Are you su​re I'm not in​ter​rup​ting?"

    "Not a prob​lem. This is mo​re in​te​res​ting than what I was do​ing."

    There was a lit​tle ca​fe right next to City Hall whe​re you co​uld get cof​fee for two hund​red yen a cup. Yos​hi​no sat down and im​me​di​ately tur​ned to the co​un​ter and cal​led out, "Two cof​fe​es." Then, tur​ning back to Asa​ka​wa, he hunc​hed over, le​aning clo​se. "Okay, lo​ok, I've be​en on the lo​cal be​at for 12 ye​ars now. I've se​en a lot of things. But. Ne​ver ha​ve I co​me ac​ross anyt​hing as down​right odd as this."

    Yoshino pa​used for a sip of wa​ter, then con​ti​nu​ed. "Now, Asa​ka​wa. This has got to be a fa​ir tra​de of in​for​ma​ti​on. Why is so​me​one from the ma​in of​fi​ce lo​oking in​to this?"

    Asakawa wasn't re​ady to tip his hand. He wan​ted to ke​ep the sco​op for him​self. If an ex​pert li​ke Yos​hi​no ca​ught wind of it, in a he​art​be​at he'd cha​se and nab the pri​ze for him​self. Asa​ka​wa promptly ca​me up with a lie.

    "No" spe​ci​al re​ason. My ni​ece was a fri​end of the de​ad girl, and she ke​eps bad​ge​ring me for in​for​ma​ti​on-you know, abo​ut the in​ci​dent. So as long as I was down he​re…"

    It was a po​or lie. He tho​ught he saw Yos​hi​no's eyes flash with sus​pi​ci​on, and he shrank back, un​ner​ved.

    "Really?"

    "Yeah, well, she's a high scho​ol stu​dent, fight? It's bad eno​ugh that her fri​end's de​ad, but then the​re are the cir​cums​tan​ces. She just ke​eps bug​ging me abo​ut it. I'm beg​ging you. Gi​ve me de​ta​ils."

    "So, what do you want to know?"

    "Did they ever de​ci​de on the ca​use of de​ath?"

    Yoshino sho​ok his he​ad. "Ba​si​cal​ly, they're sa​ying the​ir he​arts just stop​ped all of a sud​den. They ha​ve no idea why."

    "How abo​ut the mur​der ang​le? Stran​gu​la​ti​on, for examp​le."

    "Impossible. No bru​ise marks on the neck."

    "Drugs?"

    "No tra​ces in the autopsy."

    "In ot​her words, the ca​se hasn't be​en sol​ved."

    "Shit, no. No sol​ving to be do​ne. It isn't a mur​der-it's not even an in​ci​dent, re​al​ly. They di​ed of so​me il​lness, or from so​me kind of ac​ci​dent, and that's all the​re is to it. Pe​ri​od. The​re's not even an in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on."

    It was a blunt way of put​ting it. Yos​hi​no le​aned back in his cha​ir.

    "So why ha​ven't they re​le​ased the na​mes of the de​ce​ased?"

    

    'They're mi​nors. Plus, the​re's the sus​pi​ci​on that it was a lo​ve su​ici​de."

    At this po​int Yos​hi​no sud​denly smi​led, as if he'd just re​mem​be​red so​met​hing, and he le​aned for​ward aga​in.

    "You know, the guy? He had his je​ans and his bri​efs down aro​und his kne​es. The girl, too-her pan​ti​es we​re pul​led down to her kne​es."

    "So, you me​an it was co​itus in​ter​rup​tusl"
    "I didn't say they we​re do​ing it. They we​re just get​ting re​ady to do it. They we​re just get​ting re​ady to ha​ve a lit​tle fun and, bam! That's when it hap​pe​ned," Yos​hi​no clap​ped his hands to​get​her for ef​fect.

    "When what hap​pe​ned?"

    Yoshino was tel​ling his story for ma​xi​mum ef​fect.

    "Okay, Asa​ka​wa, le​vel with me. You've got so​met​hing. I me​an, so​met​hing that con​nects with this ca​se. Right?"

    Asakawa didn't reply.

    "I can ke​ep a sec​ret. I won't ste​al yo​ur sco​op, eit​her. It's just that I'm in​te​res​ted in this."

    Asakawa still re​ma​ined si​lent.

    "Are you gon​na ke​ep me han​ging he​re in sus​pen​se?"

    Should I tell … ? But I can't. I mustn 't say anyt​hing yet. But li​es aren 't wor​king…
    "Sorry, Yos​hi​no. Co​uld you wa​it just a lit​tle lon​ger? I can't tell you qu​ite yet. But I will in two or three days. I pro​mi​se."

    

    Disappointment clo​uded Yos​hi​no's fa​ce. "If you say so, pal…"

    Asakawa ga​ve him a ple​ading lo​ok, ur​ging him to con​ti​nue his story.

    "Well, we've got to as​su​me that so​met​hing hap​pe​ned. A guy and a gal suf​fo​ca​te just when they're get​ting re​ady to do it? That's not even funny. I gu​ess it's pos​sib​le that they'd ta​ken po​ison ear​li​er and it had only ta​ken ef​fect just then, but the​re we​re no tra​ces. Su​re, the​re are po​isons that le​ave no tra​ce, but you can't fi​gu​re on a co​up​le of stu​dents get​ting the​ir hands on so​met​hing li​ke that."

    Yoshino tho​ught of the pla​ce whe​re the car had be​en fo​und. He'd ac​tu​al​ly go​ne the​re him​self and still had a cle​ar imp​res​si​on. The car was par​ked on an overg​rown pi​ece of va​cant land in a lit​tle ra​vi​ne just off the un​pa​ved pre​fec​tu​ral ro​ad that led from As​hi​na to Mt Oku​su. Cars co​ming up the ro​ad co​uld just catch the ref​lec​ti​on of its ta​il​lights as they pas​sed. It wasn't hard to ima​gi​ne why the prep scho​ol kid, who'd be​en dri​ving, had cho​sen this pla​ce to park in. Af​ter night​fall hardly any cars used this ro​ad, and with the thick growth of tre​es pro​vi​ding co​ver, it ma​de for a per​fect hi​de​away for a pen​ni​less yo​ung co​up​le.

    "Then, you've got the guy with his he​ad jam​med up aga​inst the ste​ering whe​el and the si​de win​dow. Me​anw​hi​le, the girl's got her he​ad bu​ri​ed bet​we​en the pas​sen​ger se​at and the do​or. That's how they di​ed. I saw them be​ing ta​ken out of the car, with my own eyes. Each body ca​me tumb​ling out the mo​ment the do​ors we​re ope​ned. It's li​ke at the mo​ment of de​ath so​me sort of for​ce had be​en pus​hing them from the in​si​de, didn't stop when they di​ed but kept pus​hing for thirty ho​urs or so un​til the in​ves​ti​ga​tors ope​ned the do​ors, and then burst out. Now, are you with me he​re? This car was a two-do​or, one of tho​se whe​re you can't lock the do​ors with the key still in​si​de. And the key was in the ig​ni​ti​on, but the do​ors… well, you catch my drift. The car was comp​le​tely se​aled. It's hard to ima​gi​ne that any for​ce from the out​si​de co​uld ha​ve af​fec​ted them. And what kind of exp​res​si​on do you sup​po​se they had on the​ir de​ad fa​ces? They we​re both sca​red shit​less. Fa​ces con​tor​ted with ter​ror."

    Yoshino pa​used to catch his bre​ath. The​re was a lo​ud gul​ping so​und. It wasn't cle​ar which of them had swal​lo​wed his sa​li​va.

    "Think abo​ut it. Sup​po​se, just for the hell of it, that so​me fe​ar​so​me be​ast had co​me out of the wo​ods. They'd ha​ve be​en sca​red, and they wo​uld ha​ve hud​dled clo​se to each ot​her. Even if he hadn't, the girl wo​uld ab​so​lu​tely ha​ve clung to him. Af​ter all, they we​re lo​vers. But ins​te​ad, the​ir backs we​re pres​sed up aga​inst the do​ors, as if they we​re trying to get as far away from each ot​her as they co​uld."

    

    Yoshino threw up his hands in a ges​tu​re of sur​ren​der. "Be​ats the hell out of me."

    If it hadn't be​en for the shipw​reck in the wa​ters off Yo​ko​su​ka, the ar​tic​le might ha​ve be​en gi​ven mo​re spa​ce. And if it had, the​re wo​uld ha​ve be​en a lot of re​aders who wo​uld ha​ve enj​oyed trying to sol​ve the puz​zle, pla​ying de​tec​ti​ve. But. •… But. A con​sen​sus had spre​ad, an at​mosp​he​re, among the in​ves​ti​ga​tors and every​body el​se who had be​en at the sce​ne. They all tho​ught mo​re or less the sa​me thing, and all of them we​re on the ver​ge of blur​ting it out, but no​body ac​tu​al​ly did. That kind of con​sen​sus. Even tho​ugh it was comp​le​tely im​pos​sib​le for two yo​ung pe​op​le to die of he​art at​tacks at exactly the sa​me mo​ment, even tho​ugh no​ne of them re​al​ly be​li​eved it, every​body told them​sel​ves the me​di​cal lie that it had hap​pe​ned just li​ke that. It wasn't that pe​op​le ref​ra​ined from sa​ying anyt​hing out of fe​ar of be​ing la​ug​hed at for be​ing uns​ci​en​ti​fic. It was that they felt they'd be dra​wing un​to them​sel​ves so​me uni​ma​gi​nab​le hor​ror by ad​mit​ting it. It was mo​re con​ve​ni​ent to in​dul​ge in the sci​en​ti​fic exp​la​na​ti​on, no mat​ter how un​con​vin​cing it was.

    A chill ran up Asa​ka​wa's spi​ne and Yos​hi​no's si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly. Un​surp​ri​singly, they we​re both thin​king the sa​me thing. The si​len​ce only con​fir​med the pre​mo​ni​ti​on which was wel​ling up in each man's bre​ast. It's not over-it's only just star​ted. No mat​ter how much sci​en​ti​fic know​led​ge they fill them​sel​ves with, on a very ba​sic le​vel, pe​op​le be​li​eve in the exis​ten​ce of so​met​hing that the laws of sci​en​ce can't exp​la​in.

    "When they we​re dis​co​ve​red… whe​re we​re the​ir hands?" Asa​ka​wa sud​denly as​ked.

    "On the​ir he​ads. Or, well, it was mo​re li​ke they we​re co​ve​ring the​ir fa​ces with the​ir hands."

    "Were they by any chan​ce pul​ling at the​ir ha​ir, li​ke this?" Asa​ka​wa tug​ged at his own ha​ir to de​monst​ra​te.

    "Eh?"

    "In ot​her words, we​re they te​aring at the​ir he​ads, or pul​ling out the​ir ha​ir, or anyt​hing li​ke that?"

    "No. I don't think so."

    "I see. Co​uld I get the​ir na​mes and ad​dres​ses, Yos​hi​no?"

    "Sure. But don't for​get yo​ur pro​mi​se."

    Asakawa smi​led and nod​ded, and Yos​hi​no got up. As he sto​od the tab​le swa​yed and the​ir cof​fee spil​led in​to the​ir sa​ucers. Yos​hi​no hadn't even to​uc​hed his.

    

    

5
    

    Asakawa kept in​ves​ti​ga​ting the fo​ur vic​tims' backg​ro​unds whe​ne​ver he had a free mi​nu​te, but had so much work to do that he wasn't get​ting as far as he'd ho​ped. Be​fo​re he knew it a we​ek had pas​sed, it was a new month, and both August's ra​in-so​aked hu​mi​dity and Sep​tem​ber's sum​mery he​at be​ca​me dis​tant me​mo​ri​es pus​hed asi​de by the signs of de​epe​ning autumn. Not​hing hap​pe​ned for a whi​le. He'd be​en ma​king a po​int of re​ading every inch of the lo​cal-news pa​ges, but wit​ho​ut co​ming ac​ross anyt​hing re​mo​tely si​mi​lar. Or was it just that so​met​hing hor​rib​le was ad​van​cing, slowly but su​rely, whe​re Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't see? But the mo​re ti​me elap​sed, the mo​re inc​li​ned he was to think that the fo​ur de​aths we​re just co​in​ci​den​ces, un​con​nec​ted in any way. He hadn't se​en Yos​hi​no sin​ce then, eit​her. He had pro​bably for​got​ten the who​le thing, too. If he hadn't, he wo​uld ha​ve con​tac​ted Asa​ka​wa by now.

    

    Whenever his pas​si​on for the ca​se sho​wed signs of wa​ning, Asa​ka​wa wo​uld ta​ke fo​ur cards out from his poc​ket and be re​min​ded on​ce aga​in that it co​uldn't ha​ve be​en a co​in​ci​den​ce. On the cards he'd writ​ten the de​ce​ased's na​mes, ad​dres​ses, and ot​her per​ti​nent in​for​ma​ti​on, and on the re​ma​ining spa​ce he plan​ned to re​cord the​ir ac​ti​vi​ti​es du​ring the months of August and Sep​tem​ber, the​ir upb​rin​ging, and anyt​hing el​se his re​se​arch tur​ned up.

    

    CARD 1:

    TOMOKO OIS​HI
    Date of birth: 10/21/72

    Keisei Scho​ol for Girls, se​ni​or, age 17

    Address: 1-7 Mo​to​mac​hi, Hon​mo​ku, Na​ka Ward,

    Yokohama Ap​prox. 11 pm, Sept. 5: di​es in kitc​hen on first flo​or of ho​me, pa​rents away. Ca​use of de​ath sud​den he​art fa​ilu​re

    .

    CARD 2:

    SHUICHI IWA​TA
    Date of birth: 5/26/71

    Eishin Pre​pa​ra​tory Aca​demy, first ye​ar, age 19

    Address: 1-5-23 Nis​hi Na​ka​no​bu, Shi​na​ga​wa Ward, Tok​yo

    10:54 pm, Sept. 5: falls over and di​es at in​ter​sec​ti​on in front of Shi​na​ga​wa Sta. Ca​use of de​ath car​di​ac in​farc​ti​on.

    

    CARD 3:

    HARUKO TSU​JI
    Date of birth: 1/12/73

    Keisei Scho​ol for Girls, se​ni​or, age 17

    Address: 5-19 Mo​ri, Iso​go Ward, Yo​ko​ha​ma

    Late night, Sept. 5 (or early next mor​ning): di​es in car off pref. ro​ad at fo​ot of Mt Oku​su. Ca​use of de​ath sud​den he​art fa​ilu​re.

    

    CARD 4:

    TAKEHIKO NO​MI
    Date of birth: 12/4/70

    Eishin Pre​pa​ra​tory Aca​demy, se​cond ye​ar, age 19

    Address: 1-10-4 Ueha​ra, Shi​bu​ya Ward, Tok​yo

    Late night, Sept. 5 (or early next mor​ning): di​es w/Ha​ru​ko Tsu​ji in car at fo​ot of Mt Oku​su. Ca​use of de​ath sud​den he​art fa​ilu​re.

    

    Tomoko Ois​hi and Ha​ru​ko Tsu​ji went to the sa​me high scho​ol and we​re fri​ends; Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta and Ta​ke​hi​ko No​mi stu​di​ed at the sa​me prep scho​ol and we​re fri​ends: this much had be​en cle​ar pri​or to leg​work, which in​de​ed con​fir​med it. And from the simp​le fact that Tsu​ji and No​mi had go​ne for a dri​ve to​get​her on Mt Oku​su in Yo​ko​su​ka on the night of Sep​tem​ber 5th, it was ob​vi​o​us that they we​re, if not qu​ite lo​vers, at le​ast fo​oling aro​und. When he'd as​ked her fri​ends, he'd he​ard the ru​mor that Tsu​ji had be​en da​ting a prep scho​ol guy from Tok​yo. Ho​we​ver, Asa​ka​wa still didn't know when or how they'd met. Na​tu​ral​ly, he sus​pec​ted that Ois​hi and Iwa​ta we​re go​ing out, too, but he co​uldn't find anyt​hing to back this up. It was equ​al​ly pos​sib​le that Ois​hi and Iwa​ta had ne​ver even se​en each ot​her. In which ca​se, what was the​re to link the​se fo​ur? They se​emed far too clo​sely re​la​ted for this unk​nown be​ing to ha​ve pic​ked them to​tal​ly at ran​dom. May​be the​re was so​me sec​ret that only the fo​ur of them knew, and they'd be​en kil​led for it… Asa​ka​wa tri​ed out a mo​re sci​en​ti​fic exp​la​na​ti​on with him​self: per​haps the fo​ur of them had be​en in the sa​me pla​ce at the sa​me ti​me, and all fo​ur had be​en in​fec​ted with a vi​rus that at​tacks the he​art.

    Hey, now. Asa​ka​wa sho​ok his he​ad as he wal​ked. A vi​rus that ca​uses sud​den he​art fa​ilu​re? Co​me on.
    He clim​bed the sta​irs, mut​te​ring to him​self, a vi​rus, a vi​rus. In​de​ed, he sho​uld start out with at​tempts at sci​en​ti​fic exp​la​na​ti​on. Well, sup​po​se the​re was a vi​rus that ca​used he​art at​tacks. At le​ast it was a lit​tle mo​re re​alis​tic than ima​gi​ning that so​met​hing su​per​na​tu​ral was be​hind it all; it se​emed less li​kely to get him la​ug​hed at. Even if such a vi​rus hadn't yet be​en dis​co​ve​red on earth, may​be it had just re​cently fal​len to earth in​si​de a me​te​or. Or may​be it had be​en de​ve​lo​ped as a bi​olo​gi​cal we​apon and had so​me​how es​ca​ped. You co​uldn't ru​le out the pos​si​bi​lity. Su​re. He'd try thin​king of it as a kind of vi​rus for a whi​le. Not that this wo​uld sa​tisfy all his do​ubts. Why had they all di​ed with lo​oks of as​to​nish​ment on the​ir fa​ces? Why had Tsu​ji and No​mi di​ed on op​po​si​te si​des of that small car, as if they we​re trying to get away from each ot​her? Why hadn't the autop​si​es re​ve​aled anyt​hing? The pos​si​bi​lity of an es​ca​ped germ we​apon co​uld at le​ast ans​wer the third qu​es​ti​on. The​re wo​uld ha​ve be​en a gag or​der.

    If he we​re to pur​sue this hypot​he​sis furt​her, he co​uld de​du​ce that the fact that the​re hadn't be​en any ot​her vic​tims yet me​ant that the vi​rus was not air​bor​ne. It was eit​her blo​od-bor​ne, li​ke AIDS, or was fa​irly non​con​ta​gi​o​us. But mo​re im​por​tantly, whe​re had the​se fo​ur pic​ked it up? He'd ha​ve to go back and sift thro​ugh the​ir ac​ti​vi​ti​es in August and Sep​tem​ber aga​in and lo​ok for pla​ces and ti​mes they had in com​mon. Sin​ce the par​ti​ci​pants' mo​uths had be​en shut per​ma​nently, it wo​uldn't be easy. If the​ir me​eting had be​en a sec​ret among the fo​ur of them, so​met​hing ne​it​her pa​rents nor fri​ends knew abo​ut, then how was he to fer​ret it out? But he was su​re that the​se fo​ur kids had so​me ti​me, so​me pla​ce, so​me thing in com​mon.

    Sitting down at his word pro​ces​sor Asa​ka​wa cha​sed the unk​nown vi​rus from his tho​ughts. He ne​eded to get out the no​tes he'd just ta​ken, to sum up the con​tents of the cas​set​te he'd ma​de. He had to get this ar​tic​le fi​nis​hed to​day. To​mor​row, Sun​day, he and his wi​fe Shi​zu we​re go​ing to vi​sit her sis​ter, Yos​hi​mi Ois​hi. He wan​ted to see with his own eyes the spot whe​re To​mo​ko had di​ed, to fe​el on his own flesh wha​te​ver air still lin​ge​red. His wi​fe had ag​re​ed to go to Hon​mo​ku to con​so​le her be​re​aved ol​der sis​ter; she had no ink​ling of her hus​band's true mo​ti​ves.

    Asakawa star​ted po​un​ding the keys of the word pro​ces​sor be​fo​re he'd co​me up with a de​cent out​li​ne.
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    Shizu was se​e​ing her pa​rents for the first ti​me in a month. Ever sin​ce the​ir grand​da​ugh​ter To​mo​ko had di​ed, they ca​me to Tok​yo from the​ir ho​me in As​hi​ka​ga whe​ne​ver they co​uld, not only to con​so​le the​ir da​ugh​ter but to be con​so​led in turn. Shi​zu only un​ders​to​od this to​day. Her he​art ac​hed when she saw her aged pa​rents' thin, gri​ef-stric​ken fa​ces. They had on​ce had three grandc​hild​ren: the​ir ol​dest da​ugh​ter Yos​hi​mi's da​ugh​ter To​mo​ko, the​ir se​cond da​ugh​ter Ka​zu​ko's son Ke​nic​hi, and Shi​zu's da​ugh​ter Yo​ko. One grandc​hild from each of the​ir three da​ugh​ters-not all that com​mon. To​mo​ko had be​en the​ir first grandc​hild, and the​ir fa​ces had crink​led up every ti​me they had se​en her; they had enj​oyed spo​iling her. Now they we​re so dep​res​sed that it was im​pos​sib​le to say who​se gri​ef was de​eper, the pa​rents' or the grand​pa​rents'.

    I gu​ess grandc​hild​ren re​al​ly me​an a lot.

    Shizu had just tur​ned thirty this ye​ar. It was all she co​uld do to ima​gi​ne what her sis​ter must be fe​eling, put​ting her​self in her sis​ter's pla​ce, con​temp​la​ting how she'd fe​el if she lost her own child. But re​al​ly, the​re was no com​pa​ri​son to be ma​de bet​we​en her da​ugh​ter Yo​ko, only a ye​ar and a half old, and To​mo​ko, who had di​ed at se​ven​te​en. She co​uldn't fat​hom how every pas​sing ye​ar wo​uld de​epen her lo​ve for her child.

    Sometime af​ter three in the af​ter​no​on, her pa​rents be​gan to get re​ady to go ho​me to As​hi​ka​ga.

    Shizu co​uld hardly con​ta​in her surp​ri​se. Why had her hus​band, who al​ways pro​tes​ted that he was too busy, sug​ges​ted this vi​sit to her sis​ter's ho​use? This was the sa​me hus​band who'd skip​ped the po​or girl's fu​ne​ral, ple​ading that he had a de​ad​li​ne to me​et. And now he​re it was al​most din​ner​ti​me, and he wasn't sho​wing the sligh​test inc​li​na​ti​on of le​aving. He'd only met To​mo​ko a few ti​mes, and had pro​bably ne​ver tal​ked with her for very long. Su​rely he wasn't fe​eling de​ta​ined by me​mo​ri​es of the de​ce​ased.

    Shizu tap​ped Asa​ka​wa lightly on the knee and whis​pe​red in his ear, "De​ar, it's pro​bably abo​ut ti​me…"

    "Look at Yo​ko. She's sle​epy. May​be we ought to see if we co​uld let her ta​ke a nap he​re."

    

    They had bro​ught the​ir da​ugh​ter. Nor​mal​ly, this was nap ti​me. Su​re eno​ugh, Yo​ko had star​ted blin​king li​ke she did when she was sle​epy. But if they let her sle​ep he​re, they'd ha​ve to stay in this ho​use for at le​ast two mo​re ho​urs. What wo​uld they find to talk abo​ut with her gri​eving sis​ter and her hus​band for two mo​re ho​urs?

    "She can sle​ep on the tra​in, don't you think?" sa​id Shi​zu, drop​ping her vo​ice.

    "Last ti​me we tri​ed that she got fussy, and it was aw​ful all the way ho​me. No, thanks."

    Whenever Yo​ko got sle​epy in a crowd, she got un​be​li​evably fid​gety. She'd fla​il her lit​tle arms and legs, wa​il at the top of her lungs, and just ge​ne​ral​ly ma​ke li​fe dif​fi​cult for her pa​rents. Scol​ding her only ma​de it wor​se-the​re was no way to calm her down ex​cept to try to get her to sle​ep. At ti​mes li​ke that Asa​ka​wa be​ca​me in​ten​sely cons​ci​o​us of the lo​oks of pe​op​le aro​und him, and he'd start sul​king him​self, as tho​ugh he we​re the pri​me vic​tim of his da​ugh​ter's shri​eking. The ac​cu​sing sta​res of the ot​her pas​sen​gers al​ways ma​de him fe​el li​ke he was cho​king.

    Shizu pre​fer​red not to see her hus​band in that sta​te, with his che​eks twitc​hing ner​vo​usly and all. "All right, then, if you say so."

    "Great. Let's see if she'll ta​ke a nap ups​ta​irs."

    Yoko lay in her mot​her's lap, eyes half clo​sed.

    

    "I'll go put her down," he sa​id, ca​res​sing his da​ugh​ter's che​ek with the back of his hand. The words so​un​ded stran​ge co​ming from Asa​ka​wa, who hardly ever hel​ped with the baby. May​be he'd had a chan​ge of he​art, now that he'd wit​nes​sed the sor​row of pa​rents who'd lost a child.

    "What's co​me over you to​day? It's spo​oky."

    "Don't worry. She lo​oks li​ke she'll go right down. Le​ave it to me."

    Shizu han​ded the child over. "Thanks. I just wish you we​re li​ke this all the ti​me."

    As she was trans​fer​red from her mot​her's bo​som to her fat​her's, Yo​ko be​gan to scrunch up her fa​ce, but be​fo​re she had ti​me to fol​low thro​ugh she had fal​len as​le​ep. Asa​ka​wa clim​bed the sta​irs, crad​ling his da​ugh​ter. The se​cond flo​or con​sis​ted of two Japa​ne​se-style ro​oms and the Wes​tern-style ro​om which had be​en To​mo​ko's. He la​id Yo​ko on the fu​ton in the Japa​ne​se-style ro​om that fa​ced so​uth. He didn't even ne​ed to stay with her as she fell as​le​ep. She was al​re​ady out, her bre​at​hing re​gu​lar.

    Asakawa slip​ped out of the ro​om and lis​te​ned to see what was go​ing on downs​ta​irs, and then en​te​red To​mo​ko's bed​ro​om. He felt a lit​tle gu​ilty abo​ut in​va​ding a de​ad girl's pri​vacy. Wasn't this the kind of thing he ab​hor​red? But it was for a go​od ca​use-de​fe​ating evil. The​re was not​hing but to do it. Even as he tho​ught this, he ha​ted the way he was al​ways wil​ling to se​ize on any re​ason, no mat​ter how spe​ci​o​us, in or​der to ra​ti​ona​li​ze his ac​ti​ons. But, he pro​tes​ted, it wasn't li​ke he was wri​ting an ar​tic​le abo​ut it: he was just trying to fi​gu​re out when and whe​re the fo​ur had be​en to​get​her. Sorry.
    He ope​ned her desk dra​wers. Just the nor​mal as​sort​ment of sta​ti​onery sup​pli​es, li​ke any high scho​ol girl wo​uld ha​ve, rat​her ne​atly ar​ran​ged. Three snaps​hots, a junk box, let​ters, a no​te​pad, a se​wing kit. Had her pa​rents go​ne thro​ugh he​re af​ter she di​ed? It didn't lo​ok li​ke it. Pro​bably she was just na​tu​ral​ly ne​at. He was ho​ping to find a di​ary-it wo​uld sa​ve him a lot of ti​me. To​day I got to​get​her with Ha​ru​ko Tsu​ji, Ta​ke​hi​ko No​mi, and Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta, and we … If he co​uld just find an entry li​ke that. He to​ok a no​te​bo​ok from her bo​oks​helf and flip​ped thro​ugh it. He ac​tu​al​ly ca​me ac​ross a very gir​lish di​ary in the back of a dra​wer, but the​re we​re only a few de​sul​tory ent​ri​es on the first few pa​ges, all of them da​ted long ago.

    On the shelf be​si​de the desk the​re we​re no bo​oks, only a red flo​we​red ma​ke​up stand. He ope​ned the dra​wer. A bunch of che​ap ac​ces​so​ri​es. A lot of mis​matc​hed ear​rings-it se​emed she had a ha​bit of lo​sing one of every pa​ir she ow​ned. A poc​ket comb with se​ve​ral slen​der black strands of ha​ir still wrap​ped aro​und it.

    Opening the bu​ilt-in ward​ro​be, his no​se was as​sa​iled by the scent of high scho​ol girls. It was pac​ked tight with co​lo​ur​ful dres​ses and skirts on han​gers. His sis​ter-in-law and her hus​band had ob​vi​o​usly not fi​gu​red out what to do with the​se clot​hes, which still car​ri​ed the​ir da​ugh​ter's frag​ran​ce. Asa​ka​wa pric​ked up his ears at what was go​ing on downs​ta​irs. He wasn't su​re what they'd think if they ca​ught him in he​re. The​re was no so​und. His wi​fe and her sis​ter must still be tal​king abo​ut so​met​hing. Asa​ka​wa se​arc​hed the poc​kets of the clot​hes in the ward​ro​be one by one. Hand​kerc​hi​efs, mo​vie tic​ket stubs, gum wrap​pers, nap​kins, com​mu​ter pass ca​se. He exa​mi​ned it: a pass for the stretch bet​we​en Ya​ma​te and Tsu​ru​mi, a stu​dent ID card, and a mem​bers​hip card. The​re was a na​me writ​ten on the mem​bers​hip card: So​met​hing-or-other No​no-ya​ma. He wasn't su​re how to pro​no​un​ce the cha​rac​ters for the first na​me-Yu​ki, may​be? From the cha​rac​ters alo​ne he co​uldn't tell if it was a man or a wo​man. Why did she ha​ve so​me​one el​se's card in her pass ca​se? He he​ard fo​ots​teps co​ming up the sta​irs. He slip​ped the card in​to his poc​ket, put the ca​se back whe​re he'd fo​und it, and shut the ward​ro​be. He step​ped in​to the hall just as his sis​ter-in-law re​ac​hed the top of the sta​irs.

    "Sorry, is the​re a bath​ro​om up he​re?" He ma​de a show of ac​ting antsy.

    "It's the​re at the end of the hall." She didn't se​em to sus​pect anyt​hing. "Is Yo​ko sle​eping li​ke a go​od girl?"

    "Yes, thanks. Sorry to put you to such tro​ub​le."

    "Oh no, not at all." The sis​ter-in-law bo​wed slightly, then step​ped in​to the Japa​ne​se-style ro​om, hand on her ki​mo​no sash.

    In the bath​ro​om, Asa​ka​wa to​ok out the card. "Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts Club Mem​ber's Card" it re​ad. Un​der​ne​ath this was No​no​ya​ma's na​me and mem​bers​hip num​ber and the ex​pi​ra​ti​on da​te. He flip​ped it over. Fi​ve mem​bers​hip con​di​ti​ons, in fi​ne print, plus the na​me of the com​pany and its ad​dress. Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts Club, Inc., 3-5 Ko​j​imac​hi, Chi​yo​da Ward, Tok​yo. Pho​ne no. (03) 261-4922. If it wasn't so​met​hing she'd fo​und or swi​ped, To​mo​ko must ha​ve bor​ro​wed this card from this No​no​ya​ma per​son. Why? To use Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts fa​ci​li​ti​es, of co​ur​se. Which one, and when?

    He co​uldn't call from the ho​use. Sa​ying he was go​ing to go buy ci​ga​ret​tes, he ran to a pay pho​ne. He di​al​led the num​ber.

    "Hello, Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts, may I help you?" A yo​ung wo​man's vo​ice.

    "I'd li​ke to know what fa​ci​li​ti​es I can use with a mem​bers​hip card."

    The vo​ice didn't res​pond right away. May​be they had so many fa​ci​li​ti​es ava​ilab​le that she co​uldn't just list them all.

    

    "That is… I me​an… for examp​le, li​ke on an over​night trip from Tok​yo," he ad​ded. It wo​uld ha​ve sto​od out if the fo​ur of them had go​ne away for two or three nights to​get​her. The fact that he hadn't tur​ned anyt​hing up so far me​ant that they had pro​bably go​ne for no lon​ger than a sing​le night. She co​uld easily get away for a sing​le night by lying to her pa​rents that she was sta​ying at a fri​end's ho​use.

    "We ha​ve a full ran​ge of fa​ci​li​ti​es at our Pa​ci​fic Land in So​uth Ha​ko​ne," she sa​id, in her bu​si​nes​sli​ke man​ner.

    "Specifically, what sorts of le​isu​re ac​ti​vi​ti​es do you ha​ve the​re?"

    "Certainly, sir. We ha​ve pro​vi​si​ons for golf, ten​nis, and fi​eld sports, as well as a swim​ming po​ol."

    "And you ha​ve lod​ging the​re?"

    "Yes, sir. In ad​di​ti​on to a ho​tel, Pa​ci​fic Land fe​atu​res the Vil​la Log Ca​bin com​mu​nity of ren​tal cot​ta​ges. Shall I send you our broc​hu​re?"

    "Yes. Ple​ase." He pre​ten​ded to be a pros​pec​ti​ve cus​to​mer, ho​ping it wo​uld ma​ke it easi​er to ext​ract in​for​ma​ti​on from her. "The ho​tel and the ca​bins, are they open to the ge​ne​ral pub​lic?"

    "Certainly, at non-mem​ber ra​tes."

    "I see. Can you gi​ve me the pho​ne num​ber? May​be I'll go ha​ve a lo​ok."

    "I can ta​ke ca​re of re​ser​va​ti​ons right now, if you wish…"

    

    "No, I, ah, may be go​ing for a dri​ve down the​re so​me​ti​me and just de​ci​de to ha​ve a lo​ok… So co​uld I just ha​ve the pho​ne num​ber?"

    "One mo​ment, ple​ase."

    As he wa​ited, Asa​ka​wa to​ok out a me​mo pad and pen.

    "Are you re​ady?" The wo​man re​tur​ned and dic​ta​ted two ele​ven di​git pho​ne num​bers. The area co​des we​re long-they we​re way out in the sticks. Asa​ka​wa scrib​bled them down.

    "Just for fu​tu​re re​fe​ren​ce, whe​re are yo​ur ot​her fa​ci​li​ti​es lo​ca​ted?"

    "We ha​ve the sa​me sort of full-ser​vi​ce re​sorts at La​ke Ha​ma​na and at Ha​ma​j​ima in Mie Pre​fec​tu​re."

    Much too far! Stu​dents wo​uldn't ha​ve that kind of war chest.

    "I see. So​unds li​ke they're all on the Pa​ci​fic, just li​ke the na​me says."

    Then the wo​man be​gan to de​ta​il all the fa​bu​lo​us ad​van​ta​ges of be​co​ming a Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts Club mem​ber; Asa​ka​wa lis​te​ned po​li​tely for a whi​le be​fo​re cut​ting her off. "Gre​at. The rest I'm su​re I can find out from the pamph​let. I'll gi​ve you my ad​dress so you can send it." He told her his ad​dress and hung up. Lis​te​ning to her sa​les pitch, he'd be​gun to think it ac​tu​al​ly wo​uldn't be a bad idea to jo​in, if he co​uld af​ford it.

    It had be​en over an ho​ur sin​ce Yo​ko had go​ne to sle​ep, and Shi​zu's pa​rents had al​re​ady re​tur​ned to As​hi​ka​ga. Shi​zu her​self was in the kitc​hen do​ing the dis​hes for her sis​ter, who was still pro​ne to bre​ak down at the sligh​test pro​vo​ca​ti​on. Asa​ka​wa briskly hel​ped carry dis​hes in from the li​ving ro​om.

    "What's got in​to you to​day? You're ac​ting we​ird," sa​id Shi​zu, wit​ho​ut in​ter​rup​ting her dish​was​hing. "You put Yo​ko down, you're hel​ping in the kitc​hen. Are you tur​ning over a new le​af? If so, I ho​pe it sticks."

    Asakawa was lost in tho​ught, and didn't want to be bot​he​red. He wis​hed his wi​fe wo​uld act li​ke her na​me, which me​ant "qu​i​et". The best way to se​al a wo​man's mo​uth was not to reply.

    "Oh, by the way, did you put a dis​po​sab​le on her be​fo​re put​ting her to bed? We wo​uldn't want her to le​ak at so​me​one el​se's ho​use."

    Asakawa sho​wed no in​te​rest, but just lo​oked aro​und at the kitc​hen walls. To​mo​ko had di​ed he​re. The​re had be​en shards of glass and a po​ol of co​ke next to her when she was fo​und. She must ha​ve be​en at​tac​ked by the vi​rus right when she was go​ing to ha​ve a drink of co​ke from the frid​ge. Asa​ka​wa ope​ned the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor, mi​mic​king To​mo​ko's mo​ve​ments. He ima​gi​ned hol​ding a glass, and pre​ten​ded to drink.

    "What in the world are you do​ing?" Shi​zu was sta​ring at him, mo​uth wi​de open. Asa​ka​wa kept go​ing: still pre​ten​ding to drink, he lo​oked be​hind him. When he tur​ned aro​und, the​re was a glass do​or right in front of him, se​pa​ra​ting the li​ving ro​om from the kitc​hen. It ref​lec​ted the flu​ores​cent light abo​ve the sink. May​be be​ca​use it was still bright out​si​de and the li​ving ro​om was fil​led with light, it only ref​lec​ted the flu​ores​cent light, and not the exp​res​si​ons of the pe​op​le on this si​de. If the ot​her si​de of the glass was dark, and this si​de light, li​ke it wo​uld ha​ve be​en that night when To​mo​ko was stan​ding he​re… That glass do​or wo​uld ha​ve be​en a mir​ror ref​lec​ting the sce​ne in the kitc​hen. It wo​uld ha​ve ref​lec​ted To​mo​ko's fa​ce, con​tor​ted with ter​ror. Asa​ka​wa co​uld al​most start to think of the pa​ne of glass as a wit​ness to everyt​hing that had hap​pe​ned. Glass co​uld be trans​pa​rent or ref​lec​ti​ve, de​pen​ding on the in​terp​lay of light and dark​ness. Asa​ka​wa was brin​ging his fa​ce ne​arer the glass, as if drawn the​re, when his wi​fe tap​ped him on the back. Just at that mo​ment, they he​ard Yo​ko crying ups​ta​irs. She was awa​ke.

    "Yoko's up." Shi​zu wi​ped her wet hands on a to​wel. The​ir da​ugh​ter usu​al​ly didn't cry so hard upon wa​king up. Shi​zu rus​hed up to the se​cond flo​or.

    As she was go​ing out, Yos​hi​mi ca​me in. Asa​ka​wa han​ded her the card he'd fo​und. "This had fal​len un​der the pi​ano." He spo​ke ca​su​al​ly and wa​ited for a re​ac​ti​on.

    

    Yoshimi to​ok the card and tur​ned it over. "This is stran​ge. What was this do​ing the​re?" She coc​ked her he​ad, puz​zled.

    "Could To​mo​ko ha​ve bor​ro​wed it from a fri​end, do you sup​po​se?"

    "But I've ne​ver he​ard of this per​son. I don't think she had a fri​end by that na​me." Yos​hi​mi lo​oked at Asa​ka​wa with exag​ge​ra​ted worry. "Darn it. This lo​oks im​por​tant. I swe​ar, that girl…" Her vo​ice cho​ked up. Even the sligh​test thing wo​uld set the whe​els of gri​ef in mo​ti​on for her. Asa​ka​wa he​si​ta​ted to ask, but did.

    "Did, ah… did To​mo​ko and her fri​ends by any chan​ce go to this re​sort du​ring sum​mer va​ca​ti​on?"

    Yoshimi sho​ok her he​ad. She trus​ted her da​ugh​ter. To​mo​ko hadn't be​en the kind of child to lie abo​ut sta​ying over at her fri​ends'. Plus, she had be​en stud​ying for exams. Asa​ka​wa co​uld un​ders​tand how Yos​hi​mi felt. He de​ci​ded not to ask abo​ut To​mo​ko any furt​her. No high scho​ol stu​dent with exams lo​oming in front of her was go​ing to tell her pa​rents that she was ren​ting a cot​ta​ge with her boyf​ri​end. She wo​uld ha​ve li​ed and sa​id she was stud​ying at a fri​end's ho​use. Her pa​rents wo​uld ne​ver know.

    "I'll find the ow​ner and re​turn it."

    Yoshimi bo​wed her he​ad in si​len​ce, and then her hus​band cal​led from the li​ving ro​om and she hur​ri​ed out of the kitc​hen. The be​re​aved fat​her was se​ated in front of a newly-instal​led Bud​dhist al​tar, spe​aking to his da​ugh​ter's pho​tog​raph. His vo​ice was shoc​kingly che​er​ful, and Asa​ka​wa be​ca​me dep​res​sed. He was ob​vi​o​usly li​ving in de​ni​al. Asa​ka​wa co​uld only pray that he'd be ab​le to get thro​ugh.

    Asakawa had fo​und out one thing. If this No​no​ya​ma had in fact lent To​mo​ko the mem​bers​hip card, he or she wo​uld ha​ve con​tac​ted To​mo​ko's pa​rents to ask for the card back upon le​ar​ning of her de​ath. But To​mo​ko's mot​her knew not​hing abo​ut the card. No​no​ya​ma co​uldn't ha​ve for​got​ten abo​ut the card. Even if it we​re part of a fa​mily mem​bers​hip de​al, du​es we​re ex​pen​si​ve eno​ugh that No​no​ya​ma wo​uldn't just al​low the card to stay lost. So what did this me​an? This was how Asa​ka​wa fi​gu​red it: No​no​ya​ma had lent the card to one of the ot​her three, eit​her Iwa​ta, Tsu​ji, or No​mi. So​me​how it pas​sed in​to To​mo​ko's pos​ses​si​on, and that's how things had en​ded. No​no​ya​ma wo​uld ha​ve con​tac​ted the pa​rents of the per​son he or she had lent it to. The pa​rents wo​uld ha​ve se​arc​hed the​ir child's be​lon​gings. They wo​uldn't ha​ve fo​und the card. The card was he​re. If Asa​ka​wa con​tac​ted the fa​mi​li​es of the ot​her three vic​tims, he might be ab​le to une​arth No​no​ya​ma's ad​dress. He sho​uld call right away, to​night. If he co​uldn't dig up a clue this way, then it wo​uld be un​li​kely that the card wo​uld pro​vi​de a me​ans for fin​ding when and whe​re the fo​ur had be​en to​get​her. At any ra​te, he wan​ted to me​et No​no​ya​ma and he​ar what he or she had to say. If he had to, he co​uld al​ways find so​me way to track down No​no​ya​ma's ad​dress ba​sed on the mem​bers​hip num​ber. As​king Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts di​rectly pro​bably wo​uldn't get him anyw​he​re, but he was su​re that his news​pa​per con​nec​ti​ons co​uld co​me up with so​met​hing.

    Someone was cal​ling him. A dis​tant vo​ice. "De​ar… de​ar…" His wi​fe's flus​te​red vo​ice ming​led with the baby's crying.

    "Dear, co​uld you co​me he​re for a mi​nu​te?"

    Asakawa ca​me to him​self aga​in. Sud​denly he wasn't even su​re what he'd be​en thin​king abo​ut all this ti​me. The​re was so​met​hing stran​ge abo​ut the way his da​ugh​ter was crying. That fe​eling be​ca​me stron​ger as he mo​un​ted the sta​irs.

    "What's wrong?" he as​ked his wi​fe, ac​cu​singly.

    "Something's not right with Yo​ko. I think so​met​hing's hap​pe​ned to her. The way she's crying-it's dif​fe​rent from how it usu​al​ly so​unds. Do you think she's sick?"

    Asakawa pla​ced his hand on Yo​ko's fo​re​he​ad. She didn't ha​ve a fe​ver. But her lit​tle hands we​re tremb​ling. The tremb​ling spre​ad to her who​le body, and so​me​ti​mes her back sho​ok. Her fa​ce was be​et red, her eyes clenc​hed shut.

    

    "How long has she be​en li​ke this?"

    "It's be​ca​use she wo​ke up and the​re was no one he​re with her."

    The baby of​ten cri​ed if her mot​her wasn't the​re when she wo​ke up. But she al​ways cal​med down when her mot​her ran to her and held her. When a baby cri​ed it was trying to ask for so​met​hing, but what…? The baby was trying to tell them so​met​hing. She wasn't just be​ing bratty. Her two tiny hands we​re clas​ped tightly over her fa​ce… co​we​ring. That was it. The child was wa​iling out of fe​ar. Yo​ko tur​ned her fa​ce away, and then ope​ned her fists slightly: she se​emed to be trying to po​int for​ward. Asa​ka​wa lo​oked in that di​rec​ti​on. The​re was a pil​lar. He ra​ised his eyes. Han​ging abo​ut thirty cen​ti​me​ters from the ce​iling was a fist-si​zed mask, of a han​nya-a fe​ma​le de​mon. Was the child af​ra​id of the mask?

    "Hey, lo​ok," sa​id Asa​ka​wa, po​in​ting with his chin. They lo​oked at the mask si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly, then slowly tur​ned the​ir ga​zes to each ot​her.

    "No way… she's frigh​te​ned of a de​mon?"

    Asakawa got to his fe​et. He to​ok down the de​mon mask from whe​re it hung on the be​am and la​id it fa​ce down on top of the dres​ser. Yo​ko co​uldn't see it the​re. She ab​ruptly stop​ped crying.

    "What's the mat​ter, Yo​ko? Did that nasty de​mon sca​re you?" Shi​zu se​emed re​li​eved now that she un​ders​to​od, and she hap​pily rub​bed her che​ek aga​inst the child's. Asa​ka​wa wasn't so easily sa​tis​fi​ed; for so​me re​ason, he didn't want to be in this ro​om any lon​ger.

    "Hey. Let's go ho​me," he ur​ged his wi​fe.

    That eve​ning, as so​on as he got ho​me from the Ois​his', he cal​led the Tsu​j​is, the No​mis, and the Iwa​tas, in that or​der. He as​ked each fa​mily whet​her they hadn't be​en con​tac​ted by one of the​ir child's ac​qu​a​in​tan​ces re​gar​ding a mem​bers​hip card for a re​sort club. The last per​son he spo​ke to, Iwa​ta's mot​her, ga​ve him a long, ramb​ling ans​wer: "The​re was a call, from so​me​one who sa​id he'd go​ne to the sa​me high scho​ol as my son, an ol​der boy, sa​ying he'd lent my son his re​sort mem​bers​hip card, and co​uld he get it back… But I se​arc​hed every cor​ner of my son's ro​om and ne​ver co​uld find it. I've be​en wor​ri​ed abo​ut it ever sin​ce." He qu​ickly as​ked for No​no​ya​ma's pho​ne num​ber, and im​me​di​ately cal​led it.

    Nonoyama had run in​to Iwa​ta in Shi​bu​ya on the last Sun​day in August, and lent him his card, just as Asa​ka​wa had sus​pec​ted. Iwa​ta had told him he was go​ing away with this high scho​ol girl he'd be​en hit​ting on. Sum​mer va​ca​ti​on's al​most over, y 'know. I want to re​al​ly li​ve it up on​ce be​fo​re it's over, or el​se I won't be ab​le to buck​le down and study for the exams.
    

    Nonoyama had la​ug​hed when he he​ard this. You idi​ot, prep scho​ol stu​dents aren 't sup​po​sed to ha​ve sum​mer va​ca​ti​ons.
    The last Sun​day in August had be​en the 26th: if they'd go​ne anyw​he​re for the night, it wo​uld ha​ve to ha​ve be​en the 27th, 28th, 29th, or 30th. Asa​ka​wa didn't know abo​ut the col​le​ge prep scho​ol, but for the high scho​ol girls at le​ast, fall se​mes​ter be​gan on the first of Sep​tem​ber.

    Maybe it was be​ca​use she was ti​red from be​ing so long in un​fa​mi​li​ar sur​ro​un​dings: Yo​ko so​on fell as​le​ep right next to her mot​her. When he put his ear to the bed​ro​om do​or, he co​uld he​ar both of them bre​at​hing re​gu​larly, fast as​le​ep. Ni​ne in the eve​ning… this was Asa​ka​wa's ti​me to re​lax. Un​til his wi​fe and child we​re as​le​ep, the​re was no ro​om in this tiny con​do for him to set​tle down to work.

    Asakawa got a be​er from the frid​ge and po​ured it in​to a glass. It tas​ted spe​ci​al to​night. He'd ma​de de​fi​ni​te prog​ress, fin​ding that mem​bers​hip card. The​re was a go​od chan​ce that so​me​ti​me bet​we​en the 27th and the 30th of August, Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta and the ot​her three had sta​yed at fa​ci​li​ti​es be​lon​ging to Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts. The most li​kely pla​ce was Vil​la Log Ca​bin at Pa​ci​fic Land in So​uth Ha​ko​ne. So​uth Ha​ko​ne was the only Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts pro​perty clo​se eno​ugh to be a vi​ab​le can​di​da​te, and he co​uldn't ima​gi​ne a gro​up of po​or stu​dents go​ing all out and sta​ying at a ho​tel. They wo​uld pro​bably ha​ve used the mem​bers​hip to rent one of the cot​ta​ges on the che​ap. They we​re only fi​ve tho​usand yen a night for mem​bers, which ca​me to a lit​tle over a tho​usand api​ece.

    He had the pho​ne num​ber for Vil​la Log Ca​bin at hand. He put his no​tes on the tab​le. The qu​ic​kest thing wo​uld be to simply call the front desk and ask if a party of fo​ur had sta​yed the​re un​der the na​me No​no​ya​ma. But they'd ne​ver tell him over the pho​ne. Na​tu​ral​ly, any​body who had ri​sen wit​hin the firm to the po​si​ti​on of ren​tal cot​ta​ge ma​na​ger wo​uld ha​ve be​en well tra​ined to con​si​der it his duty to pro​tect gu​ests' pri​vacy. Even if he re​ve​aled his po​si​ti​on as a re​por​ter for a ma​j​or news​pa​per and cle​arly sta​ted his re​asons for in​qu​iring, the ma​na​ger wo​uld ne​ver tell him over the pho​ne. Asa​ka​wa con​si​de​red con​tac​ting the lo​cal bu​re​au and get​ting them to use a law​yer with whom they had con​nec​ti​ons to ask for a lo​ok at the gu​est re​gis​ter. The only pe​op​le a ma​na​ger was le​gal​ly bo​und to show the re​gis​ter to we​re the po​li​ce and at​tor​neys. Asa​ka​wa co​uld try to po​se as one or the ot​her, but he'd pro​bably be spot​ted im​me​di​ately, and that wo​uld me​an tro​ub​le for the news​pa​per. It was sa​fer and mo​re ef​fec​ti​ve to go thro​ugh chan​nels.

    But that wo​uld ta​ke at le​ast three or fo​ur days, and he ha​ted to wa​it that long. He wan​ted to know now. His pas​si​on for the ca​se was such that he co​uldn't be​ar to wa​it three days. What in the world was go​ing to co​me of this? If in​de​ed the fo​ur of them had sta​yed the night at Vil​la Log Ca​bin at Pa​ci​fic Land in So​uth Ha​ko​ne at the end of August, and if in​de​ed that clue al​lo​wed him to un​ra​vel the rid​dle of the​ir de​aths-well, what co​uld it ha​ve be​en any​way? Vi​rus, vi​rus. He was all too awa​re that the only re​ason he was cal​ling it a vi​rus was to ke​ep him​self from be​ing ove​ra​wed by the tho​ught of so​me myste​ri​o​us thing be​ing be​hind it all. It ma​de sen​se-to a deg​ree-to mars​hal the po​wer of sci​en​ce in fa​cing down su​per​na​tu​ral po​wer. He wasn't go​ing to get anyw​he​re figh​ting a thing he didn't un​ders​tand with words he didn't un​ders​tand. He had to trans​la​te the thing he didn't un​ders​tand in​to words he did.

    Asakawa re​cal​led Yo​ko's cri​es. Why was she so frigh​te​ned when she saw the de​mon mask this af​ter​no​on? On the way ho​me on the tra​in, he'd as​ked his wi​fe, "Hey, ha​ve you be​en te​ac​hing Yo​ko abo​ut de​mons?"

    "What?"

    "You know, with pic​tu​re bo​oks or so​met​hing li​ke that. Ha​ve you be​en te​ac​hing her to be af​ra​id of de​mons?"

    "No way. Why wo​uld I?"

    The con​ver​sa​ti​on had en​ded the​re. Shi​zu was un​con​cer​ned, but Asa​ka​wa wor​ri​ed. That kind of fe​ar only exis​ted on a de​ep, spi​ri​tu​al le​vel. It was dif​fe​rent from fe​aring so​met​hing be​ca​use you had be​en ta​ught to fe​ar it. Ever sin​ce he'd co​me down out of the tre​es, man had li​ved in fe​ar of so​met​hing or ot​her. Thun​der, typho​ons, wild be​asts, vol​ca​nic erup​ti​ons, the dark… The first ti​me a child ex​pe​ri​en​ces thun​der and light​ning, he or she fe​els an ins​tinc​ti​ve fe​ar-that was un​ders​tan​dab​le. To be​gin with, thun​der was re​al. It re​al​ly exis​ted. But what abo​ut de​mons? The dic​ti​onary wo​uld tell you that de​mons we​re ima​gi​nary mons​ters, or the spi​rits of de​ad pe​op​le. If Yo​ko was go​ing to be af​ra​id of the de​mon be​ca​use it lo​oked scary, then she sho​uld al​so ha​ve be​en af​ra​id of mo​dels of God​zil​la-after all, they we​re ma​de to lo​ok fe​ar​so​me, too. She'd se​en one, on​ce, in a de​part​ment sto​re show win​dow: a cun​ningly-ma​de God​zil​la rep​li​ca. Far from be​ing frigh​te​ned, she had sta​red at it in​tently, eyes glo​wing with cu​ri​osity. How did you exp​la​in that? The only thing he knew for su​re was that God​zil​la, no mat​ter how you lo​oked at it, was an ima​gi​nary mons​ter. So what abo​ut de​mons…? And are de​mons uni​que to Japan? No, ot​her cul​tu​res ha​ve the sa​me type of thing. De​vils.. . The se​cond be​er wasn't tas​ting as go​od as the first one. Is the​re anyt​hing el​se Yo​ko's af​ra​id of? That's right, the​re is. Dark​ness. She's ter​ribly af​ra​id of the dark. She ab​so​lu​tely ne​ver go​es in​to an un​lit ro​om alo​ne. "Yo-ko," sun-child. But dark​ness, too, re​al​ly exis​ted, as light's op​po​si​te po​le. Even now, Yo​ko was as​le​ep in her mot​her's emb​ra​ce, in a dark ro​om.

   

    

PART TWO - HIGHLANDS
1
    

    October 11-Thur​s​day
    The ra​in was co​ming down har​der now, and Asa​ka​wa tur​ned his wi​pers on high. The we​at​her at Ha​ko​ne was li​ab​le to chan​ge at any mo​ment. The ski​es had be​en cle​ar down in Oda​wa​ra, but the hig​her he clim​bed, the mo​is​ter the air, and as he ne​ared the pass he'd en​co​un​te​red se​ve​ral poc​kets of wind and ra​in. If it had be​en day​ti​me, he wo​uld ha​ve be​en ab​le to gu​ess at the we​at​her on the mo​un​ta​ins from the ap​pe​aran​ce of the clo​uds over Mt Ha​ko​ne. But it was night, and his at​ten​ti​on was fi​xed on wha​te​ver ca​me in​to the be​ams of his he​ad​lights. It wasn't un​til he had stop​ped the car and lo​oked up at the sky that he'd re​ali​zed the stars had di​sap​pe​ared. When he'd got on the Ko​da​ma bul​let tra​in at Tok​yo Sta​ti​on, the city had still be​en wrap​ped in twi​light. When he'd ren​ted the car at Ata​mi Sta​ti​on, the mo​on was still in​ter​mit​tently pe​eking out from gaps in the clo​uds. But now the fi​ne wa​ter drop​lets drif​ting ac​ross his he​ad​light be​ams we​re gro​wing in​to a full-fled​ged down​po​ur, po​un​ding on his winds​hi​eld.

    The di​gi​tal clock over the spe​edo​me​ter sa​id 7:32. Asa​ka​wa qu​ickly cal​cu​la​ted how long it had ta​ken him to co​me this far. He'd ta​ken the 5:16 down from Tok​yo, ar​ri​ving in Ata​mi at 6:07. By the ti​me he'd left the ga​tes and fi​nis​hed the pa​per​work at the rent-a-car pla​ce it had be​en 6:30. He'd stop​ped at a mar​ket and bo​ught two packs of cup o' no​od​les and a small bot​tle of whis​key; it had be​en se​ven by the ti​me he'd fo​und his way thro​ugh the ma​ze of one-way stre​ets and out of town.

    A tun​nel lo​omed in front of him, its ent​ran​ce out​li​ned in bril​li​ant oran​ge light. On the ot​her si​de, just af​ter he en​te​red the Ata​mi-Kan​na​mi High​way, he sho​uld start to see signs for So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land. The long tun​nel wo​uld ta​ke him thro​ugh the Tan​na Rid​ge. As he en​te​red it the so​und of the wind chan​ged. At the sa​me ti​me, his flesh, the pas​sen​ger se​at, and everyt​hing el​se in the car was bat​hed in oran​ge light. He co​uld fe​el his calm slip​ping away, he co​uld fe​el his hack​les ri​se. The​re we​re no cars co​ming from the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on. The wi​pers squ​e​aked as they rub​bed aga​inst the now-dry winds​hi​eld. He tur​ned them off. He sho​uld re​ach his des​ti​na​ti​on by eight. He didn't fe​el qu​ite li​ke flo​oring it, alt​ho​ugh the ro​ad was empty. Sub​cons​ci​o​usly, Asa​ka​wa was dre​ading the pla​ce he was he​ading to.

    At 4:20 this af​ter​no​on, Asa​ka​wa had watc​hed as a fax had craw​led out of the mac​hi​ne at the of​fi​ce. It was a reply from the Ata​mi bu​re​au, and he had ex​pec​ted it to con​ta​in a copy of the Vil​la Log Ca​bin's gu​est re​gis​ter for August 27th thro​ugh the 30th. When he saw it he did a lit​tle dan​ce. His hunch was right. The​re we​re fo​ur na​mes he re​cog​ni​zed: No​no​ya​ma, To​mo​ko Ois​hi, Ha​ru​ko Tsu​ji, and Ta​ke​hi​ko No​mi. The fo​ur of them had spent the night of the 29th in ca​bin B-4. Ob​vi​o​usly, Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta had used No​no​ya​ma's na​me. With this he knew when and whe​re the fo​ur had be​en to​get​her: on Wed​nes​day, August 29th, at So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land, Vil​la Log Ca​bin, No. B-4. It was exactly a we​ek pri​or to the​ir myste​ri​o​us de​aths.

    There and then he'd pic​ked up the re​ce​iver and di​al​led the num​ber for Vil​la Log Ca​bin to ma​ke a re​ser​va​ti​on for to​night for ca​bin B-4. All he had to​mor​row was a staff me​eting at ele​ven. He co​uld spend the night down in Ha​ko​ne and easily be back in ti​me.

    … Well that's it. I'm go​ing. The ac​tu​al pla​ce.
    He was eager. Ne​ver in his wil​dest dre​ams co​uld he ima​gi​ne what awa​ited him the​re.

    There was a tol​lbo​oth just as he ca​me out of the tun​nel, and as he han​ded over three hund​red-yen co​ins he as​ked the at​ten​dant, "Is So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land up ahe​ad?"

    He knew full well it was. He'd chec​ked his map any num​ber of ti​mes. He just felt li​ke it had be​en a long ti​me sin​ce he'd se​en anot​her hu​man be​ing, and so​met​hing wit​hin him wan​ted to talk. "The​re's a sign just up ahe​ad. Ma​ke a left the​re." He to​ok his re​ce​ipt. With so lit​tle traf​fic, it hardly se​emed worth ha​ving so​me​one sta​ti​oned he​re. How long was this guy plan​ning to stand the​re in his bo​oth? Asa​ka​wa ma​de no mo​ve to dri​ve off, and the man be​gan to gi​ve him a sus​pi​ci​o​us lo​ok. Asa​ka​wa for​ced a smi​le and pul​led away slowly.

    The joy he'd felt a few ho​urs ago at es​tab​lis​hing a com​mon ti​me and pla​ce for the fo​ur vic​tims had wit​he​red and di​ed. The​ir fa​ces flic​ke​red be​hind his eye​lids. They'd di​ed exactly one we​ek af​ter sta​ying in Vil​la Log Ca​bin. Now's the ti​me to turn back, they se​emed to be tel​ling him, le​ering. But he co​uldn't turn back now. First of all, his ins​tincts as a re​por​ter had kic​ked in​to ge​ar. On the ot​her hand, the​re was no den​ying that he was sca​red to be go​ing alo​ne. If he'd cal​led Yos​hi​no, chan​ces we​re he wo​uld ha​ve co​me run​ning, but he didn't think ha​ving a col​le​ague along was such a go​od idea. Asa​ka​wa had al​re​ady writ​ten up his prog​ress so far and sa​ved it on a floppy disk. What he wan​ted was so​me​one who wo​uldn't run aro​und get​ting in his way, but simply help him pur​sue this… It wasn't li​ke he didn't ha​ve so​me​one in mind. He did know one man who wo​uld tag along out of pu​re cu​ri​osity. He was a part-ti​me lec​tu​rer at a uni​ver​sity, so he had plenty of free ti​me. He was just the guy. But he was… idi​osync​ra​tic. Asa​ka​wa wasn't su​re how long he co​uld ta​ke his per​so​na​lity.

    There, on the mo​un​ta​in​si​de, was the sign for So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land. The​re was no ne​on, just a whi​te pa​nel with black let​te​ring. If he'd hap​pe​ned to be lo​oking away when his he​ad​lights hit it, he wo​uld ha​ve mis​sed it comp​le​tely. Asa​ka​wa tur​ned off the high​way and be​gan clim​bing a mo​un​ta​in ro​ad bet​we​en ter​ra​ced fi​elds. The ro​ad se​emed aw​ful​ly nar​row for the ent​ran​ce to a re​sort, and he had lo​nely vi​si​ons of it de​ad-ending in the mid​dle of now​he​re. He had to shift down to ne​go​ti​ate the ro​ad's ste​ep, dark cur​ves. He ho​ped he didn't en​co​un​ter any​body co​ming from the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on: the​re was no ro​om for two cars to pass.

    The ra​in had let up at so​me po​int, alt​ho​ugh Asa​ka​wa had just no​ti​ced it. The we​at​her pat​terns se​emed dif​fe​rent east and west of the Tan​na Rid​ge.

    At any ra​te, the ro​ad didn't de​ad-end, but kept clim​bing hig​her and hig​her. Af​ter a whi​le he star​ted to see sum​mer ho​mes scat​te​red he​re and the​re on the si​des of the ro​ad. And the ro​ad sud​denly wi​de​ned to two la​nes, the sur​fa​ce imp​ro​ved dras​ti​cal​ly, and ele​gant stre​et​lights gra​ced the sho​ul​ders. Asa​ka​wa was ama​zed at the chan​ge. The mi​nu​te he en​te​red the gro​unds of Pa​ci​fic Land he was conf​ron​ted with la​vish ac​co​ut​re​ments. So what was with the gar​den path that led he​re? The corn and we​eds han​ging over the ro​ad had nar​ro​wed it even furt​her, he​igh​te​ning his ner​vo​us​ness over what lay aro​und the next ha​ir​pin cur​ve.

    The three-story bu​il​ding on the ot​her si​de of the spa​ci​o​us par​king lot do​ub​led as an in​for​ma​ti​on cent​re and a res​ta​urant. Wit​ho​ut thin​king twi​ce, Asa​ka​wa par​ked in front of the lobby and wal​ked to​ward the hall. He lo​oked at his watch: eight on the no​se. Right on sche​du​le. From so​mew​he​re he he​ard the so​und of balls bo​un​cing. The​re we​re fo​ur ten​nis co​urts be​low the cent​re, with se​ve​ral co​up​les gi​ving it the​ir all un​der the yel​lo​wish lights. Surp​ri​singly, all fo​ur co​urts we​re oc​cu​pi​ed. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't fat​hom what ma​de pe​op​le co​me all the way up he​re at eight on a Thurs​day night in the mid​dle of Oc​to​ber, just to play ten​nis. Far be​low the ten​nis co​urts he co​uld see the dis​tant lights of the ci​ti​es of Mis​hi​ma and Nu​ma​zu, glit​te​ring in the dark​ness. The emp​ti​ness be​yond, black as tar, was Ta​go Bay.

    As he en​te​red the in​for​ma​ti​on cent​re, the res​ta​urant was di​rectly in front of him. Its outer wall was glass, so he co​uld see in​si​de. He​re Asa​ka​wa got anot​her surp​ri​se. The res​ta​urant clo​sed at eight, but it was still half full of fa​mi​li​es and yo​ung wo​men in gro​ups. What was go​ing on he​re? He coc​ked his he​ad in puz​zle​ment. Whe​re had every​body co​me from? He co​uldn't be​li​eve all the​se pe​op​le ca​me he​re on the sa​me ro​ad that had bro​ught him he​re. May​be what he had used was the back ent​ran​ce. The​re must be a brigh​ter, wi​der ro​ad so​mew​he​re el​se. But that was how the girl he'd spo​ken to on the pho​ne had told him to get he​re.

    Go abo​ut half​way down the Ata​mi-Kan​na​mi ro​ad and turn left. Dri​ve up the mo​un​ta​in from the​re. Asa​ka​wa had do​ne just that. It was in​con​ce​ivab​le that the​re was anot​her way out of he​re.

    Nodding as he was told that it was past ti​me for last or​ders, he went in​to the res​ta​urant. Be​low its wi​de win​dows, a ca​re​ful​ly gro​omed lawn slo​ped gently thro​ugh the night to​ward the ci​ti​es. The in​si​de lights we​re kept in​ten​ti​onal​ly low, pro​bably to bet​ter al​low cus​to​mers to enj​oy the vi​ew of the dis​tant lights. Asa​ka​wa stop​ped a pas​sing wa​iter and as​ked whe​re he co​uld find Vil​la Log Ca​bin. The wa​iter po​in​ted back to​ward the entry hall Asa​ka​wa had just co​me thro​ugh.

    "Follow that ro​ad to the right abo​ut two hund​red me​ters. You'll see the of​fi​ce."

    "Is the​re a par​king lot?"

    "You can park in front of the of​fi​ce."

    That was all the​re was to it. If he had just kept go​ing ins​te​ad of stop​ping in he​re, he wo​uld ha​ve fo​und it on his own. Asa​ka​wa co​uld mo​re or less analy​ze why he'd be​en drawn to this mo​dern bu​il​ding, to the po​int of bar​ging in​to the res​ta​urant. He fo​und it so​me​how com​for​ting. All the way he​re he had be​en ima​gi​ning dark, ut​terly pri​mi​ti​ve log ca​bins-the per​fect backd​rop for a Fri​day the 13th sce​na​rio-and the​re was not​hing of that in this bu​il​ding. Fa​ced with this pro​of that the po​wer of mo​dern sci​en​ce func​ti​oned he​re, too, he felt so​mew​hat re​as​su​red, strengt​he​ned. The only things that bot​he​red him we​re the bad ro​ad that led he​re from the world be​low, and the fact that in spi​te of it the​re we​re so many pe​op​le pla​ying ten​nis and enj​oying the​ir din​ner he​re in the world abo​ve. He wasn't su​re exactly why this bot​he​red him. It was just that, so​me​how, no​body he​re se​emed qu​ite… li​fe​li​ke.

    Since the ten​nis co​urts and res​ta​urant we​re crow​ded, he sho​uld ha​ve be​en ab​le to he​ar the che​er​ful vo​ices of pe​op​le from the log ca​bins. That's what he ex​pec​ted. But stan​ding at the ed​ge of the par​king lot, lo​oking down over the val​ley, he co​uld dis​cern only abo​ut six of the ten ca​bins bu​ilt among the tre​es scat​te​red over the gent​le slo​pe. Everyt​hing be​low was im​mer​sed in the dark​ness of the fo​rest, be​yond the pa​le of the stre​et lamps, un​re​li​eved by any light co​ming from in​si​de the ca​bins. B-4, whe​re Asa​ka​wa wo​uld be spen​ding the night, se​emed to stand on the bor​der bet​we​en the dark​ness and the ligh​ted area-all he co​uld see was the top of the do​or.

    Asakawa wal​ked up to the of​fi​ce, ope​ned the do​or, and step​ped in​si​de. He co​uld he​ar a te​le​vi​si​on, but the​re was no sign of an​yo​ne. The ma​na​ger was in a Japa​ne​se-style ro​om in the back, off to the left, and hadn't no​ti​ced Asa​ka​wa. Asa​ka​wa's vi​ew was bloc​ked by the co​un​ter and he co​uldn't see in​to the ro​om. The ma​na​ger se​emed to be watc​hing an Ame​ri​can mo​vie on vi​deo, not a TV prog​ram. He co​uld he​ar Eng​lish di​alo​gue as he watc​hed the flic​ke​ring light from the scre​en ref​lec​ted in the glass of a ca​bi​net out front. The bu​ilt-in ca​bi​net was full of vi​de​ota​pes, ne​atly li​ned up in the​ir ca​ses. Asa​ka​wa pla​ced his hands on the co​un​ter and spo​ke up. Im​me​di​ately, a small man in his six​ti​es stuck his he​ad out and bo​wed, sa​ying, "Oh, wel​co​me." He must be the sa​me man who had so che​er​ful​ly sho​wed the gu​est re​gis​ter to the guy from the Ata​mi bu​re​au and the law​yer, tho​ught Asa​ka​wa, smi​ling back at him ple​asantly.

    "I ha​ve a re​ser​va​ti​on, na​me of Asa​ka​wa."

    The man ope​ned his no​te​bo​ok and con​fir​med the re​ser​va​ti​on. "You're in B-4. Can I get you to wri​te yo​ur na​me and ad​dress he​re?"

    Asakawa wro​te his re​al na​me. He'd just sent No​no​ya​ma's mem​bers​hip card back to him, so he co​uldn't use it.

    "Just you, then?" The ma​na​ger lo​oked up at Asa​ka​wa, sus​pi​ci​o​usly. He'd ne​ver had any​body stay he​re alo​ne. At non​mem​ber ra​tes, it was mo​re eco​no​mi​cal for one per​son to stay at the ho​tel. The ma​na​ger han​ded over a set of she​ets and tur​ned to the ca​bi​net.

    "If you'd li​ke you're free to bor​row one. We ha​ve most of the po​pu​lar tit​les."

    "Oh, you rent vi​de​os?" Asa​ka​wa ran his ga​ze ca​su​al​ly over the tit​les of the vi​de​os co​ve​ring the wall. Ra​iders of the Lost Ark, Star Wars, Back to the Fu​tu​re, Fri​day the 13th. All po​pu​lar Ame​ri​can films, mostly sci​en​ce fic​ti​on. A lot of new re​le​ases, too. Pro​bably the ca​bins we​re mostly used by gro​ups of yo​ung pe​op​le. The​re was not​hing that grab​bed him. Be​si​des, Asa​ka​wa had os​ten​sibly co​me he​re to work.

    "I'm af​ra​id I've bro​ught work with me." Asa​ka​wa pic​ked up his por​tab​le word pro​ces​sor from whe​re he'd pla​ced it on the flo​or and sho​wed the ma​na​ger. Se​e​ing it, the ma​na​ger se​emed to un​ders​tand why he was sta​ying he​re alo​ne.

    "So, the​re are dis​hes and everyt​hing?" Asa​ka​wa sa​id, just to ma​ke su​re.

    "Yes. Use anyt​hing you li​ke."

    The only thing Asa​ka​wa ne​eded to use, tho​ugh, was a ket​tle to bo​il wa​ter for his cup o' no​od​les. He to​ok the she​ets and his ro​om key from the ma​na​ger, who told him how to find B-4 and then sa​id, with odd for​ma​lity, "Ple​ase, ma​ke yo​ur​self at ho​me."

    

    Before to​uc​hing the knob Asa​ka​wa put on his rub​ber glo​ves. He'd bro​ught them to gi​ve him pe​ace of mind, as a charm to ward off the unk​nown vi​rus.

    He ope​ned the do​or and flip​ped on the light switch in the entry hall. A hund​red-watt bulb lit a spa​ci​o​us li​ving ro​om. Pa​pe​red walls, car​pet, fo​ur per​son so​fa, te​le​vi​si​on, di​net​te set: everyt​hing was new, everyt​hing was func​ti​onal​ly ar​ran​ged. Asa​ka​wa to​ok off his sho​es and went in. The​re was a bal​cony on one ed​ge of the li​ving ro​om and small Japa​ne​se-style ro​oms on the gro​und and first flo​ors. It was a lit​tle lu​xu​ri​o​us for a sing​le gu​est, af​ter all. He drew the la​ce cur​ta​ins and ope​ned the sli​ding glass do​or to al​low the night air in. The ro​om was per​fectly cle​an, as if to bet​ray his ex​pec​ta​ti​ons. It sud​denly oc​cur​red to him that he might go ho​me clu​eless.

    He went in​to the Japa​ne​se-style ro​om off the li​ving ro​om and chec​ked the clo​set. Not​hing. He to​ok off his shirt and slacks and chan​ged in​to a swe​ats​hirt and swe​at​pants, han​ging his stre​et clot​hes in the clo​set. Next he went ups​ta​irs and tur​ned on the light in the Japa​ne​se-style ro​om. I'm ac​ting li​ke a child, he tho​ught wryly. Be​fo​re he'd re​ali​zed it he'd tur​ned on every sing​le light in the pla​ce.

    With everyt​hing suf​fi​ci​ently il​lu​mi​na​ted, he now ope​ned the bath​ro​om do​or, gently. He chec​ked in​si​de first, and left the do​or slightly aj​ar whi​le he was in​si​de. It re​min​ded him of his fe​ar ri​tu​als as a child, when he was too sca​red to go to the bath​ro​om alo​ne on sum​mer nights. He used to le​ave the do​or open a crack and ha​ve his dad stand watch out​si​de. A ne​at sho​wer ro​om sto​od be​hind a pa​ne of fros​ted glass. The​re wasn't even a hint of ste​am, and the area out​si​de the tub and the tub it​self we​re both dry as a bo​ne. It must ha​ve be​en so​me ti​me sin​ce any​body had sta​yed he​re. He went to ta​ke off his rub​ber glo​ves; they stuck to his swe​aty hands. The co​ol high​lands bre​eze blew in​to the ro​om, dis​tur​bing the cur​ta​ins.

    Asakawa fil​led a glass with ice from the fre​ezer and po​ured it half full of the whis​key he had bo​ught. He was abo​ut to top it off with tap wa​ter, but then he​si​ta​ted. Tur​ning off the tap he per​su​aded him​self that he'd re​al​ly rat​her ha​ve it stra​ight, on the rocks. He didn't ha​ve the co​ura​ge to put anyt​hing from this ro​om in​to his mo​uth. He'd be​en ca​re​less eno​ugh to use ice cu​bes from the fre​ezer, but he was un​der the imp​res​si​on that mic​ro-orga​nisms didn't li​ke ext​re​me he​at or cold.

    He sank back de​ep in​to the so​fa and tur​ned on the TV. Sin​ging fil​led the ro​om: so​me new pop idol. A Tok​yo sta​ti​on was sho​wing the sa​me prog​ram right abo​ut now. He chan​ged chan​nels. He didn't re​al​ly in​tend to watch anyt​hing, tho​ugh, so he adj​us​ted the vo​lu​me to a su​itab​le le​vel and then ope​ned his bag. He to​ok out a vi​deo ca​me​ra and pla​ced it on the tab​le. If anyt​hing stran​ge hap​pe​ned, he wan​ted to catch it all on ta​pe. He sip​ped a mo​uth​ful of whis​key. It was only a lit​tle, but it strengt​he​ned up his co​ura​ge. Asa​ka​wa went over in his he​ad aga​in everyt​hing he knew. If he co​uldn't find a clue he​re to​night then the ar​tic​le he was trying to wri​te wo​uld be de​ad in the wa​ter. But on the ot​her hand, may​be it was bet​ter that way. If not fin​ding a clue me​ant not pic​king up the vi​rus, well… af​ter all, he had a wi​fe and child to think abo​ut. He didn't want to die, not in so​me we​ird way. He prop​ped his fe​et up on the tab​le.

    So, what are you wa​iting for? he as​ked him​self. Aren't you af​ra​id? Hey-sho​uldn't you be af​ra​id? The an​gel of de​ath might be co​ming to get you.
    His ga​ze dar​ted aro​und the ro​om ner​vo​usly. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't fix his eyes on any one po​int on the wall. He had the fe​eling that if he did so, his fe​ars wo​uld be​gin to ta​ke physi​cal form whi​le he watc​hed.

    A chill wind blew in from out​si​de, stron​ger than be​fo​re. He clo​sed the win​dow and as he went to draw the cur​ta​ins he hap​pe​ned to glan​ce at the dark​ness out​si​de. The ro​of of B-5 was di​rectly in front of him, and in its sha​dow the dark​ness was even de​eper. The​re had be​en lots of pe​op​le on the ten​nis co​urts and in the res​ta​urant. But he​re Asa​ka​wa was alo​ne. He shut the cur​ta​ins and lo​oked at his watch. 8:56. He hadn't even be​en in this ro​om for thirty mi​nu​tes. It easily co​uld ha​ve be​en an ho​ur or mo​re, he felt. But just be​ing he​re wasn't dan​ge​ro​us in and of it​self. He tri​ed to be​li​eve that, to calm him​self down. Af​ter all, how many pe​op​le must ha​ve sta​yed in B-4 in the six months sin​ce the​se ca​bins we​re bu​ilt? It wasn't li​ke all of them had di​ed un​der myste​ri​o​us cir​cums​tan​ces. Only tho​se fo​ur, ac​cor​ding to his re​se​arch. May​be if he dug de​eper he'd find mo​re, but at the mo​ment that ap​pe​ared to be all. Thus, simply be​ing he​re wasn't the prob​lem. The prob​lem was what they'd do​ne he​re.

    So, what did they do he​re?
    Asakawa then subtly reph​ra​sed the qu​es​ti​on. What co​uld they ha​ve do​ne he​re?
    He'd fo​und not​hing re​semb​ling a clue-not in the bath​ro​om, not in the bath, not in the clo​set, not in the frid​ge. Even as​su​ming the​re had be​en so​met​hing, the ma​na​ger wo​uld ha​ve dis​po​sed of it when he cle​aned the pla​ce. Which me​ant that, ins​te​ad of sit​ting he​re drin​king whis​key, he sho​uld be tal​king to the ma​na​ger. That wo​uld be qu​ic​ker.

    He'd dra​ined his first glass; he ma​de his se​cond a lit​tle smal​ler. He co​uldn't af​ford to get drunk. He put a lot of ice in it, and this ti​me he cut it with tap wa​ter. His sen​se of dan​ger must ha​ve be​en num​bed a lit​tle. He sud​denly felt fo​olish: ste​aling ti​me from work, co​ming all the way up he​re. He to​ok off his glas​ses, was​hed his fa​ce, then lo​oked at his ref​lec​ti​on in the mir​ror. It was the fa​ce of a sick man. May​be he'd al​re​ady ca​ught the vi​rus. He gul​ped down the whis​key-and-wa​ter he'd just ma​de and fi​xed him​self anot​her.

    Returning from the di​ning ro​om, Asa​ka​wa no​ti​ced a no​te​bo​ok on the shelf be​ne​ath the te​lep​ho​ne stand. The co​ver sa​id Me​mo​ri​es. He le​afed thro​ugh a few pa​ges.

    

    Saturday, Ap​ril 7
    Nonko will ne​ver for​get this day. Why? That's a
    s-e-c-r-e-t. Yu​ic​hi is won​der​ful. Hee-hee! 
    -NONKO

    

    Inns, B&B's, and the li​ke of​ten had no​te​bo​oks li​ke this in the ro​oms, so that gu​ests co​uld wri​te down the​ir me​mo​ri​es and imp​res​si​ons. On the next pa​ge was a cru​de dra​wing of mommy and daddy. Must ha​ve be​en a fa​mily trip. It was da​ted Ap​ril 14th-also a Sa​tur​day, na​tu​ral​ly.

    

    Daddys fat,
    Mommys fat, 
    So Im fat too. 
    Aprul 14nth
    

    Asakawa kept tur​ning pa​ges. He co​uld fe​el so​me sort of for​ce ur​ging him to open the pa​ges at the end of the bo​ok, but he kept go​ing thro​ugh them in or​der. He was af​ra​id that if he mes​sed up the chro​no​logy he might miss so​met​hing.

    He co​uldn't say for su​re, sin​ce the​re we​re pro​bably a lot of gu​ests who didn't wri​te anyt​hing, but it se​emed li​ke the​re we​re only pe​op​le he​re on Sa​tur​days un​til sum​mer star​ted. Af​ter that the ti​me bet​we​en each entry shrank. By the end of August the​re was a ste​ady stre​am of ent​ri​es la​men​ting the end of sum​mer.

    

    Sunday, August 20
    Another sum​mer va​ca​ti​on co​me and go​ne. And it suc​ked. So​me​body help me! Res​cue po​or lit​tle me!
    I ha​ve a mo​tor​bi​ke, 400cc. I'm pretty go​od-lo​oking.
    A bar​ga​in!
    - A.Y.

    

    This guy lo​oked li​ke he'd de​ci​ded the gu​est bo​ok was a me​ans to ad​ver​ti​se him​self, may​be find a pen-pal. It lo​oked li​ke a lot of pe​op​le had the sa​me ide​as abo​ut the pla​ce. When co​up​les sta​yed he​re, the​ir ent​ri​es sho​wed it, whi​le when sing​le pe​op​le sta​yed, they wro​te abo​ut how much they wan​ted a com​pa​ni​on.

    Still, it ma​de for in​te​res​ting re​ading. Pre​sently his watch sho​wed ni​ne o'clock.

    Then he tur​ned the pa​ge:

    

    Thursday, August 30
    Ulp! Con​si​der yo​ur​self war​ned: you 'd bet​ter not see it un​less you 've got the guts. 
    You'll be sorry you did. (Evil la​ugh​ter.) 
    S. I.
    

    That was all the​re was to the mes​sa​ge. August 30th was the mor​ning af​ter the fo​ur had sta​yed he​re. The ini​ti​als "S.I." wo​uld stand for "Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta". His entry was dif​fe​rent from all the rest. What did it me​an? You 'd bet​ter not see it. What in the world was it? Asa​ka​wa clo​sed the gu​est bo​ok and lo​oked at it from the si​de. The​re was a slight gap whe​re it didn't clo​se tightly. He put his fin​ger the​re and ope​ned it to that pa​ge. Ulp! Con​si​der yo​ur​self war​ned: you 'd bet​ter not see it un​less you 've got the guts. You'll be sorry you did. (Evil la​ugh​ter.) S.I. The words jum​ped out at him. Why did the bo​ok want to open to this exact pa​ge? He tho​ught for a mo​ment. Per​haps the fo​ur had ope​ned the bo​ok he​re and set so​met​hing he​avy on top of it. The we​ight had cre​ated this for​ce that re​ma​ined even now, trying to open to this pa​ge. And may​be wha​te​ver they'd pla​ced on top of the pa​ge was the "it" that he'd "bet​ter not see". That must be it.

    Asakawa lo​oked aro​und an​xi​o​usly, se​arc​hing every cor​ner of the shelf be​ne​ath the te​lep​ho​ne stand. Not​hing. Not even a pen​cil.

    He sat back down on the so​fa and con​ti​nu​ed re​ading. The next entry was da​ted Sa​tur​day, Sep​tem​ber 1st. But it sa​id only the usu​al things.

    

    It didn't say if the gro​up of stu​dents who had sta​yed he​re had se​en it. No​ne of the re​ma​ining pa​ges men​ti​oned it, eit​her.

    Asakawa clo​sed the gu​est bo​ok and lit a ci​ga​ret​te. You 'd bet​ter not see it un​less you 've got the guts. He ima​gi​ned that it must be so​met​hing frigh​te​ning. He ope​ned the no​te​bo​ok at ran​dom and pres​sed down on the pa​ge lightly. Wha​te​ver it was must ha​ve be​en he​avy eno​ugh to over​co​me the pa​ges' ten​dency to clo​se. One or two pho​tos of ghosts, for examp​le, wo​uldn't ha​ve do​ne the trick. May​be a we​ekly, or a hard​co​ver bo​ok… Any​way, so​met​hing you lo​ok at. May​be he'd ask the ma​na​ger if he re​mem​be​red fin​ding anyt​hing stran​ge left in the ca​bin af​ter the gu​ests had chec​ked out on August 30th. He wasn't su​re if the ma​na​ger wo​uld even re​mem​ber, but he fi​gu​red that if it had be​en stran​ge eno​ugh he wo​uld. Asa​ka​wa be​gan to get to his fe​et when the VCR in front of him ca​ught his eye. The TV was still on, sho​wing a fa​mo​us act​ress cha​sing her hus​band aro​und with a va​cu​um. A ho​me ap​pli​an​ce com​mer​ci​al.

    … Ye​ah, a VHS ta​pe wo​uld be he​avy eno​ugh to ke​ep the no​te​bo​ok open, and they might ha​ve had one handy, too.
    Still in a cro​uch, Asa​ka​wa gro​und out his ci​ga​ret​te. He re​cal​led the vi​deo col​lec​ti​on he had se​en in the ma​na​ger's of​fi​ce. May​be they'd hap​pe​ned to watch a par​ti​cu​larly in​te​res​ting hor​ror flick, and tho​ught they'd re​com​mend it to the next gu​es​ts-hey, this one's co​ol, check it out. If that's all it was… But wa​it. If that was it, why hadn't Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta used the na​me? If he wan​ted to tell so​me​body that, say, Fri​day the 13th was a gre​at mo​vie, wo​uldn't it ha​ve be​en easi​er just to say Fri​day the 13th was a gre​at mo​vie? He didn't ne​ed to go to all the tro​ub​le of ac​tu​al​ly le​aving it on top of the no​te​bo​ok. So may​be it was so​met​hing that didn't ha​ve a na​me, so​met​hing they co​uld only in​di​ca​te with the word it. … Well? Worth chec​king out?
    Well, he cer​ta​inly didn't ha​ve anyt​hing to lo​se, not with no ot​her clu​es pre​sen​ting them​sel​ves. Be​si​des, sit​ting aro​und he​re thin​king wasn't get​ting him anyw​he​re. Asa​ka​wa left the ca​bin, clim​bed the sto​ne steps and pus​hed open the of​fi​ce do​or.

    Just as be​fo​re, the​re was no sign of the ma​na​ger at the co​un​ter, only the so​und of the te​le​vi​si​on co​ming from the back ro​om. The guy had re​ti​red from his job in the city and de​ci​ded to li​ve out his ye​ars sur​ro​un​ded by Mot​her Na​tu​re, so he'd ta​ken a job as a ma​na​ger at a re​sort, but the work tur​ned out to be ut​terly bo​ring, and now all he did every day was watch vi​de​os. That's how Asa​ka​wa in​terp​re​ted the ma​na​ger's si​tu​ati​on. Be​fo​re he had a chan​ce to call the guy, tho​ugh, he craw​led to the do​or​way and stuck his he​ad out. Asa​ka​wa spo​ke so​mew​hat apo​lo​ge​ti​cal​ly.

    

    "I tho​ught I'd may​be bor​row a vi​deo af​ter all."

    The ma​na​ger grin​ned hap​pily. "Go right ahe​ad, whic​he​ver you'd li​ke. They're three hund​red yen each."

    Asakawa scan​ned the tit​les for scary-lo​oking mo​vi​es. The Le​gend of Hell Ho​use, The Exor​cist The Omen. He had se​en them all in his stu​dent days. Not​hing el​se? The​re had to be so​me he hadn't se​en. He se​arc​hed from one end of the shel​ves to the ot​her, and saw not​hing that lo​oked li​kely. He star​ted over, re​ading the tit​les of every one of the two hund​red or so vi​de​os. And then, on the very. bot​tom shelf, way over in the cor​ner, he no​ti​ced a vi​deo wit​ho​ut a ca​se, fal​len over on its si​de. All the ot​her ta​pes we​re en​ca​sed in jac​kets with pho​tos and im​po​sing lo​gos, but this one lac​ked even a la​bel.

    "What's that the​re?" Af​ter he'd as​ked the qu​es​ti​on, Asa​ka​wa re​ali​zed that he'd used a pro​no​un, that, as he po​in​ted to the ta​pe. If it didn't ha​ve a na​me, what el​se was he sup​po​sed to call it?

    The ma​na​ger ga​ve a bot​he​red frown and rep​li​ed, no​ne too brightly, "Huh?" Then he pic​ked up the ta​pe. "This? This isn't anyt​hing."

    … Hey, I won​der if this guy even knows what's on that ta​pe.
    "Have you se​en it? That one," as​ked Asa​ka​wa.

    "Let me see." The ma​na​ger coc​ked his he​ad re​pe​atedly, as if he co​uldn't fi​gu​re out what so​met​hing li​ke this was do​ing he​re.

    

    "If you don't mind, co​uld I bor​row that ta​pe?"

    Instead of repl​ying, the ma​na​ger slap​ped his knee. "Ah, I re​mem​ber now. It was kic​king aro​und in one of the ro​oms. I just fi​gu​red it was one of ours and bro​ught it he​re, but…"

    "This wo​uldn't ha​ve hap​pe​ned to be in B-4, I don't sup​po​se?" Asa​ka​wa as​ked slowly, pres​sing the po​int ho​me. The ma​na​ger la​ug​hed and sho​ok his he​ad.

    "I ha​ven't the fog​gi​est. It was a co​up​le of months ago."

    Asakawa as​ked on​ce mo​re, "Ha​ve you… se​en… this vi​deo?"

    The ma​na​ger just sho​ok his he​ad. The smi​le di​sap​pe​ared from his fa​ce. "No."

    "Well, let me rent it."

    "You go​ing to re​cord so​met​hing on the TV?"

    "Yeah, well, I, ah…"

    The ma​na​ger glan​ced at the vi​deo. "The tab is bro​ken. See? You can't re​cord on it."

    Maybe it was the al​co​hol, but Asa​ka​wa was get​ting ir​ri​ta​ted. I'm tel​ling you to rent it to me, you idi​ot, just hand it over, he gri​ped to him​self. But no mat​ter how drunk he was, Asa​ka​wa was ne​ver ab​le to co​me on very strong with ot​her pe​op​le.

    "Please. I'll bring it right back."

    He bo​wed. The ma​na​ger co​uldn't fi​gu​re out why his gu​est was sho​wing so much in​te​rest in this old thing. May​be the​re was so​met​hing in​te​res​ting on it, so​met​hing so​me​body had for​got​ten to era​se… Now he wis​hed he'd watc​hed it when he fo​und it. He felt the sud​den temp​ta​ti​on to watch it right now, but he co​uldn't very well re​fu​se a gu​est who had as​ked for it. The ma​na​ger han​ded over the ta​pe. Asa​ka​wa re​ac​hed for his wal​let, but the ma​na​ger stop​ped him with his hand.

    "That's al​right, you don't ne​ed to pay. I can't char​ge you for this, now, can I?"

    "Thanks a lot. I'll bring it right back."

    "If it turns out to be in​te​res​ting, then ple​ase do!" The ma​na​ger's cu​ri​osity had be​en pi​qu​ed. He'd al​re​ady se​en every vi​deo he​re at le​ast on​ce, and most of them had ce​ased to in​te​rest him. How did I miss that one any​way? It wo​uld ha​ve kil​led a few ho​urs. Aw, but it pro​bably only has so​me stu​pid TV show re​cor​ded on it an​y​way.
    The ma​na​ger was su​re the vi​deo wo​uld co​me back right away.

    

    

2
    

    The ta​pe had be​en re​wo​und. It was an or​di​nary 120-mi​nu​te ta​pe, the sort you co​uld get anyw​he​re, and, as the ma​na​ger had po​in​ted out, the an​ti-era​su​re tabs had be​en bro​ken off. Asa​ka​wa tur​ned on the VCR and pus​hed the ta​pe in​to the slot. He sat down cross-leg​ged right in front of the scre​en and pres​sed play. He he​ard the caps​tans start to turn. He had high ho​pes that the key to un​lock the rid​dle of fo​ur pe​op​le's de​aths was hid​den on this ta​pe. He'd pus​hed play fully in​ten​ding to be sa​tis​fi​ed with just a clue, any clue. The​re can't be any dan​ger, he was thin​king. What harm co​uld co​me from just watc​hing a vi​de​ota​pe?

    Random so​unds and dis​tor​ted ima​ges flic​ke​red on the scre​en, but on​ce he had se​lec​ted the right chan​nel, the pic​tu​re ste​adi​ed. Then the scre​en went black as ink. This was the vi​deo's first sce​ne. The​re was no so​und. Won​de​ring if it had bro​ken, he bro​ught his fa​ce clo​se to the scre​en. Con​si​der yo​ur​self war​ned: you 'd bet​ter not see it. You'll be sorry you did. Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta's words ca​me back to him. Why sho​uld he be sorry? Asa​ka​wa was used to things li​ke this. He'd co​ve​red the lo​cal news. No mat​ter what sort of hor​ri​fic ima​ges he might be shown, he felt con​fi​dent he wo​uldn't reg​ret watc​hing.

    In the mid​dle of the black scre​en he tho​ught he saw a pin​po​int of light be​gin to flic​ker. It gra​du​al​ly ex​pan​ded, jum​ping aro​und to the left and right, be​fo​re fi​nal​ly co​ming to rest on the left-hand si​de. Then it branc​hed out, be​co​ming a fra​yed bund​le of lights, craw​ling aro​und li​ke worms, which fi​nal​ly for​med them​sel​ves in​to words. Not the kind of cap​ti​ons one nor​mal​ly saw on film, tho​ugh. The​se we​re po​orly-writ​ten, as if scraw​led by a whi​te brush on jet-black pa​per. So​me​how, tho​ugh, he ma​na​ged to ma​ke out what they sa​id: WATCH UN​TIL THE END. A com​mand. The​se words di​sap​pe​ared, and the next flo​ated up in​to vi​ew. YOU WILL BE EATEN BY THE LOST… The last word didn't ma​ke much sen​se, but be​ing eaten didn't so​und too ple​asant. It se​emed that the​re must ha​ve be​en an "or el​se" imp​li​ed the​re. Don't turn off the vi​deo half​way thro​ugh, or el​se so​met​hing aw​ful will hap​pen: it was a thre​at.

    YOU WILL BE EATEN BY THE LOST … The words grew lar​ger and cha​sed all the black from the scre​en. It was a flat chan​ge, from black to milk-whi​te. It was a patchy, un​na​tu​ral co​lo​ur, and it be​gan to re​semb​le a se​ri​es of con​cepts pa​in​ted on a can​vas, one over anot​her. The un​cons​ci​o​us, squ​ir​ming, wor​rying, fin​ding an exit, spur​ting out-or may​be it was the throb of li​fe. Tho​ught had energy, bes​ti​al​ly sa​ti​ating it​self on dark​ness. Stran​gely, he felt no de​si​re to push stop. Not be​ca​use he was unaf​ra​id of wha​te​ver wan​ted to eat him, but be​ca​use this in​ten​se out​po​uring of energy felt go​od.

    Something red burst on​to the mo​noch​ro​me scre​en. At the sa​me ti​me he he​ard the gro​und rumb​le, from an in​de​fi​nab​le di​rec​ti​on. The so​und se​emed to co​me from everyw​he​re, such that he be​gan to ima​gi​ne that the who​le ca​bin was sha​king. It didn't fe​el li​ke the so​und was co​ming from tho​se lit​tle spe​akers. The slug​gish red flu​id exp​lo​ded and flew abo​ut, so​me​ti​mes oc​cup​ying the who​le scre​en. From black to whi​te, and now red… It was not​hing but a vi​olent suc​ces​si​on of co​lo​urs, he hadn't se​en any na​tu​ral sce​nery yet. Just con​cepts in the abst​ract, etc​hed vi​vidly in​to his bra​in by the bril​li​antly shif​ting co​lo​urs. It was ti​ring, ac​tu​al​ly. And then, as if it had re​ad the vi​ewer's mind, the red ret​re​ated from the scre​en, and a mo​un​ta​in vis​ta stretc​hed out. At one glan​ce he co​uld tell it was a vol​ca​no, with a gent​le pe​ak. The vol​ca​no was sen​ding up whi​te puffs of smo​ke aga​inst a cle​ar blue sky. The ca​me​ra se​emed to be si​tu​ated so​mew​he​re at the fo​ot of the mo​un​ta​in, whe​re the gro​und was co​ve​red with rug​ged blac​kish-brown la​va.

    Again the scre​en was swat​hed in dark​ness. The cle​ar blue sky was ins​tan​ta​ne​o​usly pa​in​ted black, and then, a few se​conds la​ter, a scar​let li​qu​id spur​ted out from the cent​re of the scre​en, flo​wing down​ward. A se​cond exp​lo​si​on. The spray thrown up by it bur​ned red, and as a re​sult he co​uld be​gin to ma​ke out, fa​intly, the out​li​ne of the mo​un​ta​in. The ima​ges we​re now conc​re​te whe​re they had pre​vi​o​usly be​en abst​ract. This was cle​arly a vol​ca​nic erup​ti​on, a na​tu​ral phe​no​me​non, a sce​ne that co​uld be exp​la​ined. The mol​ten la​va flo​wing from the mo​uth of the vol​ca​no thre​aded its way down thro​ugh ra​vi​nes and he​aded this way. Whe​re was the ca​me​ra po​si​ti​oned? Un​less it was an aeri​al shot, it lo​oked li​ke the ca​me​ra was abo​ut to be swal​lo​wed up. The rumb​lings of the earth inc​re​ased un​til the who​le scre​en se​emed abo​ut to be en​gul​fed in mol​ten rock, and then the sce​ne ab​ruptly chan​ged. The​re was no con​ti​nu​ity from one sce​ne to the next, only sud​den shifts.

    Thick, black let​ters flo​ated in​to vi​ew aga​inst a whi​te backg​ro​und. The​ir ed​ges we​re blur​red, but he so​me​how ma​na​ged to ma​ke out the cha​rac​ter for "mo​un​ta​in". It was sur​ro​un​ded by black splat​ters, as if it had be​en writ​ten slop​pily by a brush drip​ping with ink. The cha​rac​ter was mo​ti​on​less, the scre​en was calm.

    Another sud​den shift. A pa​ir of di​ce, tumb​ling aro​und in the ro​un​ded bot​tom of a le​ad bowl. The backg​ro​und was whi​te, the bot​tom of the bowl was black, and the one on the di​ce was red. The sa​me three co​lo​urs he'd se​en so of​ten al​re​ady. The di​ce rol​led aro​und so​und​les​sly, fi​nal​ly co​ming to rest: a one and a fi​ve. The sing​le red dot and the fi​ve black ones ar​ran​ged on the whi​te fa​ces of the di​ce… What did it me​an?

    In the next sce​ne pe​op​le ap​pe​ared for the first ti​me. An old wo​man, fa​ce li​ned with wrink​les, sat perc​hed on a pa​ir of ta​ta​mi mats on a wo​oden flo​or. Her hands res​ted on her kne​es and her left sho​ul​der was thrust slightly for​ward. She was spe​aking, slowly, lo​oking stra​ight ahe​ad. Her eyes we​re dif​fe​rent si​zes-when she blin​ked, it lo​oked li​ke she was win​king ins​te​ad.

    She was spe​aking in an un​fa​mi​li​ar di​alect, and he co​uld only catch every ot​her word or so:

    … yo​ur he​alth … sin​ce … spend all yo​ur ti​me … bo​und to get you. Un​ders​tand? Be ca​re​ful of… you're go​ing to … you lis​ten to granny now be​ca​use … the​re's no ne​ed to...

    The old exp​res​si​on​less wo​man ma​de her sta​te​ment, then va​nis​hed. The​re we​re a lot of words he didn't un​ders​tand. But he had the imp​res​si​on he'd just be​en lec​tu​red to. She was tel​ling him to be ca​re​ful of so​met​hing, war​ning him. Who was this old lady tal​king to-and abo​ut?

    The fa​ce of a new​born baby fil​led the scre​en. From so​mew​he​re he co​uld he​ar a baby's first cry. This ti​me, too, he was su​re it didn't co​me from the te​le​vi​si​on spe​akers. It ca​me from very ne​ar, be​ne​ath his fa​ce. It was very li​ke a re​al vo​ice. On-scre​en, he co​uld now see hands hol​ding the baby. The left hand was un​der its he​ad, and the right was be​hind its back, hol​ding it ca​re​ful​ly. They we​re be​a​uti​ful hands. To​tal​ly ab​sor​bed by the ima​ge, Asa​ka​wa fo​und him​self hol​ding his own hands in the sa​me po​si​ti​on. He he​ard the birth cry di​rectly be​low his own chin. Start​led, he pul​led back his hands. He had felt so​met​hing. So​met​hing warm and wet-li​ke am​ni​otic flu​id, or blo​od-and the we​ight of flesh. Asa​ka​wa jer​ked his hands apart, as if cas​ting so​met​hing asi​de, and bro​ught his palms clo​se to his fa​ce. A smell lin​ge​red. The fa​int smell of blo​od-had it co​me from the womb, or…? His hands felt wet. But in re​ality, they we​ren't even damp. He res​to​red his ga​ze to the scre​en. It still sho​wed the baby's fa​ce. In spi​te of the crying its fa​ce was swat​hed in a pe​ace​ful exp​res​si​on, and the sha​king of its body had spre​ad to its gro​in, even wig​gling its lit​tle thing.

    The next sce​ne: a hund​red hu​man fa​ces. Each one disp​la​yed hat​red and ani​mo​sity; he co​uldn't see any dis​tin​gu​is​hing fe​atu​res ot​her than that.

    

    The myri​ad fa​ces, lo​oking as if they had be​en pa​in​ted on a flat sur​fa​ce, gra​du​al​ly re​ce​ded in​to the depths of the scre​en. And as each fa​ce di​mi​nis​hed in si​ze, the to​tal num​ber inc​re​ased, un​til they had swol​len to a gre​at mul​ti​tu​de. It was a stran​ge mul​ti​tu​de, tho​ugh-exis​ting only from the neck up-but the so​unds wel​ling up from them be​fit a crowd. The​ir mo​uths we​re sho​uting so​met​hing, even as they shrank and mul​tip​li​ed. He co​uldn't qu​ite ma​ke out what they we​re sa​ying. It so​un​ded li​ke the com​mo​ti​on of a gre​at gat​he​ring, but the vo​ices we​re tin​ged with cri​ti​cism, abu​se. The vo​ices we​re cle​arly not wel​co​ming or che​ering. Fi​nal​ly he ma​de out a word: "Li​ar!" And anot​her: "Fra​ud!" By now the​re we​re per​haps a tho​usand fa​ces: they had be​co​me not​hing but black par​tic​les, fil​ling the scre​en un​til it lo​oked li​ke the te​le​vi​si​on had be​en tur​ned off, but the vo​ices con​ti​nu​ed. It was mo​re than Asa​ka​wa co​uld be​ar. All that cri​ti​cism, di​rec​ted right at him. That's how it felt.

    When the next sce​ne ap​pe​ared, it sho​wed a te​le​vi​si​on on a wo​oden stand. It was an old-fas​hi​oned ni​ne​te​en-inch set with a ro​und chan​nel se​lec​tor, and a rab​bit-ear an​ten​na sat on its wo​oden ca​bi​net. Not a play wit​hin a play, but a TV wit​hin a TV. The te​le​vi​si​on wit​hin had not​hing on its scre​en yet. But it se​emed to be on: the red light by the chan​nel knob was lit. Then the scre​en-wit​hin-the-scre​en wa​ve​red. It sta​bi​li​zed and then wa​ve​red aga​in, over and over, with inc​re​asing fre​qu​ency. Then a sing​le cha​rac​ter ap​pe​ared, ha​zily: sa​da. The word fa​ded in and out of fo​cus, dis​tor​ted, and be​gan to lo​ok li​ke anot​her be​fo​re di​sap​pe​aring al​to​get​her, li​ke chalk on a black​bo​ard wi​ped with a wet rag.

    As he watc​hed, Asa​ka​wa be​gan to find it hard to bre​at​he. He co​uld he​ar his he​art be​at, fe​el the pres​su​re of the blo​od flo​wing in his ve​ins. A smell, a to​uch, a so​ur-swe​et tas​te stab​bing his ton​gue. Stran​ge-so​met​hing was sti​mu​la​ting his fi​ve sen​ses, so​me me​di​um be​si​des the so​unds and vi​si​ons that ap​pe​ared as if he we​re sud​denly re​cal​ling them.

    Then the fa​ce of a man ap​pe​ared. Un​li​ke the pre​vi​o​us ima​ges, this man was de​fi​ni​tely ali​ve- he had a pul​sa​ting vi​ta​lity. As he watc​hed, Asa​ka​wa be​gan to fe​el hat​red to​ward him. He had no idea why he sho​uld ha​te this man. He wasn't par​ti​cu​larly ugly. His fo​re​he​ad slo​ped a bit, but ot​her than that he was ac​tu​al​ly rat​her well-for​med. But the​re was so​met​hing dan​ge​ro​us in his eyes. They we​re the eyes of a be​ast clo​sing in on its prey. The man's fa​ce was swe​aty. His bre​at​hing was rag​ged, his ga​ze was tur​ned up​ward, and his body was mo​ving rhythmi​cal​ly. Be​hind the man grew scat​te​red tre​es, the af​ter​no​on sun​light sho​ne bet​we​en the​ir branc​hes. The man bro​ught his eyes down and lo​oked stra​ight ahe​ad aga​in, and his ga​ze loc​ked with the vi​ewer's. Asa​ka​wa and the man sta​red at each ot​her for a whi​le. The stif​ling sen​sa​ti​on grew, and he sud​denly wan​ted to te​ar his ga​ze away. The man was dro​oling; his eyes we​re blo​ods​hot. His neck musc​les be​gan to fill the scre​en in a clo​se-up, then di​sap​pe​ared off the left si​de of the scre​en. For a whi​le only the black sha​de of the tre​es co​uld be se​en. A scre​am be​gan to well up from de​ep down in​si​de. At the sa​me ti​me, the man's sho​ul​der ca​me back in​to vi​ew, then his neck, and fi​nal​ly his fa​ce aga​in. His sho​ul​ders we​re ba​re, and the right one car​ri​ed a de​ep, blo​ody gash se​ve​ral cen​ti​me​ters long. Drops of blo​od se​emed to be suc​ked to​ward the ca​me​ra, gro​wing lar​ger and lar​ger un​til they hit the lens and clo​uded over the vi​ew. The scre​en cut to black on​ce, twi​ce, al​most li​ke blin​king, and when the light re​tur​ned everyt​hing was red. The​re was a mur​de​ro​us lo​ok in the man's eyes. His fa​ce drew clo​ser, along with his sho​ul​der, the bo​ne pe​eking out whi​te whe​re the flesh had be​en go​uged out. Asa​ka​wa felt a vi​olent pres​su​re on his chest. He saw tre​es aga​in. The sky was spin​ning. The co​lor of the sky fa​ding in​to sun​set, the rust​ling of dry grass. He saw dirt, then we​eds, and then sky aga​in. So​mew​he​re he he​ard a baby crying. He wasn't su​re if it was the lit​tle in​fant from be​fo​re. Fi​nal​ly, the ed​ge of the scre​en tur​ned black, dark​ness gra​du​al​ly enc​ro​ac​hing in a ring on the cen​ter. Dark and light we​re cle​arly de​fi​ned now. At the cen​ter of the scre​en, a small ro​und mo​on of light flo​ated in the mid​dle of the dark​ness. The​re was a man's fa​ce in the mo​on. A fist-si​zed clump of so​met​hing fell from the mo​on, ma​king a dull thud. Anot​her, and then anot​her. With each so​und, the ima​ge jum​ped and swa​yed. The so​und of flesh be​ing smas​hed, and then true dark​ness. Even then, a pul​se re​ma​ined. Blo​od still cir​cu​la​ted, throb​bing. The sce​ne went on and on. A dark​ness that se​emed as if it wo​uld ne​ver end. Then, just as at the be​gin​ning, words fa​ded in​to vi​ew. The wri​ting in the first sce​ne had be​en cru​de, li​ke that of a child just le​ar​ning to wri​te, but this was so​mew​hat bet​ter. Whi​te let​ters, drif​ting in​to vi​ew and then fa​ding, re​ad:

    Those who ha​ve vi​ewed the​se ima​ges are fa​ted to die at this exact ho​ur one we​ek from now. If you do not wish to die, you must fol​low the​se inst​ruc​ti​ons exactly. ..

    Asakawa gul​ped and sta​red wi​de-eyed at the te​le​vi​si​on. But then the sce​ne chan​ged yet aga​in. A comp​le​te and ut​ter chan​ge. A com​mer​ci​al ca​me on, a per​fectly or​di​nary, com​mon te​le​vi​si​on com​mer​ci​al. A ro​man​tic old ne​igh​bor​ho​od on a sum​mer's eve​ning, an act​ress in a light cot​ton ro​be sit​ting on her ve​ran​dah, fi​re​works ligh​ting up the night sky. A com​mer​ci​al for mos​qu​ito-re​pel​ling co​ils. Af​ter abo​ut thirty se​conds the com​mer​ci​al en​ded, and just as anot​her sce​ne was abo​ut to start, the scre​en re​tur​ned to its pre​vi​o​us sta​te. Dark​ness, with the last af​terg​low of fa​ded words. Then the so​und of sta​tic as the ta​pe en​ded.

    Bug-eyed, Asa​ka​wa re​wo​und the ta​pe and rep​la​yed the last sce​ne. The sa​me se​qu​en​ce re​pe​ated it​self: a com​mer​ci​al in​ter​rup​ted at the most im​por​tant po​int. Asa​ka​wa stop​ped the vi​deo and tur​ned off the te​le​vi​si​on. But he kept sta​ring at the scre​en. His thro​at was parc​hed.

    "What the hell?"

    There was not​hing el​se to say. One unin​tel​li​gib​le sce​ne af​ter anot​her, and the only thing he'd comp​re​hen​ded was that any​body who watc​hed wo​uld die in exactly a we​ek. And the part which told how to avo​id this fa​te had be​en ta​ped over with a com​mer​ci​al.

    … Who era​sed it? Tho​se fo​ur?
    Asakawa's jaw qu​ive​red. If he didn't know that the fo​ur yo​ung pe​op​le had di​ed si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly, he co​uld ha​ve la​ug​hed this off as she​er non​sen​se. But he knew. They had di​ed, myste​ri​o​usly, as pre​dic​ted.

    At that mo​ment the pho​ne rang. Asa​ka​wa's he​art ne​arly jum​ped out of his chest at the so​und. He pic​ked up the re​ce​iver. He felt as tho​ugh so​met​hing we​re con​ce​aling it​self, watc​hing him from the dark​ness.

    "Hello," he fi​nal​ly ma​na​ged to cro​ak. The​re was no reply. So​met​hing was swir​ling aro​und in a dark, cram​ped pla​ce. The​re was a de​ep rumb​le, as if the earth we​re re​so​un​ding, and the damp smell of so​il. The​re was a chill at his ear, and the ha​irs on the na​pe of his neck sto​od up. The pres​su​re on his chest inc​re​ased, and bugs from the bo​wels of the earth we​re craw​ling on his ank​les and his spi​ne, clin​ging to him. Uns​pe​akab​le tho​ughts and long-ri​pe​ned hat​red al​most re​ac​hed him thro​ugh the re​ce​iver. Asa​ka​wa slam​med down the re​ce​iver. Co​ve​ring his mo​uth, he ran to the bath​ro​om. Chills ran up and down his back​bo​ne, wa​ves of na​usea swept over him: the thing on the ot​her end of the li​ne hadn't sa​id anyt​hing, but Asa​ka​wa knew what it wan​ted. It was a con​fir​ma​ti​on call.

    You 've se​en it now, you know what that me​ans. Do li​ke it sa​id. Or el​se…
    Asakawa vo​mi​ted over the to​ilet. He didn't ha​ve much to throw up. The whis​key he'd drunk ear​li​er flo​wed out of him now, mi​xed with bi​le. The bit​ter​ness se​eped in​to his eyes, squ​e​ezing out te​ars; it hurt his no​se. But he felt that if he threw up everyt​hing now, he​re, may​be the ima​ges he'd just watc​hed wo​uld go flo​wing out of him, too.

    "If I don't, what? I don't know! What do you want me to do? Huh? What am I sup​po​sed to do?"

    He sat on the bath​ro​om flo​or and yel​led, trying not to gi​ve in to his fe​ar. "Lo​ok, tho​se fo​ur era​sed it, the im​por​tant part… I don't un​ders​tand it! Help me out he​re!"

    

    All he co​uld do was ma​ke ex​cu​ses. Asa​ka​wa jum​ped back from the to​ilet, not even re​ali​zing how aw​ful he lo​oked, and pe​ered aro​und the ro​om in every di​rec​ti​on, bo​wing his he​ad in sup​pli​ca​ti​on to wha​te​ver might be the​re. He didn't re​ali​ze that he was trying to lo​ok pat​he​tic, to draw sympathy. Asa​ka​wa sto​od up and rin​sed his mo​uth at the sink, swal​lo​wing so​me wa​ter. He felt a bre​eze. He lo​oked at the li​ving ro​om win​dow. The cur​ta​ins we​re tremb​ling.

    Hey, I tho​ught I shut that.
    He was cer​ta​in that be​fo​re dra​wing the cur​ta​ins he'd shut the sli​ding glass do​or tightly. He re​mem​be​red do​ing it. He co​uldn't stop tremb​ling. For no re​ason at all, the ima​ge of skyscra​pers at night flas​hed ac​ross his bra​in, the way the ligh​ted and un​ligh​ted win​dows for​med a chec​ker​bo​ard pat​tern, so​me​ti​mes even for​ming cha​rac​ters. If you saw the bu​il​dings as hu​ge, ob​long tombs​to​nes, then the lights we​re epi​taphs. The ima​ge di​sap​pe​ared, but the whi​te la​ce cur​ta​ins still dan​ced in the bre​eze.

    In a frenzy, Asa​ka​wa grab​bed his bag from the clo​set and threw his things in​si​de. He co​uldn't stay he​re one se​cond lon​ger.

    I don't ca​re what any​body says. If I stay he​re I won't last the night, for​get abo​ut the we​ek.
    Still in his swe​ats, he step​ped down in​to the entry​way. He tri​ed to think ra​ti​onal​ly be​fo​re go​ing out​si​de. Don't just run away in fe​ar, try to fi​gu​re out so​me way to sa​ve yo​ur​self! An ins​tan​ta​ne​o​us sur​vi​val ins​tinct: he went back in​to the li​ving ro​om and pus​hed the ej​ect but​ton. He wrap​ped the vi​de​ota​pe tightly in a bath to​wel and sto​wed it in his bag. The ta​pe was his only clue, he co​uldn't af​ford to le​ave it be​hind. May​be if he fi​gu​red out the rid​dle as to how the sce​nes we​re con​nec​ted he'd find a way to sa​ve him​self. No mat​ter what, he only had a we​ek left. He lo​oked at his watch: 10:18. He was su​re he'd fi​nis​hed watc​hing at 10:04. Sud​denly, the ti​me se​emed qu​ite im​por​tant to him. Asa​ka​wa left the key on the tab​le and went out, le​aving all the lights on. He ran to his car, not even stop​ping by the of​fi​ce first, and jam​med his key in the ig​ni​ti​on.

    "I can't do this alo​ne. I'll ha​ve to ask him to help" Tal​king to him​self, Asa​ka​wa put the car in mo​ti​on, but he co​uldn't help glan​cing in the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror. No mat​ter how he flo​ored it, he co​uldn't se​em to get up any spe​ed. It was li​ke be​ing cha​sed in a dre​am, run​ning in slow-mo​ti​on. Over and over he lo​oked at the mir​ror. But the black sha​dow cha​sing 'him was now​he​re to be se​en.

   

    

PART THREE - GUSTS
1
    October 12-Fri​day
    "First let's ha​ve a lo​ok at this vi​deo."

    Ryuji Ta​ka​ya​ma grin​ned as he spo​ke. They sat on the se​cond flo​or of a cof​fee shop ne​ar Rop​pon​gi Cros​sing. Fri​day, Oc​to​ber 12th, 7:20 p.m. Al​most twenty-fo​ur ho​urs had pas​sed sin​ce Asa​ka​wa had watc​hed the vi​deo. He'd cho​sen to ha​ve this me​eting on a Fri​day night in Rop​pon​gi, the city's pre​mi​er en​ter​ta​in​ment dist​rict, in the ho​pes that, sur​ro​un​ded by the gay vo​ices of girls, his dre​ad wo​uld dis​si​pa​te. It didn't se​em to be wor​king. The mo​re he tal​ked abo​ut it, the mo​re vi​vidly the events of the pre​vi​o​us night rep​la​yed them​sel​ves in his mind. The ter​ror only inc​re​ased. He even tho​ught he sen​sed, fle​etingly, a sha​dow lur​king so​mew​he​re wit​hin his body that pos​ses​sed him.

    Ryuji's dress shirt was but​to​ned all the way up to the top, and his tie se​emed rat​her tight, but he ma​de no mo​ve to lo​osen it. As a re​sult, the skin of his neck abo​ve his col​lar was slightly swol​len-just lo​oking at it was un​com​for​tab​le. Then the​re we​re his an​gu​lar fe​atu​res. Even his smi​le wo​uld ha​ve struck yo​ur ave​ra​ge per​son as be​ing so​me​how nasty.

    Ryuji to​ok an ice cu​be from his glass and pop​ped it in​to his mo​uth.

    "Weren't you lis​te​ning to what I just sa​id?" his​sed Asa​ka​wa. "I told you, it's dan​ge​ro​us."

    "Then what did you bring this to me for? You want my help, don't you?" Still smi​ling, he crunc​hed the ice cu​be lo​udly bet​we​en his te​eth.

    "There're still ways for you to help wit​ho​ut watc​hing it."

    Ryuji hung his he​ad sul​kily, but a fa​int grin still pla​yed over his fe​atu​res.

    Asakawa was sud​denly se​ized with an​ger and ra​ised his vo​ice hyste​ri​cal​ly. "You don't be​li​eve me, do you? You don't be​li​eve a thing I've be​en tel​ling you!" The​re was no ot​her way for him to in​terp​ret Ryu​ji's exp​res​si​on.

    For Asa​ka​wa him​self, watc​hing the vi​deo had be​en li​ke un​sus​pec​tingly ope​ning a let​ter-bomb. It was the first ti​me in his li​fe he'd ex​pe​ri​en​ced such ter​ror. And it wasn't over. Six mo​re days. Fe​ar tigh​te​ned softly aro​und his neck li​ke a sil​ken no​ose. De​ath awa​ited him. And this joker ac​tu​al​ly wan​ted to watch the vi​deo.

    "You don't ha​ve to ma​ke a sce​ne. So I'm not sca​red-do you ha​ve a prob​lem with that? Lis​ten, Asa​ka​wa, I've told you be​fo​re: I'm the kind of guy who'd get front-row se​ats for the end of the world if he co​uld. I want to know how the world is put to​get​her, its be​gin​ning and its end, all its rid​dles, gre​at and small. If so​me​one of​fe​red to exp​la​in them all to me, I'd gladly tra​de my li​fe for the know​led​ge. You even im​mor​ta​li​zed me in print. I'm su​re you re​call."

    Of co​ur​se Asa​ka​wa re​mem​be​red it. That's exactly why he'd ope​ned up to Ryu​ji and told him everyt​hing.

    It had be​en Asa​ka​wa who first dre​amed up the fe​atu​re. Two ye​ars ago, when he was thirty, he had be​gun to won​der what ot​her yo​ung Japa​ne​se pe​op​le his age we​re re​al​ly thin​king- what dre​ams they had in li​fe. The idea was to pick out se​ve​ral thirty-ye​ar-olds, pe​op​le ac​ti​ve in all walks of li​fe-from a MI​TI bu​re​a​uc​rat and a Tok​yo city co​un​cil​man to a guy wor​king for a top tra​ding firm to re​gu​lar, ave​ra​ge Jo​es-and sum​ma​ri​ze each one, from the sort of ge​ne​ral da​ta every re​ader wo​uld want to know to the​ir mo​re uni​que as​pects. By do​ing this re​gu​larly, in a ca​re​ful​ly li​mi​ted area of newsp​rint, he wo​uld try to analy​ze what it me​ant to be thirty in con​tem​po​rary Japan. And just by chan​ce, among the ten to twenty na​mes that had sur​fa​ced as can​di​da​tes for this kind of tre​at​ment, Asa​ka​wa en​co​un​te​red an old high scho​ol clas​sma​te, Ryu​ji Ta​ka​ya​ma. His of​fi​ci​al po​si​ti​on was lis​ted as Adj​unct Lec​tu​rer in Phi​lo​sophy at Fu​ku​za​wa Uni​ver​sity, one of the na​ti​on's top pri​va​te scho​ols. Asa​ka​wa fo​und this puz​zling, as he re​cal​led Ryu​ji go​ing on to me​di​cal scho​ol. Asa​ka​wa him​self had do​ne the gro​und​work, and had lis​ted "scho​lar" as one of the vo​ca​ti​ons to be inc​lu​ded in his sur​vey, but Ryu​ji was far too much of an in​di​vi​du​al to be a fa​ir rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve of thirty-ye​ar-old bud​ding scho​lars as a who​le. His per​so​na​lity had be​en hard to get a hand​le on in high scho​ol, and with the ad​ded po​lis​hing of the in​ter​ve​ning ye​ars it se​emed it had only be​co​me mo​re slip​pery. Upon fi​nis​hing me​di​cal scho​ol, he had en​rol​led in a gra​du​ate phi​lo​sophy prog​ram, comp​le​ting his PhD the ye​ar of the sur​vey. He un​do​ub​tedly wo​uld ha​ve be​en snap​ped up for the first ava​ilab​le as​sis​tant pro​fes​sors​hip if it we​ren't for the un​for​tu​na​te fact that the​re we​re ol​der stu​dents in the pi​pe​li​ne ahe​ad of him, and po​si​ti​ons we​re awar​ded strictly on the ba​sis of se​ni​ority. So he to​ok the part-ti​me lec​tu​rer's job and en​ded up te​ac​hing two clas​ses a we​ek on lo​gic at his al​ma ma​ter.

    These days, phi​lo​sophy as a fi​eld of in​qu​iry had drawn ever clo​ser to sci​en​ce. No lon​ger did it me​an amu​sing one​self with silly qu​es​ti​ons such as how man sho​uld li​ve. Spe​ci​ali​zing in phi​lo​sophy me​ant, ba​si​cal​ly, do​ing math wit​ho​ut the num​bers. In an​ci​ent Gre​ece, too, phi​lo​sop​hers do​ub​led as mat​he​ma​ti​ci​ans. Ryu​ji was li​ke that: the phi​lo​sophy de​part​ment sig​ned his pay checks, but his bra​in was wi​red li​ke a sci​en​tist's. On the ot​her hand, in ad​di​ti​on to his spe​ci​ali​zed pro​fes​si​onal know​led​ge, he al​so knew an ext​ra​or​di​nary amo​unt abo​ut pa​ra​nor​mal psycho​logy. Asa​ka​wa saw this as a cont​ra​dic​ti​on. He con​si​de​red pa​ra​nor​mal psycho​logy, the study of the su​per​na​tu​ral and the oc​cult, to be in di​rect op​po​si​ti​on to sci​en​ce. Ryu​ji's ans​wer: Au cont​ra​ire. Pa​ra​nor​mal psycho​logy is one of the keys to un​loc​king the struc​tu​re of the uni​ver​se. It had be​en a hot day in the mid​dle of sum​mer, but just li​ke to​day he'd be​en we​aring a stri​ped long-sle​eved dress shirt with the top but​ton but​to​ned tightly. I want to be the​re when hu​ma​nity is wi​ped out, Ryu​ji had sa​id, swe​at gle​aming on his over​he​ated fa​ce. All tho​se idi​ots who prat​tle on abo​ut world pe​ace and the sur​vi​val of hu​ma​nity ma​ke me pu​ke.
    Asakawa's sur​vey had inc​lu​ded qu​es​ti​ons li​ke this:

    Tell me abo​ut yo​ur dre​ams for the fu​tu​re.
    Calmly, Ryu​ji had rep​li​ed: "Whi​le vi​ewing the ex​tinc​ti​on of the hu​man ra​ce from the top of a hill, I wo​uld dig a ho​le in the earth and ej​acu​la​te in​to it over and over."

    Asakawa had pres​sed him: "Hey, are you su​re it's okay for me to wri​te that down?"

    

    Ryuji had smi​led fa​intly, just li​ke he was do​ing now, and nod​ded.

    "Like I sa​id, I'm not af​ra​id of anyt​hing." Af​ter sa​ying this, Ryu​ji le​aned over and bro​ught his fa​ce clo​se to Asa​ka​wa's.

    "I did anot​her one last night."

    Again?
    This ma​de the third vic​tim Asa​ka​wa knew abo​ut. He'd le​ar​ned of the first one in the​ir juni​or ye​ar in high scho​ol. Both of them had li​ved in Ta​ma Ward in Ka​wa​sa​ki, an in​dust​ri​al city wed​ged bet​we​en Tok​yo and Yo​ko​ha​ma, and com​mu​ted to a pre​fec​tu​ral high scho​ol. Asa​ka​wa used to get to scho​ol an ho​ur be​fo​re clas​ses star​ted every mor​ning and pre​vi​ew the day's les​sons in the crisp dawn. Asi​de from the jani​tors, he was al​ways the first one the​re. By cont​rast, Ryu​ji hardly ever ma​de it to first pe​ri​od. He was what was known as ha​bi​tu​al​ly tardy. But one mor​ning right af​ter the end of sum​mer va​ca​ti​on, Asa​ka​wa went to scho​ol early as usu​al and fo​und Ryu​ji the​re, sit​ting on top of his desk as if in a da​ze. Asa​ka​wa spo​ke to him. "Hey, what's up? Didn't think I'd see you he​re this early." "Ye​ah, well," was the curt reply: Ryu​ji was sta​ring out the win​dow at the scho​ol​yard, as if his mind we​re so​mew​he​re el​se. His eyes we​re blo​ods​hot. His che​eks we​re red, too, and the​re was al​co​hol on his bre​ath. They we​ren't that clo​se, tho​ugh, so that was as far as the con​ver​sa​ti​on went. Asa​ka​wa ope​ned his scho​ol-bo​ok and be​gan to study. "Hey, lis​ten, I want to ask you a fa​vo​ur…" sa​id Ryu​ji, slap​ping him on the sho​ul​der. Ryu​ji was highly in​di​vi​du​alis​tic, got go​od gra​des, and was a track star as well. Every​body at scho​ol kept one eye on him. Asa​ka​wa, me​anw​hi​le, was tho​ro​ughly un​re​mar​kab​le. Ha​ving so​me​one li​ke Ryu​ji ask him a fa​vo​ur didn't fe​el bad at all.

    "Actually, I want you to call my ho​use for me," sa​id Ryu​ji, la​ying his arm on Asa​ka​wa's sho​ul​ders in an overly fa​mi​li​ar man​ner.

    "Sure. But why?"

    "All you ha​ve to do is call. Call and ask for me."

    Asakawa frow​ned. "For you? But you're right he​re."

    "Never mind that, just do it, okay?"

    So he did as he was told and di​al​led the num​ber, and when Ryu​ji's mot​her ans​we​red he sa​id, "Is Ryu​ji the​re?" whi​le lo​oking at Ryu​ji, who sto​od right in front of him.

    "I'm sorry, Ryu​ji has al​re​ady left for scho​ol," his mot​her sa​id calmly.

    "Oh, I see," Asa​ka​wa sa​id, and hung up the pho​ne. "The​re, is that go​od eno​ugh?" he sa​id to Ryu​ji. Asa​ka​wa still didn't qu​ite get the me​aning of all this.

    "Did it so​und li​ke the​re was anyt​hing wrong?" as​ked Ryu​ji. "Did Mom so​und ner​vo​us or anyt​hing?"

    

    "No, not par​ti​cu​larly." Asa​ka​wa had ne​ver he​ard Ryu​ji's mot​her's vo​ice be​fo​re, but he didn't think she so​un​ded es​pe​ci​al​ly ner​vo​us.

    "No ex​ci​ted vo​ices in the backg​ro​und or anyt​hing?"

    "No. Not​hing spe​ci​al. Not​hing li​ke that. Just, li​ke, bre​ak​fast tab​le so​unds."

    "Well, okay, then. Thanks."

    "Hey, what's go​ing on? Why did you ask me to do that?"

    Ryuji lo​oked va​gu​ely re​li​eved. He put his arm aro​und Asa​ka​wa's sho​ul​ders and pul​led Asa​ka​wa's fa​ce clo​se. He put his mo​uth to Asa​ka​wa's ear and sa​id, "You se​em li​ke you can ke​ep a sec​ret, li​ke I can trust you. So I'll tell you. As a mat​ter of fact, at fi​ve o'clock this mor​ning, I ra​ped a wo​man."

    Asakawa was shoc​ked spe​ech​less. The story was that at dawn that mor​ning, aro​und fi​ve, Ryu​ji had sne​aked in​to the apart​ment of a col​le​ge girl li​ving alo​ne and at​tac​ked her. As he left he thre​ate​ned her that if she cal​led the cops he wo​uldn't ta​ke it lying down, and then he ca​me stra​ight to scho​ol. As a re​sult he was wor​ri​ed that the po​li​ce might be at his ho​use right abo​ut now, and so he'd as​ked Asa​ka​wa to call for him to check.

    After that, Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji be​gan to talk fa​irly of​ten. Na​tu​ral​ly, Asa​ka​wa ne​ver told an​yo​ne abo​ut Ryu​ji's cri​me. The fol​lo​wing ye​ar Ryu​ji had co​me in third in the shot-put in the area high-scho​ol track and fi​eld me​et, and the ye​ar af​ter that he'd en​te​red the me​di​cal prog​ram at Fu​ku​za​wa Uni​ver​sity. Asa​ka​wa spent that ye​ar stud​ying to re​ta​ke the ent​ran​ce exam for the scho​ol of his cho​ice, ha​ving fa​iled the first ti​me. The se​cond ti​me he suc​ce​eded, and was ac​cep​ted in​to the li​te​ra​tu​re de​part​ment of a well-known uni​ver​sity.

    Asakawa knew what he re​al​ly wan​ted. In truth, he wan​ted Ryu​ji to watch the vi​deo. Ryu​ji's know​led​ge and ex​pe​ri​en​ce wo​uldn't be of much use to Asa​ka​wa if they we​re ba​sed only on what Asa​ka​wa was ab​le to ver​ba​li​ze abo​ut the vi​deo. On the ot​her hand, he saw that it was et​hi​cal​ly wrong to get so​me​one el​se wrap​ped up in this just to sa​ve his own skin. He was conf​lic​ted, but he knew if he had to we​igh the two op​ti​ons which way the sca​le wo​uld tip. He wan​ted to ma​xi​mi​ze his own chan​ces of sur​vi​val, no qu​es​ti​on. But, still… He sud​denly fo​und him​self won​de​ring, li​ke he al​ways did, just why he was fri​ends with this guy. His ten ye​ars of re​por​ting for the news​pa​per had al​lo​wed him to me​et co​unt​less pe​op​le. But he and Ryu​ji co​uld just call each ot​her up any​ti​me to go ha​ve a drink-Ryu​ji was the only one Asa​ka​wa had that kind of re​la​ti​ons​hip with. Was it be​ca​use they hap​pe​ned to ha​ve be​en clas​sma​tes? No, he had plenty of ot​her clas​sma​tes. The​re was so​met​hing in the depths of his he​art that re​so​na​ted with Ryu​ji's ec​cent​ri​city. At that tho​ught, Asa​ka​wa be​gan to fe​el li​ke he didn't re​al​ly un​ders​tand him​self.

    "Hey, hey. Let's get a mo​ve on. You've only got six days left, right?" Ryu​ji grab​bed Asa​ka​wa's up​per arm and squ​e​ezed it. His grip was strong. "Hurry up and show me that vi​deo. Think how lo​nely I'll be if you bi​te the dust be​ca​use we dawd​led."

    Rhythmically squ​e​ezing Asa​ka​wa's arm with one hand, Ryu​ji jab​bed his fork in​to his un​to​uc​hed che​ese​ca​ke, sho​vel​led it in​to his mo​uth and be​gan to chew no​isily. Ryu​ji had the ha​bit of che​wing with his mo​uth open. Asa​ka​wa felt him​self be​gin​ning to fe​el sick at the sight of the fo​od mi​xing with sa​li​va and dis​sol​ving be​fo​re his eyes. His an​gu​lar fe​atu​res, his squ​at bu​ild, his bad ha​bits. Now, whi​le still munc​hing away on his che​ese​ca​ke, he fis​hed mo​re ice out of the glass with his hand and star​ted crunc​hing it, ma​king even mo​re no​ise.

    That's when Asa​ka​wa re​ali​zed that he had no one el​se he co​uld rely on but this guy.

    It's an evil spi​rit I'm de​aling with, an unk​nown qu​an​tity. No​body nor​mal co​uld de​al with it. The​re's pro​bably no​body but Ryu​ji who co​uld watch that vi​deo and not bat an eye. Set a thi​ef to catch a thi​ef. The​re's no way aro​und it. What do I ca​re if Ryu​ji ends up de​ad? So​me​one who says he wants to watch the ex​tinc​ti​on of man​kind do​esn’t de​ser​ve to li​ve a long li​fe.
    That was how Asa​ka​wa ra​ti​ona​li​zed get​ting so​me​one el​se wrap​ped up in this.
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    The two men he​aded for Asa​ka​wa's pla​ce in a ta​xi. If the stre​ets we​ren't crow​ded it to​ok less than twenty mi​nu​tes to get from Rop​pon​gi to Ki​ta Shi​na​ga​wa. All they co​uld see in the mir​ror was the dri​ver's fo​re​he​ad. He ma​in​ta​ined a re​so​lu​te si​len​ce, one hand on the whe​el, and didn't try to start up a con​ver​sa​ti​on with his pas​sen​gers. Co​me to think of it, this who​le thing had star​ted with a tal​ka​ti​ve cabby. If he hadn't ca​ught a ta​xi that ti​me he wo​uldn't ha​ve be​en ca​ught up in this who​le hor​ri​fic mess, Asa​ka​wa tho​ught as he re​cal​led the events of a fort​night ago. He reg​ret​ted not ha​ving bo​ught a sub​way tic​ket and ma​king all tho​se trans​fers any​way, no mat​ter how much of a pa​in in the neck they we​re.

    "Can we ma​ke a copy of the vi​deo at yo​ur pla​ce?" as​ked Ryu​ji. Asa​ka​wa had two vi​deo decks be​ca​use of his work. One was a mac​hi​ne he'd bo​ught when they had first star​ted to catch on, and it wasn't func​ti​oning as well as it co​uld, but it did at le​ast ma​ke co​pi​es with no prob​lem.

    "Yeah, su​re."

    "Okay, in that ca​se I want you to ma​ke me a copy as so​on as pos​sib​le. I want to ta​ke my ti​me and study it at my pla​ce."

    He's got the guts, tho​ught Asa​ka​wa. And in his pre​sent sta​te of mind, Asa​ka​wa fo​und his words en​co​ura​ging.

    They de​ci​ded to get out of the cab at Go​ten​zan Hills and walk from the​re. It was 8:50. The​re was still the pos​si​bi​lity that his wi​fe and kid wo​uld be awa​ke at this ho​ur. Shi​zu al​ways ga​ve Yo​ko a bath at a lit​tle be​fo​re ni​ne, and then put her to bed. She'd lie down be​si​de the baby to help her get to sle​ep, and in the pro​cess wo​uld fall as​le​ep her​self. And on​ce she went to sle​ep, not​hing was go​ing to get Shi​zu out of bed. In an ef​fort to ma​xi​mi​ze ti​me tal​king alo​ne with her hus​band, Shi​zu used to le​ave mes​sa​ges on the tab​le sa​ying, "wa​ke me up." So when he got ho​me from work, Asa​ka​wa wo​uld fol​low her inst​ruc​ti​ons, thin​king she re​al​ly me​ant to get up, and try to sha​ke his wi​fe awa​ke. But she wo​uldn't wa​ke up. He wo​uld try har​der, but she wo​uld just wa​ve her hands aro​und her he​ad li​ke she was sho​o​ing a fly, frow​ning and ma​king an​no​yed so​unds. She was half awa​ke, but the will to go back to sle​ep was much stron​ger than Asa​ka​wa was, and he even​tu​al​ly had to cut his los​ses and ret​re​at. Even​tu​al​ly, no​te or no, Asa​ka​wa stop​ped trying to wa​ke her up, and then she stop​ped le​aving no​tes. By now, ni​ne o'clock had be​co​me Shi​zu 'n' Yo​ko's in​vi​ola​te sle​epy ti​me. On a night li​ke this, tho​ugh, it was ac​tu​al​ly mo​re con​ve​ni​ent that way.

    Shizu ha​ted Ryu​ji. Asa​ka​wa tho​ught this was an emi​nently re​aso​nab​le at​ti​tu​de, so he ne​ver even as​ked her why. I'm beg​ging you, don't bring him in​to our ho​me any​mo​re. Asa​ka​wa still re​mem​be​red the re​pug​nan​ce on his wi​fe's fa​ce when she sa​id that. But most of all, he co​uldn't play this vi​deo in front of Shi​zu and Yo​ko.

    The ho​use was dark and still, and the frag​ran​ce of hot bath wa​ter and so​ap waf​ted even out to the entry hall. Evi​dently mommy and baby had just now go​ne to bed, to​wels un​der the​ir wet ha​ir. Asa​ka​wa put his ear to the bed​ro​om do​or to ma​ke su​re they we​re as​le​ep, and then sho​wed Ryu​ji in​to the di​ning ro​om.

    "So the baby's go​ne night-night?" Ryu​ji as​ked with an air of di​sap​po​int​ment.

    "Shhh," sa​id Asa​ka​wa, put​ting a fin​ger to his lips. Shi​zu wasn't go​ing to wa​ke up from so​met​hing li​ke that, but then aga​in he co​uldn't swe​ar she wo​uldn't sen​se that so​met​hing was dif​fe​rent from usu​al and co​me out af​ter all.

    Asakawa con​nec​ted the out​put jacks of one of the vi​deo decks to the in​put jacks of the ot​her, and then in​ser​ted the vi​deo. Be​fo​re pres​sing play, he lo​oked at Ryu​ji as if to say, do you re​al​ly want to do this?

    "What's wrong? Hurry up and play it/' ur​ged Ryu​ji, wit​ho​ut ta​king his eyes off the scre​en. Asa​ka​wa pres​sed the re​mo​te in​to Ryu​ji's hand and then sto​od up and went to the win​dow. He didn't fe​el li​ke se​e​ing it aga​in. Re​al​ly he sho​uld watch it over and over, analy​zing it co​ol-he​adedly, but he co​uldn't se​em to find the will to cha​se this thing any furt​her. He just wan​ted to run away. Not​hing mo​re. Asa​ka​wa went out on​to the bal​cony and smo​ked a ci​ga​ret​te. He'd pro​mi​sed his wi​fe when Yo​ko was born that he wo​uldn't smo​ke in​si​de the apart​ment, and he'd ne​ver bro​ken that pro​mi​se. Alt​ho​ugh they'd be​en mar​ri​ed for a full three ye​ars, he and his wi​fe had a re​la​ti​vely go​od re​la​ti​ons​hip. He co​uldn't go aga​inst his wi​fe's wis​hes, not af​ter she'd gi​ven him dar​ling Yo​ko.

    Standing on the bal​cony, he pe​ered in​to the ro​om: thro​ugh the fros​ted glass, the ima​ge on the scre​en was flic​ke​ring. The fe​ar qu​oti​ent was dif​fe​rent watc​hing it he​re, sur​ro​un​ded by three pe​op​le on the sixth flo​or of a down​town apart​ment bu​il​ding, com​pa​red to watc​hing it alo​ne at Vil​la Log Ca​bin. But even if Ryu​ji watc​hed it un​der the sa​me con​di​ti​ons, he pro​bably wo​uldn't lo​se his he​ad and start crying or anyt​hing. Asa​ka​wa was co​un​ting on him to la​ugh and fling abu​se as he watc​hed, even tur​ning a me​na​cing ga​ze to​ward what he saw on the scre​en.

    Asakawa fi​nis​hed his ci​ga​ret​te and went to go back in​si​de. Just at that mo​ment, the do​or se​pa​ra​ting the di​ning ro​om from the hall ope​ned, and Shi​zu ap​pe​ared in her pyj​amas. Flus​te​red, Asa​ka​wa grab​bed the re​mo​te and pa​used the vi​deo.

    "I tho​ught you we​re as​le​ep." The​re was a no​te of rep​ro​ach in Asa​ka​wa's vo​ice.

    "I he​ard no​ises." As she sa​id this Shi​zu lo​oked back and forth bet​we​en the TV scre​en, with its dis​tor​ted ima​ges and sta​ticky so​und, and Ryu​ji and Asa​ka​wa. Her fa​ce clo​uded over with sus​pi​ci​on.

    "Go back to bed!" sa​id Asa​ka​wa in a to​ne of vo​ice that al​lo​wed for no qu​es​ti​ons.

    "I think we ought to let the mis​sus jo​in us, if she'd li​ke to. It's qu​ite in​te​res​ting." Ryu​ji, still se​ated cross-leg​ged on the flo​or, lo​oked up. Asa​ka​wa wan​ted to yell at him. But ins​te​ad of spe​aking, he bal​led all his tho​ughts up in​to his fist and slam​med it down on​to the tab​le. Start​led by the so​und, Shi​zu qu​ickly put her hand on the do​ork​nob, then nar​ro​wed her eyes and bo​wed ever-so-slightly and sa​id to Ryu​ji, "Ple​ase ma​ke yo​ur​self at ho​me." With that she tur​ned on her he​el and di​sap​pe​ared back be​hind the do​or. Two guys alo​ne at night, tur​ning vi​de​os on and off… Asa​ka​wa knew just what his wi​fe was ima​gi​ning. He didn't miss the lo​ok of dis​da​in in her nar​ro​wed eyes-dis​da​in not so much for Ryu​ji as for ma​le ins​tincts in ge​ne​ral. Asa​ka​wa felt bad that he co​uldn't exp​la​in.

    Just as Asa​ka​wa had ex​pec​ted, Ryu​ji was still ut​terly calm af​ter he'd fi​nis​hed watc​hing. He hum​med as he re​wo​und the ta​pe, then set abo​ut chec​king it po​int by po​int, al​ter​na​tely fast-for​war​ding and pa​using it.

    "Well, it lo​oks li​ke yo​urs truly is mi​xed up in it now. You've got six days left, I've got se​ven," sa​id Ryu​ji hap​pily, as if he'd be​en al​lo​wed to jo​in in a ga​me.

    "So what do you think?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa.

    "It's child's play."

    "Huh?"

    "Didn't you use to do this sort of thing when you we​re a kid? Sca​re yo​ur fri​ends by sho​wing them a spo​oky pic​tu​re or so​met​hing and sa​ying that who​ever lo​oked at it wo​uld co​me to harm? Cha​in let​ters, that sort of thing."

    Of co​ur​se Asa​ka​wa had ex​pe​ri​en​ced that kind of thing, too. The sa​me sort of thing had co​me up in the ghost sto​ri​es they'd told each ot​her on sum​mer nights.

    "So what are you get​ting at?"

    "Nothing, I gu​ess. Just, that's how it felt to me."

    "Was the​re anyt​hing el​se you no​ti​ced? Tell me."

    "Hmm. Well, the ima​ges them​sel​ves aren't es​pe​ci​al​ly frigh​te​ning. It se​ems li​ke a com​bi​na​ti​on of re​alis​tic ima​ges and abst​ract ones. If it wasn't for the fact that fo​ur pe​op​le had di​ed exactly as dic​ta​ted in the vi​deo, we co​uld just snort and pass it off as an od​dity. Right?"

    Asakawa nod​ded. Kno​wing that the words on the vi​deo we​re no lie was what ma​de the who​le thing so tro​ub​le​so​me.

    "The first qu​es​ti​on is, why did tho​se po​or fo​ols die? What's the re​ason? I can think of two pos​si​bi​li​ti​es. The last sce​ne on the vi​deo is the sta​te​ment, 'he who watc​hes this is fa​ted to die,' and then im​me​di​ately the​re​af​ter, the​re was… well, for lack of a bet​ter word, let's call it a charm. A way to es​ca​pe that fa​te. So the fo​ur era​sed the part that exp​la​ined the charm, and be​ca​use of that they we​re kil​led. Or, per​haps they simply fa​iled to ma​ke use of the charm, and that's why they we​re kil​led. I sup​po​se even be​fo​re that, tho​ugh, we ha​ve to de​ter​mi​ne if it was re​al​ly tho​se fo​ur who era​sed the charm. It's pos​sib​le that the charm had al​re​ady be​en era​sed when they watc​hed the vi​deo."

    "How are we go​ing to de​ter​mi​ne that? We can't just ask them, you know."

    Asakawa got a be​er from the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor, po​ured a glas​sful, and set it in front of Ryu​ji.

    "Just you watch." Ryu​ji rep​la​yed the end of the vi​deo, watc​hing clo​sely for the exact mo​ment when the charm-era​sing mos​qu​ito co​il com​mer​ci​al en​ded. He pa​used the ta​pe and be​gan to ad​van​ce it slowly, fra​me by fra​me. He'd go past it re​wind it, pa​use it, ad​van​ce it aga​in fra​me by fra​me… Then, fi​nal​ly, just for a split se​cond, the scre​en sho​wed a sce​ne of three pe​op​le sit​ting aro​und a tab​le. For just the bri​efest mo​ment, the prog​ram which had be​en in​ter​rup​ted by the com​mer​ci​al was re​su​ming. It was a la​te-night talk show bro​ad​cast nightly at ele​ven on one of the na​ti​onal net​works. The gray-ha​ired gent was a best-sel​ling aut​hor, and he was jo​ined by a lo​vely yo​ung wo​man and a yo​ung man whom they re​cog​ni​zed as a tra​di​ti​onal story​tel​ler from the Osa​ka re​gi​on. Asa​ka​wa bro​ught his fa​ce clo​se to the scre​en.

    "I'm su​re you re​cog​ni​ze this show," sa​id Ryu​ji.

    "It's The Night Show on NBS."

    "Right. The wri​ter is the host, the girl is his fo​il, and the story​tel​ler is to​day's gu​est. The​re​fo​re, if we know what day the story​tel​ler was a gu​est on the show, we know whet​her or not our fo​ur kids era​sed the charm."

    "I get it."

    The Night Show was on every we​ek​night at ele​ven. If this par​ti​cu​lar epi​so​de tur​ned out to ha​ve be​en bro​ad​cast on August 29th, then it had to be tho​se fo​ur who era​sed it, that night at Vil​la Log Ca​bin.

    "NBS is af​fi​li​ated with yo​ur pub​lis​her, isn't it? This ought to be an easy one."

    "Gotcha. I'll lo​ok in​to it."

    "Yes, ple​ase do. Our li​ves may de​pend on it. Let's ma​ke su​re of everyt​hing, no mat​ter what. Right, my brot​her-in-arms?"

    Ryuji slap​ped Asa​ka​wa on the sho​ul​der. They we​re both fa​cing the​ir de​aths now. Brot​hers in arms.

    "Aren't you sca​red?"

    "Scared? Au cont​ra​ire, my fri​end. It's kind of ex​ci​ting to ha​ve a de​ad​li​ne, isn't it? The pe​nalty is de​ath. Fan​tas​tic. It's no fun pla​ying if you're not wil​ling to bet yo​ur li​fe on the out​co​me."

    For a whi​le now Ryu​ji had be​en ac​ting ple​ased abo​ut the who​le thing, but Asa​ka​wa had wor​ri​ed it was just bra​va​do, a co​ver for his fe​ar. Now that he pe​ered in​to his fri​end's eyes, tho​ugh, he co​uldn't find the smal​lest frag​ment of fe​ar the​re.

    "Next: we fi​gu​re out who ma​de this vi​deo, when, and to what end. You say Vil​la Log Ca​bin is only six months old, so we con​tact every​body who's sta​yed in B-4 and fer​ret out who​ever bro​ught in a vi​de​ota​pe. I sup​po​se it wo​uldn't hurt to li​mit the se​arch to la​te August. Chan​ces are it was so​me​body who sta​yed the​re right be​fo​re our fo​ur vic​tims."

    "That's mi​ne, too?"

    Ryuji dow​ned his be​er in one swig and tho​ught for a mo​ment. "Of co​ur​se. We've got a de​ad​li​ne.

    Don't you ha​ve a buddy you can rely on? If so, get him to help."

    "Well, the​re is one re​por​ter who's got an in​te​rest in this ca​se. But this is a mat​ter of li​fe and de​ath. I can't just…" Asa​ka​wa was thin​king abo​ut Yos​hi​no.

    "Not to worry, not to worry. Get him in​vol​ved. Show him the vi​deo-that'll light a fi​re un​der his ass. He'll be happy to help out, trust me."

    "Not every​body's li​ke you, you know."

    "So tell him it's black-mar​ket porn. For​ce him to watch it. Wha​te​ver."

    It was no use re​aso​ning with Ryu​ji. He co​uldn't show it to any​body wit​ho​ut fi​gu​ring out the charm first. Asa​ka​wa felt he was in a lo​gi​cal cul-de-sac. To crack the sec​rets of this vi​deo wo​uld re​qu​ire a well-orga​ni​zed se​arch, but be​ca​use of the na​tu​re of the vi​deo it wo​uld be next to im​pos​sib​le to en​list any​body. Pe​op​le li​ke Ryu​ji, wil​ling to play di​ce with de​ath at the drop of a hat, we​re few and far bet​we​en. How wo​uld Yos​hi​no re​act? He had a wi​fe and kids him​self-Asa​ka​wa do​ub​ted he'd be wil​ling to risk his li​fe just to sa​tisfy his cu​ri​osity. But he might be ab​le to help even wit​ho​ut watc​hing the vi​deo. May​be Asa​ka​wa sho​uld tell him everyt​hing that had hap​pe​ned, just in ca​se.

    "Yeah. I'll gi​ve it a try."

    Ryuji sat at the di​ning ro​om tab​le hol​ding the re​mo​te.

    "Right, then. Now, this falls in​to two bro​ad ca​te​go​ri​es: abst​ract sce​nes and re​al sce​nes." Sa​ying this, he re​wo​und to the vol​ca​nic erup​ti​on and pa​used the ta​pe on it. "The​re, ta​ke that vol​ca​no. No mat​ter how you lo​ok at it, that's re​al. We ha​ve to fi​gu​re out what mo​un​ta​in that is. And then the​re's the erup​ti​on. On​ce we know the na​me of the mo​un​ta​in, we sho​uld be ab​le to find out when it erup​ted, me​aning we'll be ab​le to as​cer​ta​in when and whe​re this sce​ne was shot."

    Ryuji un​pa​used the ta​pe aga​in. The old wo​man ca​me on and star​ted sa​ying God knew what. Se​ve​ral of the words so​un​ded li​ke so​me sort of re​gi​onal di​alect.

    "What di​alect is that? The​re's a spe​ci​alist in di​alects at my uni​ver​sity. I'll ask him abo​ut it. That'll gi​ve us so​me idea of whe​re this old wo​man is from."

    Ryuji fast-for​war​ded to the sce​ne ne​ar the end with the man with the dis​tinc​ti​ve fe​atu​res. Swe​at po​ured down his fa​ce, he was pan​ting whi​le roc​king his body rhythmi​cal​ly. Ryu​ji pa​used just be​fo​re the part whe​re his sho​ul​der was go​uged. It was the clo​sest vi​ew of the man's fa​ce. It was qu​ite a cle​ar shot of his fe​atu​res, from the set of his eyes to the sha​pe of his no​se and ears. His ha​ir​li​ne was re​ce​ding, but he lo​oked to be aro​und thirty.

    "Do you re​cog​ni​ze this man?" Ryu​ji as​ked.

    "Don't be stu​pid."

    "Looks fa​intly si​nis​ter."

    "If you think so, then he must be pretty evil in​de​ed. I'll de​fer to yo​ur opi​ni​on."

    "As well you sho​uld. The​re aren't many fa​ces that ma​ke this kind of an im​pact. I won​der if we can lo​ca​te him? You're a re​por​ter, you must be a pro at this sort of thing."

    "Don't be funny. You might be ab​le to iden​tify cri​mi​nals or ce​leb​ri​ti​es by the​ir fa​ces alo​ne, but or​di​nary pe​op​le can't be lo​ca​ted that way. The​re are over a hund​red mil​li​on pe​op​le in Japan."

    "So start with cri​mi​nals. Or may​be porn ac​tors."

    Instead of ans​we​ring, Asa​ka​wa to​ok out a me​mo pad. When he had a lot of things to do he ten​ded to ma​ke lists.

    Ryuji stop​ped the vi​deo. He hel​ped him​self to anot​her be​er from the ref​ri​ge​ra​tor and po​ured so​me in​to each of the​ir glas​ses.

    "Let's drink a to​ast."

    Asakawa co​uldn't think of a sing​le go​od re​ason to pick up his glass.

    "I ha​ve a pre​mo​ni​ti​on," sa​id Ryu​ji, his dirt-co​lo​ured che​eks flus​hing slightly. "The​re's a cer​ta​in uni​ver​sal evil clin​ging to this in​ci​dent. I can smell it-the im​pul​se I felt then… I told you abo​ut it, right? The first wo​man I ra​ped."

    "I ha​ven’t for​got​ten."

    "It's al​re​ady be​en fif​te​en ye​ars sin​ce then. Then, too, I felt a stran​ge pre​mo​ni​ti​on tick​ling my he​art.

    

    I was se​ven​te​en. It was Sep​tem​ber of my juni​or ye​ar in high scho​ol. I stu​di​ed math un​til three in the mor​ning, then did an ho​ur of Ger​man to gi​ve my bra​in so​me rest. I al​ways did that. I fo​und lan​gu​age study was per​fect for lo​ose​ning up ti​red bra​in cells. At fo​ur, as al​ways, I had a co​up​le of be​ers and then went out for my da​ily walk. When I set out the​re was al​re​ady so​met​hing unu​su​al bud​ding in my bra​in. Ha​ve you ever wal​ked aro​und a re​si​den​ti​al ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od la​te at night? It fe​els re​al​ly go​od. The dogs are all as​le​ep. Just li​ke yo​ur baby is now. I fo​und myself in front of a cer​ta​in apart​ment bu​il​ding. It was an ele​gant wo​od fra​med two-story af​fa​ir, and I knew that in​si​de it li​ved a cer​ta​in well-gro​omed col​le​ge girl that I so​me​ti​mes saw on the stre​et. I didn't know which apart​ment was hers. I let my ga​ze ro​am over the win​dows of all eight apart​ments in turn. At this po​int, as I lo​oked, I didn't ha​ve anyt​hing de​fi​ni​te in mind. Just… you know. When my eyes ca​me to rest on the so​ut​hern end of the se​cond flo​or, I he​ard so​met​hing crack open in the depths of my he​art, and I felt li​ke the dark​ness that had sent forth its sho​ots in my mind was gro​wing gra​du​al​ly lar​ger. On​ce mo​re I lo​oked at all the win​dows in turn. On​ce aga​in, in the sa​me pla​ce, the dark​ness be​gan to whirl​po​ol. And I knew. I knew that the do​or wo​uldn't be loc​ked. I don't know if she just for​got, or what. Gu​ided by the dark​ness that was li​ving in my he​art I clim​bed the apart​ment sta​irs and sto​od in front of that do​or. The na​mep​la​te was in Ro​man let​ters, in Wes​tern or​der, gi​ven na​me first: YU​KA​RI MA​KI​TA. I gras​ped the do​ork​nob firmly with my right hand. I held on​to it for a whi​le, and then for​ce​ful​ly tur​ned it to the left. It wo​uldn't turn. What the hell? I tho​ught, and then sud​denly, the​re was a click and the do​or ope​ned. Are you with me? She hadn't for​got​ten to lock it at all: it un​loc​ked it​self at that very mo​ment. So​me energy was be​ing exer​ted on it. The girl had spre​ad her bed​ding be​si​de her desk and go​ne to sle​ep. I had ex​pec​ted to find her in a bed, but she wasn't. One of her legs po​ked out from un​der the co​vers…"

    Here Ryu​ji in​ter​rup​ted his story. He se​emed to be rep​la​ying the en​su​ing events agi​lely in the back of his mind, sta​ring down dis​tant me​mo​ri​es with a mix​tu​re of ten​der​ness and cru​elty. Asa​ka​wa had ne​ver se​en Ryu​ji lo​ok so conf​lic​ted.

    "… then, two days la​ter, on my way ho​me from scho​ol, I pas​sed in front of that apart​ment bu​il​ding. A two-ton truck was par​ked in front of it, and guys we​re ha​uling fur​ni​tu​re and stuff out of the bu​il​ding. And the per​son mo​ving was Yu​ka​ri. She was stan​ding aro​und aim​les​sly, le​aning on a wall, ac​com​pa​ni​ed by a guy who lo​oked li​ke he must be her dad, just sta​ring at her fur​ni​tu​re as it was be​ing car​ri​ed away. I'm su​re her dad didn't know the re​al re​ason his da​ugh​ter was mo​ving so sud​denly. And so Yu​ka​ri di​sap​pe​ared from my li​fe. I don't know if she mo​ved back in with her pa​rents or got anot​her apart​ment so​mew​he​re and kept go​ing to the sa​me col​le​ge… But she just co​uldn't li​ve in that apart​ment a se​cond lon​ger. Heh, heh, po​or thing. She must've be​en aw​ful​ly sca​red."

    Asakawa fo​und it hard to bre​at​he as he lis​te​ned. He felt dis​gus​ted even to be sit​ting he​re drin​king be​er with this man.

    "Don't you fe​el the le​ast bit gu​ilty?"

    "I'm used to it. Try slam​ming yo​ur fist in​to a brick wall every day. Even​tu​al​ly you won't even fe​el the pa​in any​mo​re."

    Is that why you go on do​ing it? Asa​ka​wa ma​de a si​lent vow ne​ver to bring this man in​to his ho​me aga​in. At any ra​te, to ke​ep him away from his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter.

    "Don't wor​ry-I'd ne​ver do anyt​hing li​ke that to yo​ur baby​kins."

    Asakawa had be​en se​en thro​ugh. Flus​te​red, he chan​ged the su​bj​ect.

    "You sa​id you ha​ve a pre​mo​ni​ti​on. What is it?"

    "You know, just a bad fe​eling. Only so​me fan​tas​ti​cal​ly evil energy co​uld co​me up with such an in​vol​ved bit of misc​hi​ef."

    Ryuji got to his fe​et. Even stan​ding, he wasn't much tal​ler than Asa​ka​wa was when sit​ting down. He wasn't even fi​ve-three, but he had bro​ad, sculp​ted sho​ul​ders-it wasn't hard to be​li​eve he'd me​dal​led in shot-put in high scho​ol.

    

    "Well, I'm off. Do yo​ur ho​me​work. In the mor​ning, you'll be down to fi​ve days left." Ryu​ji ex​ten​ded the fin​gers of one hand.

    "I know."

    "Somewhere, the​re's this vor​tex of evil energy. I know. It ma​kes me fe​el… nos​tal​gic." As if for emp​ha​sis, Ryu​ji clutc​hed his copy of the ta​pe to his bre​ast as he he​aded for the entry hall.

    "Let's ha​ve the next stra​tegy ses​si​on at yo​ur pla​ce." Asa​ka​wa spo​ke qu​i​etly but dis​tinctly.

    "Alright, al​right." Ryu​ji's eyes we​re smi​ling.

    The mo​ment Ryu​ji left, Asa​ka​wa lo​oked at the wall clock in the di​ning ro​om. A wed​ding gift from a fri​end, its but​terfly-sha​ped red pen​du​lum was swin​ging. 11:21. How many ti​mes had he chec​ked the ti​me to​day? He was be​co​ming ob​ses​sed with the pas​sa​ge of ti​me. Just li​ke Ryu​ji sa​id, in the mor​ning he'd only ha​ve fi​ve days left. He wasn't at all su​re if he'd be ab​le to un​lock the rid​dle of the era​sed part of the ta​pe in ti​me. He felt li​ke a can​cer pa​ti​ent fa​cing an ope​ra​ti​on with a suc​cess ra​te of al​most nil. The​re was de​ba​te over whet​her can​cer pa​ti​ents sho​uld be told they had can​cer or not; un​til now Asa​ka​wa had al​ways tho​ught they de​ser​ved to be al​lo​wed to know. But if this was how it wo​uld fe​el, then he pre​fer​red not kno​wing. The​re we​re so​me pe​op​le who, when fa​cing de​ath, wo​uld burn brightly with what li​fe they had left. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't ma​na​ge that fe​at. He was still al​right for the mo​ment. But as the clock chip​ped away at his re​ma​ining days, ho​urs, mi​nu​tes, he wasn't con​fi​dent he'd be ab​le to ke​ep his wits abo​ut him. He felt li​ke he un​ders​to​od, now, why he was at​trac​ted to Ryu​ji even whi​le be​ing dis​gus​ted by him. Ryu​ji had a psycho​lo​gi​cal strength he just co​uldn't match. Asa​ka​wa li​ved his li​fe ten​ta​ti​vely, al​ways wor​ri​ed abo​ut what pe​op​le aro​und him tho​ught. Ryu​ji, me​anw​hi​le, kept a god-or a de​vil-cha​ined up in​si​de him that al​lo​wed him to li​ve with comp​le​te fre​edom and aban​don. The only ti​me Asa​ka​wa felt his de​si​re to li​ve cha​se away his fe​ar was when he tho​ught of how his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter wo​uld fe​el af​ter his de​ath. Now he sud​denly wor​ri​ed abo​ut them, and softly ope​ned the bed​ro​om do​or to check on them. The​ir fa​ces in sle​ep we​re soft and un​sus​pec​ting. He had no ti​me to shrink in ter​ror. He de​ci​ded to call Yos​hi​no and exp​la​in the si​tu​ati​on and ask for his help. If he put off un​til to​mor​row what he co​uld do to​day, he was bo​und to reg​ret it.

    

    

3
    October 13-Sa​tur​day
    Asakawa had tho​ught of ta​king the we​ek off work, but then de​ci​ded that using the com​pany's in​for​ma​ti​on system to the full wo​uld gi​ve him a bet​ter chan​ce of cle​aring up the myste​ri​es of the vi​de​ota​pe than ho​ling up in his apart​ment po​int​les​sly co​we​ring. As a re​sult, he went in to work, even tho​ugh it was a Sa​tur​day. "Went in to work," but he knew full well that he wo​uldn't get any ac​tu​al work do​ne. He fi​gu​red the best po​licy wo​uld be to con​fess everyt​hing to his edi​tor and ask that he be tem​po​ra​rily ta​ken off his as​sign​ments. Not​hing wo​uld help mo​re than en​lis​ting his edi​tor's co​ope​ra​ti​on. The prob​lem was whet​her or not Ogu​ri wo​uld be​li​eve his story. He'd pro​bably bring up the pre​vi​o​us in​ci​dent yet aga​in and snort. Even tho​ugh he had the vi​deo as pro​of, if Ogu​ri star​ted out by den​ying everyt​hing, he'd ha​ve all sorts of ot​her ar​gu​ments ar​ra​yed to sup​port his vi​ew. He'd ske​wer all sorts of things his way to con​vin​ce him​self he was right. Still...it wo​uld be in​te​res​ting, Asa​ka​wa tho​ught. He'd bro​ught the vi​deo in his bri​ef​ca​se, just in ca​se. How wo​uld Ogu​ri re​act if he sho​wed it to him? Mo​re to the po​int, tho​ugh, wo​uld he even gi​ve it a glan​ce? Last night he'd sta​yed up la​te exp​la​ining the who​le se​qu​en​ce of events to Yos​hi​no, and he'd be​li​eved. And then, as if to pro​ve it, he'd sa​id he ab​so​lu​tely didn't want to see the vi​deo-ple​ase don't show it to him. In exc​han​ge, he'd try to co​ope​ra​te ho​we​ver he co​uld. Of co​ur​se, in Yos​hi​no's ca​se, the​re was a firm fo​un​da​ti​on for that be​li​ef. When Ha​ru​ko Tsu​ji and Ta​ke​hi​ko No​mi's corp​ses had be​en dis​co​ve​red in a car by a pre​fec​tu​ral ro​ad in As​hi​na, Yos​hi​no had rus​hed to the sce​ne and felt the at​mosp​he​re the​re, the stif​ling at​mosp​he​re that had the in​ves​ti​ga​tors con​vin​ced that only so​met​hing monst​ro​us co​uld ha​ve do​ne this, but that kept them from sa​ying so. If Yos​hi​no hadn't ac​tu​al​ly be​en the​re him​self, he pro​bably wo​uldn't ha​ve ac​cep​ted Asa​ka​wa's story qu​ite so easily.

    In any ca​se, what Asa​ka​wa had on his hands was a bomb. If he flas​hed it in front of Ogu​ri's eyes thre​ate​ningly, it ought to ha​ve so​me ef​fect. Asa​ka​wa was temp​ted to use it out of cu​ri​osity, if for not​hing el​se.

    

* * *
    

    Oguri's cus​to​mary moc​king smi​le had be​en wi​ped from his fa​ce. Both el​bows we​re plan​ted on his desk, and his eyes mo​ved rest​les​sly as he went over Asa​ka​wa's story on​ce aga​in with a fi​ne-to​ot​hed comb.

    Four yo​ung pe​op​le al​most cer​ta​inly watc​hed a par​ti​cu​lar vi​deo to​get​her at Vil​la Log Ca​bin on the night of August 29th, and exactly a we​ek la​ter, just as the vi​deo had pre​dic​ted, they di​ed un​der myste​ri​o​us cir​cums​tan​ces. Sub​se​qu​ently, the vi​deo had ca​ught the eye of the ca​bin ma​na​ger, who had bro​ught it in​to the of​fi​ce whe​re it calmly wa​ited un​til Asa​ka​wa dis​co​ve​red it. Asa​ka​wa had then watc​hed the dam​ned thing. And now he was go​ing to die in fi​ve days? Was he sup​po​sed to be​li​eve that? And yet tho​se fo​ur de​aths we​re an in​dis​pu​tab​le fact. How co​uld he exp​la​in them? What was the lo​gi​cal thre​ad to con​nect all this?

    Asakawa's exp​res​si​on, as he sto​od lo​oking down at Ogu​ri, had an air of su​pe​ri​ority that was ra​re for him. He knew from ex​pe​ri​en​ce just what Ogu​ri was thin​king right abo​ut now. Asa​ka​wa wa​ited un​til he tho​ught Ogu​ri's tho​ught pro​cess wo​uld ha​ve re​ac​hed a de​ad end, and then ext​rac​ted the vi​de​ota​pe from his bri​ef​ca​se. He did it with exag​ge​ra​ted dig​nity, the​at​ri​cal​ly, as if la​ying down a ro​yal flush.

    "Would you li​ke to ta​ke a lo​ok at it? You're qu​ite wel​co​me to." Asa​ka​wa in​di​ca​ted with his eyes the TV by the so​fa un​der the win​dow, flas​hing a com​po​sed, pro​vo​ca​ti​ve smi​le. He co​uld he​ar Ogu​ri swal​low lo​udly. Ogu​ri didn't even glan​ce in the di​rec​ti​on of the win​dow; his eyes we​re fi​xed on the jet-black vi​de​ota​pe that had be​en pla​ced on his desk. He was ho​nestly trying to de​ci​de what to do.

    If you want to watch it, you co​uld just press play. It's that easy. C'mon, you can do it. Just la​ugh li​ke you al​ways do and say how stu​pid it is, and sho​ve it in the vi​deo deck. Do it, gi​ve it a shot. Ogu​ri's mind was trying to is​sue the com​mand to his body. Stop be​ing such an idi​ot and watch it. If you watch it, do​esn't it show that you don't be​li​eve Asa​ka​wa? Which me​ans, right, think abo​ut it now, it me​ans if you re​fu​se to watch it, you must be​li​eve this cock-and-bull story. So watch it al​re​ady. You be​li​eve in mo​dern sci​en​ce, don't you? You're not a kid af​ra​id of ghosts.
    In fact, Ogu​ri was 99% su​re that he didn't be​li​eve Asa​ka​wa. But still, way back in a cor​ner of his mind, the​re was that what if What if it we​re true? May​be the​re we​re so​me nic​hes in this world that mo​dern sci​en​ce co​uldn't re​ach yet. And as long as the​re was that risk, no mat​ter how hard his mind wor​ked, his body was go​ing to re​fu​se. So Ogu​ri sat in his cha​ir and didn't mo​ve. He co​uldn't mo​ve. It didn't mat​ter what his mind un​ders​to​od: his body wasn't lis​te​ning to his mind. As long as the​re was the pos​si​bi​lity of dan​ger, his body wo​uld ke​ep lo​yal​ly ac​ti​va​ting his ins​tincts for self-pre​ser​va​ti​on. Ogu​ri ra​ised his he​ad and sa​id, in a parc​hed vo​ice:

    "So, what is it you want from me?"

    Asakawa knew he had won. "I'd li​ke you to re​li​eve me of my as​sign​ments. I want to ma​ke a tho​ro​ugh in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on of this vi​deo. Ple​ase. I think you re​ali​ze my li​fe is on the li​ne he​re."

    Oguri shut his eyes tightly. "Are you go​ing to get an ar​tic​le out of it?"

    "Well, re​gard​less of how I may ap​pe​ar to you, I'm still a re​por​ter. I'll wri​te down my fin​dings so everyt​hing isn't bu​ri​ed with Ryu​ji Ta​ka​ya​ma and myself. Of co​ur​se, whet​her or not to print them is so​met​hing I'll le​ave up to you."

    Oguri ga​ve two de​ci​si​ve nods. "Well, it can't hurt. I gu​ess I'll ha​ve a cub ta​ke yo​ur fe​atu​re in​ter​vi​ew."

    Asakawa bo​wed slightly. He went to re​turn the vi​deo to his bri​ef​ca​se, but co​uldn't re​sist the temp​ta​ti​on to ha​ve a lit​tle mo​re fun. He prof​fe​red the ta​pe to Ogu​ri on​ce aga​in, sa​ying, "You be​li​eve me, don't you?"

    Oguri ga​ve a long sigh and sho​ok his he​ad. It wasn't that he be​li​eved or dis​be​li​eved; he just felt a tin​ge of une​asi​ness. Ye​ah, that was it.

    "I fe​el the sa​me way," we​re Asa​ka​wa's par​ting words. Ogu​ri watc​hed him walk out and told him​self that if Asa​ka​wa was still ali​ve af​ter Oc​to​ber 18th, then he'd watch that vi​deo with his own eyes. But even then, may​be his body wo​uldn't let him. That what if didn't fe​el li​ke it was ever go​ing to go away.

    In the re​fe​ren​ce ro​om Asa​ka​wa stac​ked three thick vo​lu​mes on a tab​le. Vol​ca​no​es of Japan, Vol​ca​nic Arc​hi​pe​la​go, and Ac​ti​ve Vol​ca​no​es of the World. Fi​gu​ring that the vol​ca​no in the vi​deo was pro​bably in Japan, he star​ted with Vol​ca​no​es of Japan. He lo​oked at the co​lo​ur pho​tos at the be​gin​ning of the bo​ok. Mo​un​ta​ins belc​hing whi​te smo​ke and ste​am ro​se gal​lantly in​to the sky, si​des co​ve​red with brow​nish-black la​va rock; bright red mol​ten rock spe​wed in​to the night sky from cra​ters who​se black ed​ges mel​ted in​to the dark​ness; he tho​ught of the Big Bang. He tur​ned the pa​ges, com​pa​ring the​se sce​nes to the one se​ared in​to his bra​in. Mt Aso, Mt Asa​ma, Sho​wa Shin​zan, Sa​ku​ra​j​ima… It didn't ta​ke as long to lo​ca​te as he'd fe​ared. Af​ter all, Mt Mi​ha​ra on Izu Os​hi​ma Is​land, part of the sa​me cha​in of vol​ca​no​es that inc​lu​ded Mt Fu​ji, is one of Japan's mo​re fa​mo​us ac​ti​ve vol​ca​no​es.

    "Mt Mi​ha​ra?" mut​te​red Asa​ka​wa. The two-pa​ge spre​ad for Mt Mi​ha​ra had two aeri​al shots and one pho​to ta​ken from a ne​arby hil​ltop. Asa​ka​wa re​cal​led the ima​ge on the vi​deo and tri​ed to ima​gi​ne it from va​ri​o​us ang​les, com​pa​ring it to the​se pho​tos. The​re was a de​fi​ni​te si​mi​la​rity. From a pers​pec​ti​ve at the fo​ot of the mo​un​ta​in, the pe​ak se​emed gently slo​ped. But from the air one co​uld see a cir​cu​lar rim sur​ro​un​ding a cal​de​ra, in the cent​re of which was a mo​und which was the mo​uth of the vol​ca​no. The pho​to ta​ken from a ne​arby hil​ltop es​pe​ci​al​ly re​semb​led the sce​ne in the vi​deo. The co​lo​ur and con​to​urs of the mo​un​ta​in​si​de we​re al​most the sa​me. But he ne​eded to con​firm it, ins​te​ad of just rel​ying on his me​mory. Asa​ka​wa ma​de a copy of the pho​tos of Mt Mi​ha​ra, along with two or three ot​her can​di​da​tes.

    Asakawa spent the af​ter​no​on on the pho​ne. He cal​led pe​op​le who had used ca​bin B-4 in the last six months. He wo​uld ha​ve be​en bet​ter off me​eting them fa​ce to fa​ce and ga​uging the​ir re​ac​ti​ons, but he simply didn't ha​ve that kind of ti​me. It was to​ugh to spot a lie just from a vo​ice on a te​lep​ho​ne. Asa​ka​wa pric​ked up his ears, de​ter​mi​ned to catch the sligh​test crack. The​re we​re six​te​en par​ti​es he ne​eded to check out. The low num​ber was due to the fact that the ca​bins hadn't be​en equ​ip​ped with in​di​vi​du​al vi​deo decks when Vil​la Log Ca​bin ope​ned in Ap​ril. A ma​j​or re​gi​onal ho​tel was torn down over the sum​mer, and it was de​ci​ded to trans​fer the lar​ge num​ber of VCRs it no lon​ger ne​eded to Vil​la Log Ca​bin. That was in mid-July. The decks had be​en ins​tal​led and the ta​pe lib​rary as​semb​led by the end of that month, just in ti​me for the sum​mer va​ca​ti​on se​ason. As a re​sult the broc​hu​re didn't men​ti​on that each ro​om had its own vi​deo equ​ip​ment. Most gu​ests had be​en surp​ri​sed to see the VCR when they ar​ri​ved, and tho​ught of it as not​hing mo​re than a way to kill ti​me on a ra​iny day; al​most no​body had exp​res​sly bro​ught a ta​pe for the pur​po​se of re​cor​ding so​met​hing. Of co​ur​se, that was if he be​li​eved the vo​ices on the pho​ne. So who had bro​ught the ta​pe in qu​es​ti​on? Who had ma​de it? Asa​ka​wa was des​pe​ra​te not to over​lo​ok anyt​hing. He chip​ped away at pe​op​le's res​pon​ses ti​me and aga​in, but not on​ce did any​body se​em li​ke they we​re hi​ding so​met​hing. Of the six​te​en gu​ests he cal​led, three had co​me to play golf and hadn't even no​ti​ced the VCR. Se​ven had no​ti​ced it but hadn't to​uc​hed it. Fi​ve had co​me to play ten​nis but had be​en ra​ined out, and with not​hing el​se to do had watc​hed vi​de​os: clas​sic films, mostly. Pro​bably old fa​vo​uri​tes. The last gro​up, a fa​mily of fo​ur na​med Ka​ne​ko, from Yo​ko​ha​ma, had bro​ught a ta​pe so they co​uld re​cord so​met​hing on anot​her chan​nel whi​le watc​hing a his​to​ri​cal mi​ni​se​ri​es.

    Asakawa put down the re​ce​iver and cast an eye over the da​ta he had col​lec​ted con​cer​ning the six​te​en gro​ups of gu​ests. Only one lo​oked per​ti​nent. Mr and Mrs Ka​ne​ko and the​ir two gra​de-scho​ol-aged kids. They'd sta​yed in B-4 twi​ce last sum​mer. The first ti​me had be​en the night of Fri​day, August 10th, and the se​cond ti​me they had sta​yed two nights, Sa​tur​day and Sun​day, August 25th and 26th. The se​cond ti​me was three days be​fo​re the fo​ur vic​tims had be​en the​re. No​body had sta​yed the​re on the Mon​day or Tu​es​day fol​lo​wing the Ka​ne​kos' stay: the fo​ur te​ena​gers we​re the very next pe​op​le to use the ca​bin. Not only that, the Ka​ne​kos' sixth-gra​de son had bro​ught a ta​pe from ho​me to re​cord a show. The boy was a fa​ith​ful fan of a cer​ta​in co​medy se​ri​es bro​ad​cast every Sun​day at eight, but his pa​rents, of co​ur​se, cont​rol​led the TV, and every Sun​day at eight they ma​de a ha​bit of watc​hing the an​nu​al his​to​ri​cal mi​ni​se​ri​es on NHK, the pub​lic te​le​vi​si​on net​work. The​re was only one te​le​vi​si​on in the ca​bin, but kno​wing it had a VCR, the boy had bro​ught a ta​pe, thin​king to re​cord his show and watch it la​ter. But whi​le he was re​cor​ding, a fri​end ca​me over to tell him that the ra​in had let up. He and his yo​un​ger sis​ter ran off to play ten​nis. His pa​rents fi​nis​hed the​ir prog​ram and tur​ned off the te​le​vi​si​on, for​get​ting that the VCR was still re​cor​ding. The child​ren ran aro​und on the co​urts un​til al​most ten, then ca​me ho​me all tuc​ke​red out and went stra​ight to bed. They, too, had comp​le​tely for​got​ten abo​ut the ta​pe. The next day, when they we​re al​most ho​me, the kid sud​denly re​mem​be​red he'd left the ta​pe in the VCR and sho​uted to his fat​her, who was dri​ving, to go back. This tur​ned in​to qu​ite an ar​gu​ment, but even​tu​al​ly the boy ga​ve up. He was still whim​pe​ring when they got ho​me.

    Asakawa to​ok out the vi​de​ota​pe and sto​od it on his desk. Whe​re the la​bel wo​uld ha​ve be​en stuck the words Fu​j​itex VHS T120 Su​per AV glin​ted in sil​ver. Asa​ka​wa re​di​al​led the Ka​ne​kos' num​ber.

    "Hi, sorry to ke​ep cal​ling you li​ke this. It's Asa​ka​wa aga​in, from the Da​ily News."
    There was a pa​use, then the sa​me vo​ice he had spo​ken to be​fo​re sa​id, "Yes?" It was Mrs Ka​ne​ko.

    "You men​ti​oned that yo​ur son left be​hind a vi​de​ota​pe. Do you hap​pen to know what brand it was?"

    "Well, now, let me see," she rep​li​ed, trying not to la​ugh. He he​ard no​ises in the backg​ro​und. "My son's just got ho​me. I'll ask him."

    Asakawa wa​ited. The​re was no way the kid'd re​mem​ber.

    "He says he do​esn't know. But we only use che​ap brands, the kind you buy in packs of three."

    He wasn't surp​ri​sed. Who re​al​ly pa​id at​ten​ti​on to what brand of ta​pe they used every ti​me they wan​ted to re​cord so​met​hing? Then Asa​ka​wa had an idea. Hold on, whe​re's the ca​se for this ta​pe? Vi​de​ota​pes are al​ways sold in card​bo​ard ca​ses. No​body just throws them away. At le​ast, Asa​ka​wa him​self had ne​ver thrown away a ta​pe ca​se, ne​it​her for an audio cas​set​te or a vi​deo ta​pe.

    "Does yo​ur fa​mily sto​re yo​ur vi​de​ota​pes in the​ir ca​ses?"

    "Yes, of co​ur​se."

    "Look, I'm very sorry, but co​uld you ple​ase check to see if you ha​ve an empty ca​se lying aro​und?"

    "Huh?" she as​ked va​cantly. Even if she un​ders​to​od his qu​es​ti​on, she co​uldn't gu​ess what he was get​ting at, and it ma​de her slow on the up​ta​ke.

    "Please. So​me​one's li​fe may de​pend on it." Ho​use​wi​ves we​re sus​cep​tib​le to the "mat​ter of li​fe and de​ath" ploy. Whe​ne​ver he ne​eded to sa​ve ti​me and get one mo​ving, he fo​und that the phra​se had just the right im​pact. But this ti​me, he wasn't lying.

    "Just a mo​ment, ple​ase."

    Just as he'd ex​pec​ted, her to​ne chan​ged. The​re was qu​ite a long pa​use af​ter she set down the re​ce​iver. If the ca​se had be​en left at Vil​la Log Ca​bin along with the ta​pe, then it must ha​ve be​en thrown away by the ma​na​ger. But if not, then the​re was a go​od chan​ce the Ka​ne​kos still had it. The vo​ice re​tur​ned.

    "An empty ca​se, right?"

    "That's right."

    "I fo​und two."

    "Alright. Now, the ma​nu​fac​tu​rer's na​me and the type of ta​pe sho​uld be prin​ted on the ca​se…"

    "Let's see. One says Pa​na​vi​si​on T120. The ot​her is a… Fu​j​itex VHS T120 Su​per AV."

    The exact sa​me na​me as on the vi​de​ota​pe he held in his hand. Sin​ce Fu​j​itex had sold co​unt​less num​bers of the​se ta​pes, this was hardly de​fi​ni​ti​ve pro​of, but at le​ast he'd ta​ken a step for​ward. That much was cer​ta​in. This de​mon ta​pe had ori​gi​nal​ly be​en bro​ught the​re by a sixth-gra​de boy, it was pro​bably sa​fe to conc​lu​de. Asa​ka​wa than​ked the wo​man po​li​tely and hung up the pho​ne.

    Starting at eight o'clock on the night of Sun​day, August 26th, the vi​deo deck in ca​bin B-4 is left re​cor​ding. The Ka​ne​ko fa​mily for​gets the ta​pe and go​es ho​me. Then co​me the fo​ur yo​ung pe​op​le in qu​es​ti​on. It's ra​iny that day, too. Thin​king to watch a mo​vie, they go to use the vi​deo deck, only to find a ta​pe al​re​ady in​si​de. In​no​cently they watch it. They see in​comp​re​hen​sib​le, eerie things. Then, the thre​at at the end. Cur​sing the evil we​at​her, they think up a cru​el bit of misc​hi​ef. Era​sing the sec​ti​on that tells how to es​ca​pe cer​ta​in de​ath, they le​ave the vi​deo the​re to frigh​ten the next gu​ests. Of co​ur​se, they hadn't be​li​eved what they'd se​en. If they had, they wo​uldn't ha​ve be​en ab​le to carry out the​ir prank. He won​de​red if they re​mem​be​red the ta​pe at the mo​ment of the​ir de​aths. May​be the​re hadn't be​en any ti​me for that be​fo​re the an​gel of de​ath car​ri​ed them off. Asa​ka​wa shi​ve​red-it wasn't just them. Un​less he co​uld find a way to avo​id dying in fi​ve days, he'd end up just li​ke them. Then he'd know exactly how they felt when they di​ed.

    But if the boy had be​en re​cor​ding a TV show, then whe​re had tho​se ima​ges co​me from? All along Asa​ka​wa had tho​ught that so​me​one had shot them with a vi​deo ca​me​ra and then bro​ught the ta​pe the​re. But the ta​pe had be​en set to re​cord from the te​le​vi​si​on, me​aning that so​me​how the​se inc​re​dib​le sce​nes had in​filt​ra​ted the air​wa​ves. He wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve dre​amed it.

    The air​wa​ves had be​en hi​j​ac​ked.

    Asakawa re​cal​led what had hap​pe​ned last ye​ar at elec​ti​on ti​me, when, af​ter NHK had sig​ned off for the night, an il​li​cit bro​ad​cast had ap​pe​ared on the sa​me chan​nel, slan​de​ring one of the can​di​da​tes.

    The air​wa​ves had be​en hi​j​ac​ked. That was the only thing that fit. He was fa​ced with the pos​si​bi​lity that on the eve​ning of August 26th, the​se ima​ges had be​en ri​ding the air​wa​ves in the So​uth Ha​ko​ne re​gi​on, and that this ta​pe had pic​ked them up, pu​rely by chan​ce. If that was true, then the​re must be a re​cord of it. Asa​ka​wa re​ali​zed he ne​eded to con​tact the lo​cal bu​re​au and find out so​me facts.

    

    

4
    

    It was ten when Asa​ka​wa got ho​me. As so​on as he en​te​red the apart​ment, he softly ope​ned the bed​ro​om do​or and chec​ked the sle​eping fa​ces of his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter. No mat​ter how ti​red he was when he got ho​me, he al​ways did this.

    There was a no​te on the di​ning ro​om tab​le. Mr Ta​ka​ya​ma cal​led. Asa​ka​wa had be​en trying to call Ryu​ji all day long, but he hadn't be​en ab​le to catch him at ho​me. He was pro​bably out and abo​ut on his own in​ves​ti​ga​ti​ons. May​be he has so​met​hing, tho​ught Asa​ka​wa as he di​al​led. He let it ring ten ti​mes. No ans​wer. Ryu​ji li​ved alo​ne in his East Na​ka​no apart​ment. He wasn't ho​me yet.

    Asakawa to​ok a qu​ick sho​wer, ope​ned a be​er, and tri​ed cal​ling aga​in. Still not ho​me. He switc​hed to whis​key on the rocks. He'd ne​ver be ab​le to get a go​od night's sle​ep wit​ho​ut al​co​hol. Tall and slen​der, Asa​ka​wa had ne​ver in his li​fe had an il​lness worth the na​me. To think that this was how he was sen​ten​ced to die. Part of him still felt it was a dre​am, that he'd re​ach ten o'clock on Oc​to​ber 18th wit​ho​ut ha​ving un​ders​to​od the vi​deo or fi​gu​red out the charm, but in the end not​hing wo​uld hap​pen and the days wo​uld stretch out be​fo​re him as they al​ways had. Ogu​ri wo​uld we​ar a moc​king exp​res​si​on and ex​po​und on the fo​olish​ness of be​li​eving in su​pers​ti​ti​ons, whi​le Ryu​ji wo​uld la​ugh and say, "We just don't un​ders​tand how the world works." And his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter wo​uld gre​et the​ir daddy with the​se sa​me sle​eping fa​ces. Even a pas​sen​ger on an airp​la​ne fal​ling from the sky can't sha​ke the ho​pe that he'll be the one to sur​vi​ve.

    He dra​ined his third glass of whis​key and di​al​led Ryu​ji's num​ber a third ti​me. If he didn't ans​wer this ti​me, Asa​ka​wa was go​ing to gi​ve up for the night. He he​ard se​ven rings, then a click as so​me​one pic​ked up the re​ce​iver.

    "What the hell ha​ve you be​en up to all this ti​me?" he sho​uted, wit​ho​ut even chec​king to see who he was tal​king to. Thin​king he was ad​dres​sing Ryu​ji, he al​lo​wed his an​ger full vent. Which only ser​ved to emp​ha​si​ze the stran​ge​ness of the​ir re​la​ti​ons​hip. Even with his fri​ends, Asa​ka​wa al​ways ma​in​ta​ined a cer​ta​in dis​tan​ce and ca​re​ful​ly cont​rol​led his at​ti​tu​de. But he had no qu​alms abo​ut cal​ling Ryu​ji every na​me in the bo​ok. And yet, he'd ne​ver on​ce tho​ught of Ryu​ji as a truly clo​se fri​end.

    But surp​ri​singly, the vo​ice that ans​we​red wasn't Ryu​ji's.

    "Hello? Ex​cu​se me…"

    It was a wo​man, start​led from ha​ving be​en yel​led at out of now​he​re.

    "Oh, sorry. Wrong num​ber." Asa​ka​wa star​ted to hang up.

    "Are you cal​ling for Pro​fes​sor Ta​ka​ya​ma?"

    "Well, ah, yes, as a mat​ter of fact I am."

    "He's not back yet."

    Asakawa co​uldn't help but won​der who this yo​ung, at​trac​ti​ve vo​ice be​lon​ged to. He fi​gu​red it was a sa​fe bet she wasn't a re​la​ti​ve, sin​ce she'd cal​led him "Pro​fes​sor". A lo​ver? Co​uldn't be. What girl in her right mind wo​uld fall for Ryu​ji?

    "I see. My na​me is Asa​ka​wa."

    "When Pro​fes​sor Ta​ka​ya​ma re​turns, I'll ha​ve him call you. That's Mr Asa​ka​wa, right?"

    Even af​ter he had rep​la​ced the re​ce​iver, the wo​man's soft vo​ice con​ti​nu​ed to ring ple​asantly in his ears.

    Futons we​re usu​al​ly only used in Japa​ne​se-style ro​oms, with ta​ta​mi-mat flo​ors. The​ir bed​ro​om was car​pe​ted, and had ori​gi​nal​ly had a Wes​tern-style bed in it, but when Yo​ko was born they to​ok it out. They co​uldn't ha​ve a baby sle​eping on a bed, but the ro​om was too small for a crib and a bed. So they we​re for​ced to get rid of the​ir do​ub​le bed and switch to fu​tons, rol​ling them up every mor​ning and spre​ading them out aga​in every night. They la​id two fu​tons si​de-by-si​de and the three of them slept to​get​her. Now Asa​ka​wa craw​led in​to the open spa​ce on the fu​tons. When the three of them went to bed at the sa​me ti​me, they al​ways slept in the sa​me po​si​ti​ons. But Shi​zu and Yo​ko we​re rest​less sle​epers, so when they went to bed be​fo​re Asa​ka​wa, it was less than an ho​ur be​fo​re they had rol​led aro​und and spraw​led all over. As a re​sult, Asa​ka​wa en​ded up ha​ving to fit him​self in​to wha​te​ver spa​ce was left. If he was go​ne, how long wo​uld it ta​ke for that spa​ce to be fil​led, Asa​ka​wa won​de​red. It wasn't that he was wor​ri​ed abo​ut Shi​zu re​mar​rying, ne​ces​sa​rily. It was just that so​me pe​op​le we​re ne​ver ab​le to fill the spa​ce left be​hind by the loss of a spo​use. Three ye​ars? Three ye​ars wo​uld be abo​ut right. Shi​zu wo​uld mo​ve back ho​me and let her pa​rents ta​ke ca​re of the baby whi​le she went to work. Asa​ka​wa for​ced him​self to ima​gi​ne her fa​ce, shi​ning with as much vi​ta​lity as co​uld be ex​pec​ted. He wan​ted her to be strong. He co​uldn't stand to ima​gi​ne the kind of hell his wi​fe and child wo​uld ha​ve to li​ve thro​ugh with him go​ne.

    Asakawa had met Shi​zu fi​ve ye​ars ago. He had just be​en trans​fer​red back to the ma​in Tok​yo of​fi​ce from the Chi​ba bu​re​au; she was wor​king in a tra​vel agency con​nec​ted with the Da​ily News con​g​lo​me​ra​te. She wor​ked on the third flo​or, he wor​ked on the se​venth, and they so​me​ti​mes saw each ot​her on the ele​va​tor, but that was the ex​tent of it un​til one day when he'd go​ne to the tra​vel agency to pick up so​me tic​kets. He was tra​vel​ling for a story, and as the per​son hand​ling his ar​ran​ge​ments wasn't in Shi​zu had ta​ken ca​re of him. She was just twenty-fi​ve and lo​ved to tra​vel, and her ga​ze told how much she en​vi​ed Asa​ka​wa be​ing ab​le to go all over the co​untry on as​sign​ments. In that ga​ze, he al​so saw a ref​lec​ti​on of the first girl he'd ever lo​ved. Now that they knew each ot​her's na​mes, they star​ted to ma​ke small talk when they ran in​to each ot​her on the ele​va​tor, and the​ir re​la​ti​ons​hip ra​pidly de​epe​ned. Two ye​ars la​ter they mar​ri​ed, af​ter an easy co​urts​hip with no obj​ec​ti​ons from eit​her set of pa​rents. Abo​ut six months be​fo​re the​ir wed​ding they had bo​ught the three-ro​om con​do in Ki​ta Shi​na​ga​wa-the​ir pa​rents had hel​ped with the down pay​ment. It wasn't that they'd an​ti​ci​pa​ted the spi​ke in land va​lue and had the​re​fo​re rus​hed to buy even be​fo​re the wed​ding. It was simply that they wan​ted to get the mort​ga​ge pa​id off as qu​ickly as pos​sib​le. But if they hadn't bo​ught when they did, they might ne​ver ha​ve be​en ab​le to af​ford to li​ve in the city li​ke this.

    

    Within a ye​ar, the​ir con​do had trip​led in va​lue. And the​ir monthly mort​ga​ge pay​ments we​re less than half of what they wo​uld ha​ve be​en pa​ying to rent. They we​re cons​tantly comp​la​ining that the pla​ce was too small, but in truth it cons​ti​tu​ted qu​ite an as​set for the co​up​le. Now Asa​ka​wa was glad he had so​met​hing to le​ave them. If Shi​zu used his li​fe in​su​ran​ce to pay off the mort​ga​ge, then the con​do wo​uld be​long to her and Yo​ko free and cle​ar.

    I think my po​licy pays twenty mil​li​on yen, but I'd bet​ter check, just to be su​re.
    His mind was clo​uded, but he men​tal​ly di​vi​ded up the mo​ney in dif​fe​rent ways, tel​ling him​self that he must wri​te down any fi​nan​ci​al ad​vi​ce that might oc​cur to him. He won​de​red how they'd ru​le his de​ath. De​ath by il​lness? Ac​ci​dent? Ho​mi​ci​de?

    In any ca​se, I'd bet​ter re​re​ad my in​su​ran​ce po​licy.
    Every night for the past three days he had go​ne to bed in a pes​si​mis​tic mo​od. He pon​de​red how to inf​lu​en​ce a world he wo​uld ha​ve di​sap​pe​ared from, and tho​ught abo​ut le​aving a sort of last tes​ta​ment.

    

    October 14-Sun​day
    The next mor​ning, Sun​day, Asa​ka​wa di​al​led Ryu​ji's num​ber as so​on as he wo​ke up.

    "Yeah?" ans​we​red Ryu​ji, so​un​ding for all the world li​ke he'd just wo​ken up. Asa​ka​wa im​me​di​ately re​mem​be​red his frust​ra​ti​on of the night be​fo​re, and bar​ked in​to the re​ce​iver. "Whe​re we​re you last night?"

    "Huh? Oh. Asa​ka​wa?"

    "You we​re sup​po​sed to call, we​ren't you?"

    "Oh, ye​ah. I was drunk. Col​le​ge girls the​se days su​re can drink. Su​re can do ot​her stuff, too, if you know what I me​an. Whoo-whee. I'm ex​ha​us​ted."

    Asakawa was mo​men​ta​rily at a loss: it was li​ke the past three days we​re just a dre​am. He felt fo​olish for ha​ving ta​ken everyt​hing so se​ri​o​usly.

    "Well, I'm on my way over. Wa​it for me," sa​id Asa​ka​wa, han​ging up the pho​ne.

    To get to Ryu​ji's pla​ce Asa​ka​wa ro​de the tra​in to East Na​ka​no and then wal​ked for ten mi​nu​tes in the di​rec​ti​on of Ka​mi Oc​hi​ai. As he wal​ked Asa​ka​wa ref​lec​ted ho​pe​ful​ly that even tho​ugh Ryu​ji had be​en out drin​king the night be​fo​re, he was still Ryu​ji. Su​rely he'd fo​und so​met​hing. May​be he'd even sol​ved the rid​dle, and he'd go​ne out drin​king and ca​ro​using to ce​leb​ra​te. The clo​ser he drew to Ryu​ji's apart​ment the mo​re up​be​at he be​ca​me, and he be​gan to walk fas​ter. Asa​ka​wa's emo​ti​ons we​re we​aring him out, bo​un​cing back and forth bet​we​en fe​ar and ho​pe, pes​si​mism and op​ti​mism.

    Ryuji ope​ned the do​or in his pa​j​amas. Un​kempt and uns​ha​ven, he'd ob​vi​o​usly just got out of bed. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't ta​ke his sho​es off fast eno​ugh, he was still in the entry​way when he as​ked, "Ha​ve you le​ar​ned anyt​hing?"

    "No, not re​al​ly. But co​me in," sa​id Ryu​ji, scratc​hing his he​ad vi​go​ro​usly. His eyes we​re un​fo​cu​sed and Asa​ka​wa knew at a glan​ce that his bra​in cells we​ren't awa​ke yet.

    "Come on, wa​ke up. Drink so​me cof​fee or so​met​hing." Fe​eling li​ke his ho​pes had be​en bet​ra​yed, Asa​ka​wa put the ket​tle on the sto​ve with a lo​ud clat​ter. Sud​denly he was ob​ses​sed with the ti​me.

    The two men sat cross-leg​ged on the flo​or in the front ro​om. Bo​oks we​re stac​ked all along one wall.

    "So tell me what you've tur​ned up," sa​id Ryu​ji, jig​gling his knee. The​re was no ti​me to was​te. Asa​ka​wa col​lec​ted everyt​hing he'd le​ar​ned the day be​fo​re and la​id it out chro​no​lo​gi​cal​ly. First he in​for​med Ryu​ji that the vi​deo had be​en re​cor​ded from the te​le​vi​si​on in the ca​bin be​gin​ning at 8 p.m. on August 26th.

    "Really?" Ryu​ji lo​oked surp​ri​sed. He, too, had as​su​med it had be​en ma​de on a vi​deo ca​me​ra and then bro​ught in la​ter.

    "Now, that's in​te​res​ting. But if the air​wa​ves we​re hi​j​ac​ked as you say, the​re sho​uld be ot​hers who saw the sa​me thing…"

    "Well, I cal​led our bu​re​a​us in Ata​mi and Mis​hi​ma and as​ked abo​ut that. But they say they ha​ven't re​ce​ived any re​ports of sus​pi​ci​o​us trans​mis​si​ons flying aro​und So​uth Ha​ko​ne on the night of August 26th."

    "I see, I see…" Ryu​ji fol​ded his arms and tho​ught for a whi​le. "Two pos​si​bi​li​ti​es co​me to mind. First, every​body who saw the trans​mis​si​on is de​ad. But hold on-when it was bro​ad​cast, the charm sho​uld ha​ve be​en in​tact. So… And, any​way, the lo​cal pa​pers ha​ven't pic​ked up on anyt​hing, right?"

    "Right. I've al​re​ady chec​ked that out. You me​an whet​her or not the​re we​re any ot​her vic​tims, right? The​re we​ren't. No​ne at all. If it was bro​ad​cast, then ot​her pe​op​le sho​uld ha​ve se​en it, but the​re ha​ven't be​en any ot​her vic​tims. Not even any ru​mo​urs."

    "But re​mem​ber when AIDS star​ted to ap​pe​ar in the ci​vi​li​zed world? At first doc​tors in Ame​ri​ca had no idea what was go​ing on. All they knew was that they we​re se​e​ing pe​op​le die from symptoms they'd ne​ver en​co​un​te​red be​fo​re. All they had was a sus​pi​ci​on of so​me stran​ge di​se​ase. They only star​ted cal​ling it AIDS two ye​ars af​ter it had ap​pe​ared. That kind of thing hap​pens."

    The mo​un​ta​ino​us val​leys west of the Tan​na Rid​ge only con​ta​ined a few scat​te​red farm​ho​uses, on the lo​wer re​ac​hes of the Ata​mi-Kan​na​mi High​way. If you ga​zed so​uth, all you co​uld see was So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land, iso​la​ted in its dre​amy al​pi​ne me​adows. Was so​met​hing in​vi​sib​le at work in that land? May​be lots of pe​op​le we​re dying sud​denly, but it just hadn't ma​de it in​to the news yet. It wasn't just AIDS: Ka​wa​sa​ki Di​se​ase, first dis​co​ve​red in Japan, had be​en aro​und for ten ye​ars be​fo​re it was of​fi​ci​al​ly re​cog​ni​zed as a new di​se​ase. It was still only a month and a half sin​ce the phan​tom bro​ad​cast had be​en ac​ci​den​tal​ly ca​ught on vi​de​ota​pe. It was qu​ite pos​sib​le that the syndro​me hadn't yet be​en re​cog​ni​zed. If Asa​ka​wa hadn't dis​co​ve​red the com​mon fac​tor in fo​ur de​aths-if his ni​ece hadn't be​en among them- this "illness" wo​uld pro​bably still be sle​eping un​derg​ro​und. That was even sca​ri​er. It usu​al​ly to​ok hund​reds, tho​usands, of de​aths be​fo​re so​met​hing was of​fi​ci​al​ly re​cog​ni​zed as a "di​se​ase".

    "We don't ha​ve ti​me to go do​or-to-do​or down the​re tal​king to re​si​dents. But, Ryu​ji, you men​ti​oned a se​cond pos​si​bi​lity."

    "Right. Se​cond, the only pe​op​le who saw it are us and the fo​ur yo​ung pe​op​le. Hey, do you think the gra​de scho​ol brat who re​cor​ded this knew that bro​ad​cast fre​qu​en​ci​es are dif​fe​rent from re​gi​on to re​gi​on? What they're sho​wing on Chan​nel 4 in Tok​yo might be bro​ad​cast on a comp​le​tely dif​fe​rent chan​nel out in the co​untry. A dumb kid wo​uldn't know that-may​be he set it to re​cord ac​cor​ding to the chan​nel he watc​hes in Tok​yo."

    

    "What are you get​ting at?"

    "Think abo​ut it. Do pe​op​le li​ke us, who li​ve in Tok​yo, ever turn to Chan​nel 2? It's not used he​re."

    Ah-ha. So the boy had set the VCR to a chan​nel a lo​cal wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve used. Sin​ce they we​re re​cor​ding whi​le watc​hing so​met​hing el​se, he hadn't ac​tu​al​ly se​en what was be​ing re​cor​ded. In any event, with the po​pu​la​ti​on so spar​se in tho​se mo​un​ta​ins, the​re co​uldn't be too many vi​ewers in the first pla​ce.

    "Either way, the re​al qu​es​ti​on is, whe​re did the bro​ad​cast ori​gi​na​te from?" It so​un​ded so simp​le when Ryu​ji sa​id it. But only an or​ga​ni​zed, sci​en​ti​fic in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on wo​uld be ab​le to de​ter​mi​ne the trans​mis​si​on's po​int of ori​gin.

    "W-wait a mi​nu​te. We're not even su​re yo​ur ba​sic pre​mi​se is right. It's only a gu​ess that the boy ac​ci​den​tal​ly re​cor​ded phan​tom air​wa​ves."

    "I know that. But if we wa​it for hund​red-per​cent pro​of be​fo​re pro​ce​eding, we'll ne​ver get anyw​he​re. This is our only le​ad."

    Airwaves. Asa​ka​wa's know​led​ge of sci​en​ce was paltry. He didn't even re​al​ly know what air​wa​ves we​re: he'd ha​ve to start his in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on the​re. The​re was not​hing to do but check it out. The bro​ad​cast's po​int of ori​gin. That me​ant he'd ha​ve to go back the​re. And af​ter to​day, the​re we​re only fo​ur days left.

    The next qu​es​ti​on was: who had era​sed the charm? If they al​lo​wed that the ta​pe had be​en re​cor​ded on-si​te, it co​uldn't ha​ve be​en any​body but the fo​ur vic​tims. Asa​ka​wa had chec​ked with the TV net​work and fo​und out when the yo​ung story​tel​ler, Shin​ra​ku San​yu​tei, had be​en a gu​est on The Night Show. They'd be​en right. The ans​wer that ca​me back was August 29th. It was al​most cer​ta​in that the fo​ur yo​ung pe​op​le had era​sed the charm.

    Asakawa to​ok se​ve​ral pho​to​co​pi​es from his bri​ef​ca​se. They we​re pho​tog​raphs of Mt Mi​ha​ra, on Izu Os​hi​ma Is​land. "What do you think?" he as​ked, sho​wing them to Ryu​ji.

    "Mt Mi​ha​ra, eh? I'd say this is de​fi​ni​tely the one."

    "How can you be su​re?"

    "Yesterday af​ter​no​on, I as​ked an eth​no​lo​gist at the uni​ver​sity abo​ut Granny's di​alect. He sa​id it wasn't used much any​mo​re, but that it was pro​bably one fo​und on Izu Os​hi​ma. In fact, it con​ta​ined fe​atu​res tra​ce​ab​le to the Sas​hi​ki​ji re​gi​on on the so​ut​hern tip of the is​land. He's pretty ca​uti​o​us, so he wo​uldn't swe​ar that that was it, but com​bi​ned with this pho​to I think we're sa​fe in as​su​ming that the di​alect is Izu Os​hi​ma's, and the mo​un​ta​in is Mt Mi​ha​ra. By the way, did you do any re​se​arch in​to Mt Mi​ha​ra's erup​ti​ons?"

    "Of co​ur​se. Sin​ce the war-and I think we're pro​bably okay in li​mi​ting our​sel​ves to erup​ti​ons sin​ce the war…" Con​si​de​ring de​ve​lop​ments in film tech​no​logy, this se​emed a sa​fe as​sump​ti​on.

    "Right."

    "Now, are you with me? Sin​ce the war, Mt Mi​ha​ra has erup​ted fo​ur ti​mes. The first ti​me was in 1950-1951. The se​cond was in '57, and the third was in '74. The fo​urth ti​me I'm su​re we both re​mem​ber well: the autumn of 1986. The '57 erup​ti​on pro​du​ced a new cra​ter; one per​son di​ed and fifty-three we​re inj​ured."

    "Considering when vi​deo ca​me​ras ca​me out, I'd gu​ess we're lo​oking at the '86 erup​ti​on, but I don't think we can be su​re yet."

    At this po​int Ryu​ji se​emed to re​mem​ber so​met​hing, and star​ted rum​ma​ging aro​und in his bag. He pul​led out a slip of pa​per. "Oh, yes. Evi​dently this is what she's sa​ying. The gent​le​man kindly trans​la​ted it in​to stan​dard Japa​ne​se for me."

    Asakawa lo​oked at the scrap of pa​per, on which was writ​ten:

    How has yo​ur he​alth be​en sin​ce then? If you spend all yo​ur ti​me pla​ying in the wa​ter, mons​ters are bo​und to get you. Un​ders​tand? Be ca​re​ful of stran​gers. Next ye​ar you 're go​ing to gi​ve birth to a child. You lis​ten to granny now, be​ca​use you're just a girl. The​re's no ne​ed to worry abo​ut lo​cal pe​op​le.
    Asakawa re​ad thro​ugh it twi​ce, ca​re​ful​ly, and then lo​oked up.

    "What is this? What do​es it me​an?"

    "How sho​uld I know? That's what you're go​ing to ha​ve to find out."

    "We've only got fo​ur days left!"

    Asakawa had too many things to do. He didn't know whe​re to start. His ner​ves we​re on ed​ge and he'd be​gun to lash out.

    "Look. I've got one mo​re day to spa​re than you. You're the po​int man on this. Act li​ke it. Gi​ve it yo​ur all."

    Suddenly mis​gi​vings be​gan to well up in Asa​ka​wa's he​art. Ryu​ji co​uld abu​se his ext​ra day. If, for examp​le, he ca​me up with two gu​es​ses as to the na​tu​re of the charm, he co​uld tell Asa​ka​wa abo​ut one, and wa​it for Asa​ka​wa's sur​vi​val or de​ath to tell him which one was right. That sing​le day co​uld turn in​to a po​wer​ful we​apon.

    "It do​esn't re​al​ly mat​ter to you if I li​ve or die, do​es it, Ryu​ji? Sit​ting the​re calmly li​ke that, la​ug​hing…" Asa​ka​wa wa​iled, kno​wing as he did that he was be​co​ming sha​me​ful​ly hyste​ri​cal.

    "You're tal​king li​ke a wo​man now. If you've got ti​me to bitch and whi​ne li​ke that you ought to use yo​ur he​ad a bit mo​re."

    Asakawa still gla​red at him re​sent​ful​ly.

    "I me​an, how wo​uld you pre​fer I put it? You're my best fri​end. I don't want you to die. I'm do​ing my best. I want you to do yo​ur best, too. We both ha​ve to do our best, for each ot​her. Happy now?" Mid​way thro​ugh his spe​ech Ryu​ji's to​ne sud​denly be​ca​me chil​dish, and he fi​nis​hed with an obs​ce​ne la​ugh.

    As he la​ug​hed, the front do​or ope​ned. Start​led, Asa​ka​wa le​aned over and pe​ered thro​ugh the kitc​hen at the entry hall. A yo​ung wo​man was ben​ding over to re​mo​ve a pa​ir of whi​te pumps. Her ha​ir was cut short, brus​hing the tops of her ears, and her ear​rings gle​amed whi​te. She to​ok her sho​es off and ra​ised her ga​ze, her eyes me​eting Asa​ka​wa's.

    "Oh, par​don me. I tho​ught the Pro​fes​sor was alo​ne," sa​id the wo​man, co​ve​ring her mo​uth with her hand. Her ele​gant body lan​gu​age and her pu​re whi​te out​fit clas​hed ut​terly with the apart​ment. Her legs be​low her skirt we​re slim and wil​lowy, her fa​ce slen​der and in​tel​li​gent; she lo​oked li​ke a cer​ta​in fe​ma​le no​ve​list who ap​pe​ared in TV com​mer​ci​als.

    "Come in." Ryu​ji's to​ne had chan​ged. The vul​ga​rity was con​ce​aled be​ne​ath a new​fo​und dig​nity. "Allow me to int​ro​du​ce you. This is Miss Mai Ta​ka​no from the phi​lo​sophy de​part​ment at Fu​ku​za​wa Uni​ver​sity. She's one of the de​part​ment's star pu​pils, and al​ways pays clo​se at​ten​ti​on in my clas​ses. She's pro​bably the only one who re​al​ly un​ders​tands my lec​tu​res. This is Ka​zu​yu​ki Asa​ka​wa, from the Da​ily News. He's my… best fri​end."

    Mai Ta​ka​no lo​oked at Asa​ka​wa with so​me surp​ri​se. At this po​int he still didn't know why she sho​uld be surp​ri​sed. "Ple​ased to me​et you," sa​id Mai, with a thril​ling lit​tle smi​le and bow. The kind of smi​le that ma​de any on​lo​oker fe​el ref​res​hed. Asa​ka​wa had ne​ver met such a be​a​uti​ful wo​man. The fi​ne tex​tu​re of her skin, the way her eyes glo​wed, the per​fect ba​lan​ce of her fi​gu​re-not to men​ti​on the in​tel​li​gen​ce, class, and kind​ness she ra​di​ated from wit​hin. The​re was li​te​ral​ly not​hing to find fa​ult with in this wo​man. Asa​ka​wa shrank back li​ke a frog from a sna​ke. Words fa​iled him.

    "Hey, say so​met​hing." Ryu​ji el​bo​wed him in the ribs.

    "Hello," he sa​id fi​nal​ly, awk​wardly, but his ga​ze was still trans​fi​xed.

    "Professor, we​re you out last night?" as​ked Mai, gra​ce​ful​ly sli​ding her stoc​kin​ged fe​et two or three steps clo​ser.

    "Actually, Ta​ka​ba​yas​hi and Ya​gi in​vi​ted me out with them, so…"

    Now that they we​re stan​ding next to each ot​her, Asa​ka​wa co​uld see that Mai was a go​od ten cen​ti​met​res tal​ler than Ryu​ji. She pro​bably only we​ig​hed half as much as he did, tho​ugh.

    "I wish you'd tell me if you're not co​ming ho​me. I wa​ited up for you."

    Asakawa sud​denly re​tur​ned to his sen​ses. This was the vo​ice he'd spo​ken to last night. This was the wo​man who'd ans​we​red the pho​ne when he'd cal​led.

    

    Meanwhile, Ryu​ji was han​ging his he​ad li​ke a boy scol​ded by his mot​her.

    "Well, ne​ver mind. I'll for​gi​ve you this ti​me. He​re, I bro​ught you so​met​hing." She held out a pa​per bag. "I was​hed yo​ur un​der​we​ar for you. I was go​ing to stra​igh​ten up he​re, too, but you get angry when I mo​ve yo​ur bo​oks."

    From this exc​han​ge Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't help but gu​ess the na​tu​re of the​ir re​la​ti​ons​hip. It was ob​vi​o​us that they we​re not only te​ac​her and stu​dent, but lo​vers as well. On top of that, she'd wa​ited he​re alo​ne for him last night! We​re they that clo​se? He felt the kind of an​no​yan​ce he so​me​ti​mes felt when he saw a badly mis​matc​hed co​up​le, but this went far be​yond that. Everyt​hing to do with Ryu​ji was crazy. Then the​re was the lo​ve in Ryu​ji's eyes as he ga​zed at Mai. He was li​ke a cha​me​le​on, chan​ging his exp​res​si​on, even his spe​ech pat​terns. For an ins​tant, Asa​ka​wa was mad eno​ugh to want to open Mai's eyes by ex​po​sing Ryu​ji's cri​mes.

    "It's ne​arly lunch​ti​me, Pro​fes​sor. Shall I fix so​met​hing? Mr Asa​ka​wa, you'll be sta​ying too, won't you? Ha​ve you any re​qu​ests?"

    Asakawa lo​oked at Ryu​ji, un​cer​ta​in how to res​pond.

    "Don't be shy. Mai's qu​ite the chef."

    "I'll le​ave it up to you," Asa​ka​wa fi​nal​ly ma​na​ged to say.

    Mai im​me​di​ately left for a ne​arby mar​ket to buy ing​re​di​ents for lunch. Even af​ter she had go​ne, Asa​ka​wa sta​red dre​amily to​ward the do​or.

    "Man, you lo​ok li​ke a de​er ca​ught in the he​ad​lights of a car," sa​id Ryu​ji with an amu​sed le​er.

    "Oh, sorry."

    "Look, we don't ha​ve ti​me for you to spa​ce out li​ke this." Ryu​ji slap​ped Asa​ka​wa lightly on the che​ek. "We ha​ve things to talk abo​ut whi​le she's go​ne."

    "You ha​ven't shown Mai the vi​deo."

    "What do you think I am?"

    "Okay, then. Let's get thro​ugh it. I'll go af​ter we eat."

    "Right, now the first thing you ha​ve to find is the an​ten​na."

    "The an​ten​na?"

    "You know, the spot whe​re the bro​ad​cast ori​gi​na​ted."

    He co​uldn't af​ford to re​lax, then. On the way ho​me he'd ha​ve to stop by the lib​rary and re​ad up on air​wa​ves. Part of him wan​ted to rush down to So​uth Ha​ko​ne now, but he knew it wo​uld be qu​ic​ker in the long run to do so​me backg​ro​und re​ading first, to get an idea of what he was lo​oking for. The mo​re he knew abo​ut the cha​rac​te​ris​tics of air​wa​ves, and abo​ut how to track down pi​ra​te bro​ad​casts, the mo​re op​ti​ons he'd be ab​le to gi​ve him​self.

    There was a mo​un​ta​in of things to be do​ne. But now Asa​ka​wa felt dist​rac​ted, his tho​ughts so​mew​he​re el​se. He co​uldn't get her fa​ce, her body, out of his mind. Why was Mai with a guy li​ke Ryu​ji? He felt both puz​zled and angry.

    "Hey, are you lis​te​ning to me?" Ryu​ji's vo​ice bro​ught Asa​ka​wa back down to earth. "The​re was a sce​ne in the vi​deo with a baby boy, re​mem​ber?"

    "Yes." He cha​sed Mai's ima​ge from his mind mo​men​ta​rily and re​cal​led the vi​si​on of the new​born, co​ve​red in slip​pery am​ni​otic flu​id. But the tran​si​ti​on didn't go well; he en​ded up ima​gi​ning Mai wet and na​ked.

    "When I saw that sce​ne I got a stran​ge sen​sa​ti​on in my own hands. Al​most as if I we​re hol​ding that boy myself."

    Sensation. Hol​ding so​me​one. In the arms of his ima​gi​na​ti​on he was hol​ding first Mai and then the baby boy, in blin​ding suc​ces​si​on. Then, fi​nal​ly, he had it-the fe​eling he'd had watc​hing the vi​deo, of hol​ding the in​fant and then thro​wing both hands up in the air. Ryu​ji had felt the exact sa​me sen​sa​ti​on. This had to be sig​ni​fi​cant.

    "I felt it too. I de​fi​ni​tely felt so​met​hing wet and slip​pery."

    "You too, huh? So what do​es it me​an?"

    Ryuji got down on all fo​urs, brin​ging his fa​ce up clo​se to the te​le​vi​si​on scre​en as he rep​la​yed that sce​ne. It las​ted abo​ut two mi​nu​tes, the baby boy gi​ving his birth-cry all the whi​le. They co​uld see a pa​ir of gra​ce​ful hands be​ne​ath the child's he​ad and bot​tom.

    

    "Wait a mi​nu​te, what's this?" Ryu​ji pa​used the vi​deo and be​gan to ad​van​ce it a fra​me at a ti​me. Just for a se​cond the scre​en went dark. Watc​hing it at nor​mal spe​ed it was so bri​ef as to be hardly no​ti​ce​ab​le. But watc​hing it over and over, fra​me by fra​me, it was pos​sib​le to pick out mo​ments of to​tal black​ness.

    "There it is aga​in," cri​ed Ryu​ji. For a ti​me he arc​hed his back li​ke a cat and sta​red at the scre​en in​tently, and then he mo​ved his he​ad back and his eyes dar​ted aro​und the ro​om. He was thin​king fu​ri​o​usly, Asa​ka​wa co​uld tell by the mo​ve​ments of his eyes. But he had no idea what Ryu​ji was thin​king. In all, the scre​en went dark thirty-three ti​mes du​ring the co​ur​se of the two-mi​nu​te sce​ne.

    "So what? Are you tel​ling me you've be​en ab​le to fi​gu​re so​met​hing out just from this? It's just a glitch in the fil​ming. The vi​deo ca​me​ra was de​fec​ti​ve."

    Ryuji ig​no​red Asa​ka​wa's com​ment and be​gan to se​arch thro​ugh ot​her sce​nes. They he​ard fo​ots​teps on the out​si​de sta​irs. Ryu​ji hur​ri​edly pus​hed the stop but​ton.

    Finally the front do​or ope​ned and Mai ap​pe​ared, sa​ying, "I'm back." The ro​om was on​ce aga​in wrap​ped in her frag​ran​ce.

    It was Sun​day af​ter​no​on, and fa​mi​li​es with child​ren we​re pla​ying on the lawn in front of the city lib​rary. So​me fat​hers we​re pla​ying catch with the​ir boys; ot​hers we​re lying on the grass, let​ting the​ir kids play. It was a be​a​uti​ful cle​ar Sun​day af​ter​no​on in mid-Octo​ber, and the world se​emed blan​ke​ted in pe​ace.

    Faced with the sce​ne, Asa​ka​wa sud​denly wan​ted not​hing mo​re than to rush ho​me. He'd spent so​me ti​me on the fo​urth flo​or in the na​tu​ral sci​en​ces sec​ti​on, bo​ning up on air​wa​ves, and now he was just sta​ring out the win​dow, lo​oking at not​hing in par​ti​cu​lar. All day he'd fo​und him​self drif​ting off li​ke this. All sorts of tho​ughts wo​uld co​me to him, wit​ho​ut rhyme or re​ason; he co​uldn't con​cent​ra​te. Pro​bably it was be​ca​use he was im​pa​ti​ent. He sto​od up. He wan​ted to see the fa​ces of his wi​fe and child, now. He was over​co​me with the tho​ught. Now. He didn't ha​ve much ti​me left. Ti​me to play with his da​ugh​ter on the lawn li​ke that…

    Asakawa got ho​me just be​fo​re fi​ve. Shi​zu was ma​king din​ner. He co​uld re​ad her bad mo​od as he sto​od be​hind her and watc​hed her sli​ce ve​ge​tab​les. He knew the re​ason, too-all too well. He fi​nal​ly had a day off, but he'd left her early that mor​ning, sa​ying only, "I'm go​ing to Ryu​ji's pla​ce." If he didn't lo​ok af​ter Yo​ko on​ce in a whi​le, at le​ast when he had a day off, Shi​zu ten​ded to fe​el swam​ped by the stres​ses of ra​ising a child. And to top it off, he'd be​en with Ryu​ji. That was the prob​lem. He co​uld ha​ve just li​ed to her, but then she wo​uldn't ha​ve be​en ab​le to con​tact him in an emer​gency.

    "There was a call from a re​al​tor/' sa​id Shi​zu, not mis​sing a be​at with the kni​fe.

    "What abo​ut?"

    "He as​ked if we we​re thin​king abo​ut sel​ling."

    Asakawa had sat Yo​ko on his knee and was re​ading her a pic​tu​re bo​ok. She most li​kely didn't un​ders​tand, but they we​re ho​ping that if they ex​po​sed her to a lot of words now, may​be they'd ac​cu​mu​la​te in her he​ad and then co​me flo​wing out li​ke a burst dam when she got to be two or so.

    "Did he ma​ke a go​od of​fer?"

    Ever sin​ce land pri​ces had be​gun to skyroc​ket, re​al​tors had be​en trying to get them to sell.

    "Seventy mil​li​on yen."

    That was less than be​fo​re. Still, it was eno​ugh to le​ave qu​ite a bit for Shi​zu and Yo​ko, even af​ter they pa​id off the mort​ga​ge.

    "So what did you tell him?"

    Wiping her hands on a to​wel, Shi​zu fi​nal​ly tur​ned aro​und. "I told him my hus​band wasn't ho​me."

    That's how it al​ways went. My hus​band's not at ho​me, she'd say, or I'd ha​ve to talk it over with my hus​band first. Shi​zu ne​ver de​ci​ded anyt​hing on her own. He was af​ra​id she'd ha​ve to start so​on.

    "What do you think? May​be it's abo​ut ti​me we con​si​de​red it. We'd ha​ve eno​ugh to buy a ho​use in the su​burbs, with a yard. The re​al​tor sa​id so, too."

    It was the fa​mily's mo​dest dre​am: to sell the con​do they we​re li​ving in now and bu​ild a big ho​use in the su​burbs. Wit​ho​ut ca​pi​tal, a dre​am was all it wo​uld ever be. But they did ha​ve this one po​wer​ful as​set: a con​do in the he​art of the city. They had the me​ans to ma​ke that dre​am co​me true, and every ti​me they spo​ke of it now it was with ex​ci​te​ment. It was right the​re-all they had to do was re​ach out the​ir hands…

    "And then, you know, we co​uld ha​ve anot​her baby, too." It was per​fectly cle​ar to Asa​ka​wa just what Shi​zu was se​e​ing in her mind's eye. A spa​ci​o​us su​bur​ban re​si​den​ce, with a se​pa​ra​te study ro​om for each of the​ir two or three kids, and a li​ving ro​om lar​ge eno​ugh that she ne​edn't be em​bar​ras​sed no mat​ter how many gu​ests drop​ped in. Yo​ko, on his knee, star​ted to act up. She'd no​ti​ced that her daddy's eyes had stra​yed from the pic​tu​re bo​ok, that his at​ten​ti​on was fo​cus​sed on so​met​hing be​si​des her​self, and she was re​gis​te​ring her obj​ec​ti​ons. Asa​ka​wa lo​oked at the pic​tu​re bo​ok on​ce mo​re.

    "Long, long ago Marshy-land was cal​led Marshy-be​ach, be​ca​use the re​ed-thick mars​hes stretc​hed all the way down to the se​as​ho​re."
    As he re​ad alo​ud, Asa​ka​wa felt te​ars well up in his eyes. He wan​ted to ma​ke his wi​fe's dre​am co​me true. He re​al​ly did. But he only had fo​ur days left. Wo​uld his wi​fe be ab​le to co​pe when he di​ed of unk​nown ca​uses? She didn't yet know how fra​gi​le her dre​am was, how so​on it wo​uld co​me cras​hing down.

    By 9 p.m. Shi​zu and Yo​ko we​re as​le​ep as usu​al. Asa​ka​wa was pre​oc​cu​pi​ed by the last thing Ryu​ji had bro​ught up. Why did he ke​ep rep​la​ying the sce​ne with the baby? And what abo​ut that old wo​man's wor​ds-"Next ye​ar you're go​ing to ha​ve a child." Was the​re a con​nec​ti​on bet​we​en the baby boy and the child the old wo​man men​ti​oned? And what abo​ut the mo​ments of to​tal black​ness? Thirty-odd ti​mes they oc​cur​red, at var​ying in​ter​vals.

    Asakawa tho​ught he'd watch the vi​deo aga​in, to try and con​firm this. Ryu​ji had be​en lo​oking for so​met​hing spe​ci​fic, no mat​ter how cap​ri​ci​o​us it had se​emed at the ti​me. Ryu​ji had gre​at po​wers of lo​gic, of co​ur​se, but he al​so had a fi​nely tu​ned sen​se of in​tu​iti​on. Asa​ka​wa, on the ot​her hand, spe​ci​ali​zed in the work of drag​ging out the truth thro​ugh pa​ins​ta​king in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on.

    Asakawa ope​ned the ca​bi​net and pic​ked up the vi​de​ota​pe. He went to in​sert it in​to the vi​deo deck, but just at that mo​ment, he no​ti​ced so​met​hing that sta​yed his hand. Wa​it a mi​nu​te, so​met​hing's not right. He wasn't su​re what it was, but his sixth sen​se was tel​ling him so​met​hing was out of the or​di​nary. Mo​re and mo​re he was su​re that it wasn't just his ima​gi​na​ti​on. He re​al​ly had felt so​met​hing was funny when he to​uc​hed the ta​pe. So​met​hing had chan​ged, ever so slightly.

    What is it? What's dif​fe​rent? His he​art was po​un​ding. This is bad. Not​hing abo​ut this is get​ting any bet​ter. Think, man, try to re​mem​ber. The last ti​me I watc​hed this… I re​wo​und it. And now the ta​pe's in the mid​dle. Abo​ut a third of the way thro​ugh. That's right abo​ut whe​re the ima​ges end, and it hasn 't be​en re​wo​und. So​me​body watc​hed it whi​le I was away.
    Asakawa ran to the bed​ro​om. Shi​zu and Yo​ko we​re as​le​ep, all tang​led up to​get​her. Asa​ka​wa rol​led his wi​fe over and sho​ok her by the sho​ul​der.

    "Wake up. Shi​zu! Wa​ke up!" He kept his vo​ice low, trying not to awa​ken Yo​ko. Shi​zu twis​ted her fa​ce in​to a scowl and tri​ed to squ​irm away.

    "I sa​id, wa​ke up!" His vo​ice so​un​ded dif​fe​rent from usu​al.

    "What… what's wrong?"

    "We ha​ve to talk. Co​me on."

    Asakawa drag​ged his wi​fe out of bed and pul​led her in​to the di​ning ro​om. Then he held the ta​pe out to her. "Did you watch this?"

    Taken aback by the fe​ro​city of his to​ne, Shi​zu co​uld only lo​ok back and forth from the ta​pe to her hus​band's fa​ce. Fi​nal​ly, she sa​id, "Was I not sup​po​sed to?"

    What're you so mad abo​ut? she tho​ught. He​re it is Sun​day, and you're off so​mew​he​re, and I'm bo​red. And then the​re was that ta​pe you and Ryu​ji we​re whis​pe​ring over, so I pul​led it out. But it wasn 't even in​te​res​ting. Pro​bably just so​met​hing the boys in the of​fi​ce co​oked up any​way. Shi​zu re​ma​ined si​lent, only tal​king back in her mind. The​re's no call for you to get so up​set abo​ut it.
    For the first ti​me in his mar​ri​ed li​fe, Asa​ka​wa felt a de​si​re to hit his wi​fe. "You… idi​ot!" But so​me​how he ma​na​ged to re​sist the ur​ge and just sto​od the​re, fist clenc​hed. Calm down and think. It's yo​ur own fa​ult. You sho​uldn't ha​ve left it whe​re she co​uld see it. Shi​zu ne​ver even ope​ned ma​il ad​dres​sed to him; he'd fi​gu​red it was sa​fe just le​aving the ta​pe in the ca​bi​net. Why didn’t I hi​de it? Af​ter all, she ca​me in the ro​om whi​le Ryu​ji and I we​re watc​hing it. Of co​ur​se she'd be cu​ri​o​us abo​ut it. I was wrong not to hi​de it.
    "I'm sorry," Shi​zu mumb​led, dis​con​ten​tedly.

    "When did you watch it?" Asa​ka​wa's vo​ice sho​ok.

    "This mor​ning."

    "Really?"

    Shizu had no way of kno​wing how im​por​tant it was to know exactly when she watc​hed it. She just nod​ded, curtly.

    "What ti​me?"

    "Why do you ask?"

    "Just tell me!" Asa​ka​wa's hand star​ted to mo​ve aga​in.

    

    "Around ten-thirty, may​be. It was right af​ter Mas​ked Ri​der en​ded."

    Masked Ri​der? That was a child​ren's show. Yo​ko was the only one in the fa​mily who'd ha​ve any in​te​rest in that. Asa​ka​wa fo​ught des​pe​ra​tely to ke​ep from col​lap​sing.

    "Now, this is very im​por​tant, so lis​ten to me. Whi​le you we​re watc​hing this vi​deo, whe​re was Yo​ko?"

    Shizu lo​oked li​ke she was abo​ut to burst in​to te​ars.

    "On my lap."

    "Yoko, too? You're sa​ying both of you… watc​hed… this vi​deo?"

    "She was just watc​hing the scre​en flic​ker-she didn't un​ders​tand it."

    "Shut up! That do​esn't mat​ter!"

    This was no lon​ger just a mat​ter of dest​ro​ying his wi​fe's dre​ams of a ho​use in the su​burbs. The en​ti​re fa​mily was thre​ate​ned now-they co​uld all pe​rish. They'd all die an ut​terly me​aning​less de​ath.

    As she ob​ser​ved her hus​band's an​ger, fe​ar, and des​pa​ir, Shi​zu be​gan to re​ali​ze the se​ri​o​us​ness of the si​tu​ati​on. "Hey… that was just a… a joke, right?"

    She re​cal​led the words at the end of the vi​deo. At the ti​me she'd dis​mis​sed them as just a tas​te​less prank. They co​uldn't be re​al. But what abo​ut the way her hus​band was ac​ting?

    

    "It's not for re​al, right? Right?"

    Asakawa co​uldn't res​pond. He me​rely sho​ok his he​ad. Then he was fil​led with ten​der​ness for the ones who now sha​red his fa​te.
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    October 15-Mon​day
    Every mor​ning when he wo​ke up now, Asa​ka​wa fo​und him​self wis​hing that it had all be​en a dre​am. He cal​led a rent-a-car pla​ce in the ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od and told them that he'd be in on sche​du​le to pick up the car he'd re​ser​ved. They had his re​ser​va​ti​on on fi​le, no mis​ta​ke. Re​ality marc​hed on wit​ho​ut a bre​ak.

    He ne​eded a way to get aro​und if he was go​ing to try and find out whe​re that bro​ad​cast had ori​gi​na​ted. It wo​uld be too hard to bre​ak in on TV fre​qu​en​ci​es with an off-the-shelf wi​re​less trans​mit​ter; he fi​gu​red that it had to ha​ve be​en do​ne with an ex​pertly mo​di​fi​ed unit. And the ima​ge on the ta​pe was cle​ar, with no in​ter​fe​ren​ce. That me​ant that the sig​nal had to ha​ve be​en strong, and clo​se. With mo​re in​for​ma​ti​on he might ha​ve be​en ab​le to es​tab​lish the area in which the bro​ad​cast was re​ce​ivab​le, and thus to pin​po​int the po​int of ori​gin. But all he had to go on was the fact that the te​le​vi​si​on in Vil​la Log Ca​bin B-4 had pic​ked up the trans​mis​si​on. All he co​uld do was go the​re, check out the lay of the land, and then start go​ing over the area with a fi​ne-to​ot​hed comb. He had no idea how long it wo​uld ta​ke. He pac​ked eno​ugh clot​hes for three days. He cer​ta​inly wo​uldn't ne​ed any mo​re than that.

    He and Shi​zu lo​oked at each ot​her, but Shi​zu didn't say anyt​hing abo​ut the vi​deo. Asa​ka​wa hadn't be​en ab​le to think of a go​od lie, and so he'd let her go to bed with only the va​gu​est of ex​cu​ses abo​ut the thre​at of de​ath in a we​ek. For her part, Shi​zu se​emed to fe​ar fin​ding out anyt​hing spe​ci​fic, and se​emed happy to let things re​ma​in am​bi​gu​o​us and unexp​la​ined. Rat​her than qu​es​ti​oning him li​ke she usu​al​ly wo​uld, she se​emed to gu​ess at so​met​hing on her own that ma​de her ke​ep an eerie si​len​ce. Asa​ka​wa didn't know exactly how she was in​terp​re​ting things, but it didn't se​em to as​su​age her une​asi​ness. As she watc​hed her usu​al mor​ning so​ap ope​ra on TV she se​emed ext​ra​or​di​na​rily sen​si​ti​ve to no​ises from out​si​de, star​ting from her se​at any num​ber of ti​mes.

    "Let's just not talk abo​ut this, okay? I don't ha​ve any ans​wers for you. Just let me hand​le it." This was all Asa​ka​wa co​uld think to say to calm his wi​fe's an​xi​eti​es. He co​uldn't al​low him​self to ap​pe​ar we​ak to his wi​fe.

    Just as he was step​ping out of the ho​use, as if on cue, the pho​ne rang. It was Ryu​ji.

    "I've ma​de a fas​ci​na​ting dis​co​very. I want you to tell me what you think." The​re was a hint of ex​ci​te​ment in Ryu​ji's vo​ice.

    "Can't you tell me abo​ut it over the pho​ne? I'm sup​po​sed to go pick up a ren​tal car."

    "A ren​tal car?"

    "You're the one who told me to find out whe​re the bro​ad​cast ori​gi​na​ted from."

    "Right, right. Lis​ten, put that on the back bur​ner for a whi​le and get over he​re. May​be you don't ha​ve to go lo​oking for an an​ten​na af​ter all. May​be that who​le pre​mi​se will just crumb​le away."

    Asakawa de​ci​ded to pick the car up first any​way, so that if he still ne​eded to go to So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land, he co​uld le​ave stra​ight from Ryu​ji's pla​ce.

    Asakawa par​ked the car with two whe​els up on the si​de​walk and ban​ged on Ryu​ji's do​or.

    "Enter! It's un​loc​ked."

    Asakawa jer​ked the do​or open and de​li​be​ra​tely stom​ped thro​ugh the kitc​hen. "So what's this big dis​co​very?" he as​ked, for​ce​ful​ly.

    "What's eating you?" Ryu​ji glan​ced over from whe​re he sat, cross-leg​ged on the flo​or.

    "Just hurry up and tell me what you've fo​und!"

    "Relax!"

    "How am I sup​po​sed to re​lax? Just tell me, al​re​ady!"

    Ryuji held his ton​gue for a mo​ment. Then, gently, he as​ked, "What's wrong? Did so​met​hing hap​pen?"

    Asakawa plop​ped him​self down in the mid​dle of the flo​or, clenc​hing his hands on his kne​es. "My wi​fe and… my wi​fe and da​ugh​ter watc​hed that pi​ece of shit."

    "Well, that's a hell of a thing. I'm sorry to he​ar that." Ryu​ji watc​hed un​til Asa​ka​wa be​gan to re​ga​in his com​po​su​re. The lat​ter sne​ezed on​ce and blew his no​se lo​udly.

    "Well, you want to sa​ve them too, don't you?"

    Asakawa nod​ded his he​ad li​ke a lit​tle boy.

    "Well then, all the mo​re re​ason to ke​ep a co​ol he​ad. So I won't tell you my conc​lu​si​ons. I'll just lay out the evi​den​ce. I want to see what the evi​den​ce sug​gests to you first. That's why I co​uldn't ha​ve you ex​ci​ted li​ke that, see."

    "I un​ders​tand," Asa​ka​wa sa​id, me​ekly.

    "Now go wash yo​ur fa​ce or so​met​hing. Pull yo​ur​self to​get​her."

    Asakawa co​uld cry in front of Ryu​ji. Ryu​ji was the out​let for all the emo​ti​ons he co​uldn't bre​ak down and show his wi​fe.

    He ca​me back in​to the ro​om, wi​ping his fa​ce with a to​wel, and Ryu​ji held out a pi​ece of pa​per. On it was a simp​le chart:

    

    1) Int​ro 83se​conds [0] abst​ract

    2) Red flu​id 49 [0] abst​ract

    3) Mt Mi​ha​ra 55 [11] re​al

    4) Mt Mi​ha​ra erup​ting 32 [6] re​al

    5) The word 'mo​un​ta​in' 56 [0] abst​ract

    6) Di​ce 103 [0] abst​ract

    7) Old wo​man 111 [0] abst​ract

    8) In​fant 125 [33] re​al

    9) Fa​ces 117 [0] abst​ract

    10) Old TV 141 [35] re​al

    11) Man's fa​ce 186 [44] re​al

    12) En​ding 132 [0] abst​ract

    

    Some things we​re cle​ar at a glan​ce. Ryu​ji had bro​ken down the vi​deo in​to se​pa​ra​te sce​nes.

    "Last night I sud​denly got the idea for this. You see what it is, right? The vi​deo con​sists of twel​ve sce​nes. I've gi​ven each one a num​ber and a na​me. The num​ber af​ter the na​me is the length of the sce​ne in se​conds. The next num​ber, in brac​kets, is-are you with me?- the num​ber of ti​mes the scre​en go​es dark du​ring that sce​ne."

    Asakawa's exp​res​si​on was full of do​ubt.

    "After you left yes​ter​day I star​ted to exa​mi​ne ot​her sce​nes be​si​des the one with the in​fant. To see if they had any of the​se ins​tants of dark​ness, too. And, lo and be​hold, the​re we​re, in sce​nes 3, 4, 8, 10, and 11."

    

    "The next co​lumn says 're​al' or 'abstract.' What's that?"

    "Broadly spe​aking, we can di​vi​de the twel​ve sce​nes in​to the​se two ca​te​go​ri​es. The abst​ract sce​nes, the ones li​ke ima​ges in the mind, what I sup​po​se we co​uld al​most call men​tal lands​ca​pes. And the re​al ones, sce​nes of things that re​al​ly exist, that you co​uld ac​tu​al​ly lo​ok at with yo​ur eyes. That's how I di​vi​ded them up."

    Here Ryu​ji pa​used for a se​cond.

    "Now, lo​ok at the chart. No​ti​ce anyt​hing?"

    "Well, yo​ur black cur​ta​in only co​mes down on the 're​al' sce​nes."

    "Right. That's ab​so​lu​tely right. Ke​ep that in mind."

    "Ryuji, this is get​ting an​no​ying. Hurry up and tell me what you're dri​ving at. What do​es this me​an?"

    "Now, now, hold yo​ur hor​ses. So​me​ti​mes when one is gi​ven the ans​wers up front it dulls one's in​tu​iti​on. My in​tu​iti​on has al​re​ady led me to a conc​lu​si​on. And now that I ha​ve that in mind, I'll twist any phe​no​me​non to ra​ti​ona​li​ze hol​ding on​to that conc​lu​si​on. It's li​ke that in cri​mi​nal in​ves​ti​ga​ti​ons, too, isn't it? On​ce you get the no​ti​on that he's the guy, it sud​denly se​ems li​ke all the evi​den​ce ag​re​es with you. See, we can't af​ford to wan​der off the track he​re. I ne​ed you to back up my conc​lu​si​on. That is, I want to see, on​ce you've ta​ken a lo​ok at the evi​den​ce, if yo​ur in​tu​iti​on tells you the sa​me thing mi​ne told me."

    "Okay, okay. Get on with it."

    "Alright: the black cur​ta​in only ap​pe​ars when the scre​en is sho​wing re​al lands​ca​pes. We've es​tab​lis​hed that. Now, cast yo​ur mind back on the sen​sa​ti​ons you felt the first ti​me you saw the​se ima​ges. We dis​cus​sed the sce​ne with the in​fant yes​ter​day. Anyt​hing be​si​des that? What abo​ut the sce​ne with all the fa​ces?"

    Ryuji used the re​mo​te to find the sce​ne. "Ta​ke a go​od, long lo​ok at tho​se fa​ces."

    The wall of do​zens of fa​ces slowly ret​re​ated, the num​ber swel​ling in​to the hund​reds, the tho​usands. When he lo​oked clo​sely at them, each one se​emed dif​fe​rent, just li​ke re​al fa​ces.

    "How do​es this ma​ke you fe​el?" Ryu​ji as​ked.

    "Like so​me​how I'm the one be​ing rep​ro​ac​hed. Li​ke they're cal​ling me a li​ar, a fra​ud."

    "Right. As it hap​pens, I felt the sa​me thing- or, at le​ast, what I felt was very si​mi​lar to the sen​sa​ti​on you're desc​ri​bing."

    Asakawa tri​ed to con​cent​ra​te his ner​ves on whe​re this fact led. Ryu​ji was awa​iting a cle​ar res​pon​se.

    "Well?" as​ked Ryu​ji aga​in.

    Asakawa sho​ok his he​ad. "It's no go​od. I've got not​hing."

    "Well, if you had the le​isu​re to spend mo​re ti​me thin​king abo​ut it, you might no​ti​ce the sa​me thing I did. See, both of us ha​ve be​en thin​king that the​se ima​ges we​re cap​tu​red by a TV ca​me​ra, in ot​her words by a mac​hi​ne with a lens. No?"

    "They we​ren't?"

    "Well, what's this black cur​ta​in that mo​men​ta​rily co​vers the scre​en?"

    Ryuji ad​van​ced the film fra​me by fra​me un​til the scre​en went black. It sta​yed black for three or fo​ur fra​mes. If you cal​cu​la​ted one fra​me at a thir​ti​eth of a se​cond, then the dark​ness las​ted for abo​ut a tenth of a se​cond.

    "Why do​es this hap​pen in the re​al sce​nes and not the ima​gi​ned ones? Lo​ok mo​re clo​sely at the scre​en. It's not comp​le​tely black."

    Asakawa bro​ught his fa​ce clo​ser to the scre​en. In​de​ed, it wasn't to​tal​ly dark. So​met​hing li​ke a fa​int whi​te ha​ze hung sus​pen​ded wit​hin the dark​ness.

    "A blur​red sha​dow. What we ha​ve he​re is the per​sis​ten​ce of vi​si​on. And as you watch, don't you get an inc​re​dib​le sen​se of im​me​di​acy, as if you're ac​tu​al​ly a par​ti​ci​pant in the sce​ne?"

    Ryuji lo​oked Asa​ka​wa full in the fa​ce and blin​ked on​ce, slowly. The black cur​ta​in.

    "Eh?" mur​mu​red Asa​ka​wa, "Is this… the blink of an eye?"

    "Exactly. Am I wrong? If you think abo​ut it, it's con​sis​tent. The​re are things we see with our eyes, but the​re are al​so sce​nes we co​nj​ure up in our minds. And sin​ce the​se don't pass thro​ugh the re​ti​na, the​re's no blin​king in​vol​ved. But when we ac​tu​al​ly lo​ok with our eyes, the ima​ges are for​med ac​cor​ding to the strength of the light that hits the re​ti​na. And to ke​ep the re​ti​na from drying out, we blink, un​cons​ci​o​usly. The black cur​ta​in is the ins​tant when the eyes shut."

    Once aga​in, Asa​ka​wa was fil​led with na​usea. The first ti​me he'd fi​nis​hed watc​hing the vi​deo he'd run to the to​ilet, but this ti​me the evil chill was even wor​se. He co​uldn't sha​ke the fe​eling that so​met​hing had clim​bed in​to his body. This vi​deo hadn't be​en re​cor​ded by a mac​hi​ne. A hu​man be​ing's eyes, ears, no​se, ton​gue, skin-all fi​ve sen​ses had be​en used to ma​ke this vi​deo. The​se chills, this shi​ve​ring, we​re from so​me​body's sha​dow sne​aking in​to him thro​ugh his sen​se or​gans. Asa​ka​wa had be​en watc​hing the vi​deo from the sa​me pers​pec​ti​ve as this thing wit​hin him.

    He mop​ped his brow aga​in and aga​in, but still it was damp with cold swe​at.

    "Did you know-hey, are you lis​te​ning? In​di​vi​du​al dif​fe​ren​ces asi​de, the ave​ra​ge man blinks twenty ti​mes a mi​nu​te, and the ave​ra​ge wo​man fif​te​en ti​mes. That me​ans that it might ha​ve be​en a wo​man who re​cor​ded the​se ima​ges."

    Asakawa co​uldn't he​ar him.

    "Heh, heh, heh. What's the mat​ter? You lo​ok li​ke you're de​ad al​re​ady, you're so pa​le," Ryu​ji la​ug​hed. "Lo​ok on the bright si​de. We're one step clo​ser to a so​lu​ti​on now. If the​se ima​ges we​re col​lec​ted by the sen​se or​gans of a par​ti​cu​lar per​son, then the charm must ha​ve so​met​hing to do with that per​son's will. In ot​her words: may​be she wants us do so​met​hing."

    Asakawa had tem​po​ra​rily lost his fa​culty of re​ason. Ryu​ji's words vib​ra​ted in his ears, but the​ir me​aning didn't ma​ke it to his bra​in.

    "At any ra​te, we now know what we ha​ve to do. We ha​ve to find out who this per​son is. Or was. I think he or she is pro​bably no lon​ger with us. And then we ha​ve to find out what this per​son de​si​red whi​le he or she was still ali​ve. And that'll be the charm that will al​low us to go on li​ving."

    Ryuji win​ked at Asa​ka​wa, as if to say, how'm I do​in'?
    Asakawa had left the No. 3 Tok​yo-Yo​ko​ha​ma Fre​eway and was now he​ading so​uth on the Yo​ko​ha​ma-Yo​ko​su​ka ro​ad. Ryu​ji had rec​li​ned the pas​sen​ger se​at and was sle​eping a per​fect, stress-less sle​ep. It was al​most two in the af​ter​no​on, but Asa​ka​wa wasn't the le​ast bit hungry.

    Asakawa re​ac​hed out a hand to wa​ke Ryu​ji, but then pul​led it back. They we​ren't at the​ir des​ti​na​ti​on yet. Asa​ka​wa didn't even re​al​ly know what the​ir des​ti​na​ti​on was. All Ryu​ji had do​ne was tell him to dri​ve to Ka​ma​ku​ra. He didn't know whe​re they we​re go​ing or why they we​re go​ing the​re. It ma​de him a ner​vo​us, ir​ri​tab​le dri​ver.

    

    Ryuji had pac​ked in a hurry, sa​ying he'd exp​la​in whe​re they we​re go​ing on​ce they we​re in the car. But on​ce un​der​way, he'd sa​id, "I didn't sle​ep last night-don't wa​ke me till Ka​ma​ku​ra," and then he'd promptly go​ne to sle​ep.

    He exi​ted the Yo​ko​ha​ma-Yo​ko​su​ka ro​ad at Asa​hi​na and then to​ok the Ka​na​za​wa ro​ad fi​ve ki​lo​met​res un​til they re​ac​hed Ka​ma​ku​ra Sta​ti​on. Ryu​ji had be​en as​le​ep for a go​od two ho​urs.

    "Hey, we're he​re," sa​id Asa​ka​wa, sha​king him. Ryu​ji stretc​hed his body li​ke a cat, rub​bed his eyes with the backs of his hands, and sho​ok his he​ad ra​pidly from si​de to si​de, lips flap​ping.

    "Ahh, I was ha​ving such a ple​asant dre​am…"

    "What do we do now?"

    Ryuji sat up and lo​oked out the win​dow to see whe​re he was. "Just go stra​ight on this ro​ad, and then when you re​ach the Outer Ga​te to the Hac​hi​man Shri​ne turn left and stop." Then Ryu​ji went to lie down aga​in, sa​ying, "May​be I can still catch the ta​il-end of that dre​am, if you don't mind."

    "Look, we'll be the​re in fi​ve mi​nu​tes. If you've got ti​me to sle​ep, you've got ti​me to exp​la​in to me what we're do​ing he​re."

    "You'll see on​ce we get the​re," sa​id Ryu​ji, jam​ming his kne​es up aga​inst the dash​bo​ard and go​ing back to sle​ep.

    Asakawa ma​de the left and stop​ped. De​ad ahe​ad was an old two-story ho​use with a small sign re​ading "Tet​su​zo Mi​ura Me​mo​ri​al Hall."

    "Pull in​to that par​king lot." Ryu​ji had ap​pa​rently ope​ned his eyes slightly. He wo​re a sa​tis​fi​ed lo​ok and his nost​rils we​re fla​red li​ke he was snif​fing per​fu​me. "Thanks to you I was ab​le to fi​nish my dre​am."

    "What was it abo​ut?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa, as he tur​ned the ste​ering whe​el.

    "What do you think? I was flying. I lo​ve dre​ams whe​re I'm flying." Ryu​ji snor​ted hap​pily and lic​ked his lips.

    The Tet​su​zo Mi​ura Me​mo​ri​al Hall lo​oked de​ser​ted. A lar​ge open spa​ce on the gro​und flo​or fe​atu​red pho​tog​raphs and do​cu​ments in fra​mes on the wall or in ca​ses un​der glass, and an out​li​ne of this Mi​ura fel​low's ac​hi​eve​ments was plas​te​red on​to the cent​re wall. Re​ading it, Asa​ka​wa fi​nal​ly fi​gu​red out who the man was.

    "Excuse me. Is the​re an​yo​ne he​re?" cal​led Ryu​ji in​to the depths of the bu​il​ding. The​re was no reply.

    Tetsuzo Mi​ura had di​ed two ye​ars ago at the age of 72, af​ter re​ti​ring from a pro​fes​sors​hip at Yo​ko​dai Uni​ver​sity. He'd spe​ci​ali​zed in the​ore​ti​cal physics, con​cent​ra​ting on the​ori​es of mat​ter and sta​tis​ti​cal dyna​mics. But the Me​mo​ri​al Hall, mo​dest as it was, didn't re​sult from his ac​hi​eve​ments as a physi​cist, but from his sci​en​ti​fic in​ves​ti​ga​ti​ons of pa​ra​nor​mal phe​no​me​na. The re​su​me on the wall cla​imed that the Pro​fes​sor's the​ori​es had at​trac​ted world​wi​de in​te​rest, alt​ho​ugh un​do​ub​tedly only a li​mi​ted num​ber of pe​op​le had ac​tu​al​ly pa​id any at​ten​ti​on. Af​ter all, Asa​ka​wa had ne​ver even he​ard of the guy. And what exactly we​re this man's the​ori​es? To find the ans​wer, Asa​ka​wa be​gan to exa​mi​ne the items on the walls and in the disp​lay ca​ses. Tho​ughts ha​ve energy, and that energy … Asa​ka​wa had re​ad this far when he he​ard, ec​ho​ing from anot​her ro​om, the so​und of so​me​one hur​rying down sta​irs. A do​or ope​ned and a fort​yish man with a mo​us​tac​he po​ked his he​ad in. Ryu​ji ap​pro​ac​hed the man, hol​ding out one of his bu​si​ness cards. Asa​ka​wa de​ci​ded to fol​low his examp​le and to​ok his own card-hol​der from his bre​ast poc​ket.

    "My na​me is Ta​ka​ya​ma. I'm at Fu​ku​za​wa Uni​ver​sity." He spo​ke smo​othly and af​fably; Asa​ka​wa was amu​sed at how dif​fe​rent he so​un​ded. Asa​ka​wa held out his own card. Fa​ced with the cre​den​ti​als of an aca​de​mic and a re​por​ter, the man lo​oked rat​her dis​ma​yed. It was Asa​ka​wa's card he was frow​ning at.

    "If it's al​right, the​re's so​met​hing we'd li​ke to con​sult with you abo​ut."

    "What wo​uld that be?" The man eyed them ca​uti​o​usly.

    "As a mat​ter of fact, I on​ce had the ple​asu​re of me​eting the la​te Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura."

    For so​me re​ason the man se​emed re​li​eved to he​ar this, and re​la​xed his exp​res​si​on. He bro​ught out three fol​ding cha​irs and ar​ran​ged them to fa​ce each ot​her.

    "Is that so? Ple​ase, ha​ve a se​at."

    "It must ha​ve be​en abo​ut three ye​ars ago… yes, that's right, it was the ye​ar be​fo​re he di​ed. My al​ma ma​ter was so​un​ding me out abo​ut pos​sibly gi​ving a lec​tu​re on the sci​en​ti​fic met​hod, and I tho​ught I might ta​ke the op​por​tu​nity to he​ar what the Pro​fes​sor had to say…"

    "Was it he​re, in this ho​use?"

    "Yes. Pro​fes​sor Ta​kat​su​ka int​ro​du​ced us."

    Hearing this na​me, the man at last smi​led. He re​ali​zed he had so​met​hing in com​mon with his vi​si​tors. The​se two must be on our si​de. They're not he​re to at​tack us af​ter all.
    "I see. I'm sorry abo​ut all that. My na​me is Tet​su​aki Mi​ura. Sorry, I'm fresh out of bu​si​ness cards."

    "So you must be the Pro​fes​sor's…?"

    "Yes, I'm his only son. Hardly worthy of the na​me, tho​ugh."

    "Is that right? Well, I had no idea the Pro​fes​sor had such an outs​tan​ding son."

    It was all Asa​ka​wa co​uld do to ke​ep from la​ug​hing at the sight of Ryu​ji ad​dres​sing a man ten ye​ars ol​der than him​self and cal​ling him an "outs​tan​ding son".

    Tetsuaki Mi​ura sho​wed them aro​und bri​efly. So​me of his la​te fat​her's stu​dents had got to​get​her af​ter his de​ath to open the ho​use to the pub​lic, and to put in or​der the ma​te​ri​als he'd col​lec​ted over the ye​ars. As for Tet​su​aki him​self, he sa​id, so​mew​hat self-dep​re​ca​tingly, that he hadn't be​en ab​le to be​co​me a re​se​arc​her li​ke his fat​her had wan​ted, but ins​te​ad had bu​ilt an inn on the sa​me lot as the Hall, and de​vo​ted him​self to ma​na​ging it.

    "So he​re I am exp​lo​iting both his land and his re​pu​ta​ti​on. Li​ke I say, I'm hardly a worthy son." Tet​su​aki ga​ve a chag​ri​ned la​ugh. His inn was used lar​gely for high-scho​ol ex​cur​si​ons-mostly physics and bi​ology clubs, but he al​so men​ti​oned a gro​up de​vo​ted to pa​rapsyc​ho​lo​gi​cal re​se​arch. High-scho​ol clubs ne​eded to ha​ve a re​ason to go on trips. Ba​si​cal​ly, the Me​mo​ri​al Hall was ba​it to bring in stu​dent gro​ups.

    "By the way…" Ryu​ji sat up stra​ight and tri​ed to gu​ide the con​ver​sa​ti​on to the he​art of the mat​ter.

    "Oh, I'm sorry. I'm af​ra​id I've be​en bo​ring you, bab​bling on li​ke this. So tell me, what brings you he​re?"

    It was ap​pa​rent that Tet​su​aki didn't ha​ve much in the way of ta​lent for sci​en​ce. He was not​hing but a merc​hant who adj​us​ted his at​ti​tu​de to su​it the si​tu​ati​on, Asa​ka​wa co​uld tell that Ryu​ji tho​ught lit​tle of the man.

    "To tell you the truth, we're lo​oking for so​me​one."

    

    "Who?"

    "Actually, we don't know the na​me. That's why we're he​re."

    "I'm af​ra​id I don't fol​low you." Tet​su​aki lo​oked tro​ub​led, as if to ur​ge his vi​si​tors to ma​ke a lit​tle mo​re sen​se.

    "We can't even say for su​re if this per​son is still ali​ve, or has al​re​ady di​ed. What's cle​ar is that this per​son had po​wers that or​di​nary pe​op​le don't."

    Ryuji pa​used to watch Tet​su​aki, who se​emed to un​ders​tand im​me​di​ately what he me​ant.

    "Your fat​her was pro​bably Japan's gre​atest col​lec​tor of this sort of in​for​ma​ti​on. He told me that, using a net​work of con​nec​ti​ons he him​self had for​ged, he had as​semb​led a list of pe​op​le all over the co​untry with pa​ra​nor​mal po​wers. He sa​id he was sto​ring the in​for​ma​ti​on."

    Tetsuaki's fa​ce clo​uded over. Su​rely they we​ren't go​ing to ask him to se​arch thro​ugh all tho​se re​cords for a sing​le na​me. "Yes, of co​ur​se the fi​les ha​ve be​en pre​ser​ved. But the​re are so many of them. And many of tho​se pe​op​le are fra​uds any​way." Tet​su​aki blanc​hed at the tho​ught of lo​oking thro​ugh all tho​se fi​les aga​in. It had ta​ken a do​zen of his fat​her's stu​dents se​ve​ral months to or​ga​ni​ze them. Fol​lo​wing the wis​hes of the de​ce​ased, they'd inc​lu​ded even un​cer​ta​in ca​ses, swel​ling the num​ber of fi​les even furt​her.

    "We cer​ta​inly don't in​tend to put you to any tro​ub​le. With yo​ur per​mis​si​on, we'll se​arch thro​ugh them our​sel​ves, just the two of us."

    "They're in the arc​hi​ves ups​ta​irs. Per​haps you'd li​ke to ta​ke a lo​ok at them first?" Tet​su​aki sto​od up. They co​uld only talk li​ke that be​ca​use they had no idea how much the​re was. On​ce they had a lo​ok at all tho​se shel​ves, he had a fe​eling they wo​uldn't fe​el li​ke tack​ling them. He led them to the se​cond flo​or.

    The arc​hi​ves we​re in a high-ce​ilin​ged ro​om at the he​ad of the sta​irs. They en​te​red the ro​om to find them​sel​ves fa​cing two bo​ok​ca​ses of se​ven shel​ves each. Each fi​le-bo​ok con​ta​ined ma​te​ri​als re​la​ting to forty ca​ses, and at first glan​ce the​re se​emed to be tho​usands of fi​le bo​oks. Asa​ka​wa didn't no​ti​ce Ryu​ji's re​ac​ti​on, he was too busy tur​ning pa​le him​self. If we spend ti​me on this, we co​uld well die he​re in this glo​omy ro​om. The​re's got to be anot​her way!
    Ryuji, un​fa​zed, as​ked, "Do you mind if we ha​ve a lo​ok?"

    "Go right ahe​ad." Tet​su​aki sta​yed and watc​hed them for a lit​tle whi​le, half out of as​to​nish​ment and half out of cu​ri​osity to see just what they tho​ught they'd find. But even​tu​al​ly he se​emed to ha​ve gi​ven up on them. "I've got work to do/' he sa​id, le​aving.

    When they we​re alo​ne, Asa​ka​wa tur​ned to Ryu​ji and spo​ke. "So, want to tell me what's go​ing on?" His vo​ice was a bit thick, be​ca​use he was still cra​ning his neck lo​oking at all the fi​les. The​se we​re the first words he'd spo​ken sin​ce en​te​ring the Hall. The fi​les we​re ar​ran​ged in chro​no​lo​gi​cal or​der, be​gin​ning with 1956 and en​ding in 1988. 1988-that was the ye​ar Mi​ura had di​ed. Only de​ath had bro​ught down the cur​ta​in on his thirty-two-ye​ar qu​est.

    "We don't ha​ve much ti​me, so I'll tell you whi​le we lo​ok. I'll start with 1956. You start with 1960."

    Asakawa ten​ta​ti​vely pul​led out a fi​le and flip​ped thro​ugh it. Each pa​ge con​ta​ined at le​ast one pho​to and a pi​ece of pa​per on which was writ​ten a short desc​rip​ti​on as well as a na​me and an ad​dress.

    "What am I lo​oking for?"

    "Pay at​ten​ti​on to na​mes and ad​dres​ses. We're trying to find a wo​man from Izu Os​hi​ma Is​land."

    "A wo​man?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa, coc​king his he​ad qu​es​ti​oningly.

    "Remember that old wo​man on the vi​deo? She told so​me​body they we​re go​ing to gi​ve birth to a da​ugh​ter. Think she was tal​king to a man?"

    Ryuji was right. Men co​uld not be​ar child​ren.

    So they star​ted se​arc​hing. It was a simp​le, re​pe​ti​ti​ve task, and sin​ce Asa​ka​wa as​ked why the​se fi​les exis​ted in the first pla​ce, Ryu​ji exp​la​ined.

    Professor Mi​ura had al​ways be​en in​te​res​ted in su​per​na​tu​ral phe​no​me​na. In the '50s, he'd be​gun ex​pe​ri​ments with pa​ra​nor​mal po​wers, but he hadn't got any re​sults re​li​ab​le eno​ugh to al​low him to for​mu​la​te a sci​en​ti​fic the​ory. Cla​ir​vo​yants wo​uld find them​sel​ves unab​le to do in front of an audi​en​ce what they had do​ne easily be​fo​re. It to​ok a lot of con​cent​ra​ti​on to be ab​le to disp​lay the​se po​wers. What Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura was se​arc​hing for was the kind of per​son who co​uld exert his or her po​wer at any ti​me, un​der any cir​cums​tan​ces. He co​uld see that if the per​son fa​iled in front of wit​nes​ses, then Mi​ura him​self wo​uld be cal​led a fra​ud. He was con​vin​ced that the​re must be mo​re pe​op​le out the​re with pa​ra​nor​mal po​wers than he knew abo​ut, so he set abo​ut fin​ding them. But how was he to do this? He co​uldn't in​ter​vi​ew every​body to check for cla​ir​vo​yan​ce, se​cond sight, te​le​ki​ne​sis. So he ca​me up with a met​hod. To any​body who might pos​sibly ha​ve such po​wers, he sent a pi​ece of film in a se​cu​rely se​aled en​ve​lo​pe and as​ked them to imp​rint upon it with the​ir minds a cer​ta​in pat​tern or ima​ge, and then send it back to him, still se​aled. In this way he co​uld test the po​wers of pe​op​le even at gre​at dis​tan​ces. And sin​ce such psychic pho​tog​raphy se​emed to be a fa​irly ba​sic po​wer, pe​op​le who pos​ses​sed it of​ten se​emed to be cla​ir​vo​yant as well. In 1956, he'd be​gun to rec​ru​it pa​ra​nor​mals from all over the co​untry, with the help of for​mer stu​dents of his who had go​ne to work for pub​lis​hers and news​pa​pers. The​se for​mer stu​dents hel​ped set up a net​work which wo​uld re​port any ru​mo​ur of su​per​na​tu​ral po​wers stra​ight back to Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura. Ho​we​ver, an exa​mi​na​ti​on of the film re​tur​ned to him sug​ges​ted that no mo​re than a tenth of cla​imants ac​tu​al​ly had any po​wer. The rest had skil​lful​ly bro​ken the se​al and rep​la​ced the film. Ob​vi​o​us ca​ses of de​cep​ti​on we​re we​eded out at this po​int, but ca​ses whe​re it wasn't cle​ar one way or the ot​her we​re kept, ul​ti​ma​tely re​sul​ting in the un​ma​na​ge​ab​le col​lec​ti​on Asa​ka​wa saw be​fo​re him. In the ye​ars sin​ce Mi​ura had star​ted, the net​work had be​en per​fec​ted thro​ugh the de​ve​lop​ment of the mass me​dia and an inc​re​ase in the num​ber of par​ti​ci​pa​ting for​mer stu​dents; the da​ta had pi​led up ye​ar af​ter ye​ar un​til the man di​ed.

    "I see," mur​mu​red Asa​ka​wa. "So that's the me​aning of this col​lec​ti​on. But how do you know that the na​me of the per​son we're lo​oking for is in he​re?"

    "I'm not sa​ying it de​fi​ni​tely is. But the​re's a strong pos​si​bi​lity it's he​re. I me​an, lo​ok at what she did. You know yo​ur​self that the​re are a few pe​op​le who can ac​tu​al​ly pro​du​ce psychic pho​tos. But the​re can't be too many pa​ra​nor​mals who can ac​tu​al​ly pro​j​ect ima​ges on​to a te​le​vi​si​on tu​be wit​ho​ut any equ​ip​ment what​so​ever. That's po​wer of the very hig​hest or​der. So​me​one with that kind of po​wer wo​uld stand out, even if they didn't try to. I don't think Mi​ura's net​work wo​uld ha​ve let so​me​one li​ke that slip thro​ugh."

    

    Asakawa had to ad​mit that the pos​si​bi​lity was ge​nu​ine. He re​do​ub​led his ef​forts.

    "By the way, why am I lo​oking at 1960?" Asa​ka​wa sud​denly lo​oked up.

    "Remember the sce​ne on the vi​deo that shows a te​le​vi​si​on? It was a rat​her old mo​del. One of the early sets, from the '50s or early '60s."

    "But that do​esn't ne​ces​sa​rily me​an…"

    "Shut up. We're tal​king pro​ba​bi​li​ti​es he​re, right?"

    Asakawa chi​ded him​self for be​ing so ir​ri​ta​ted this last lit​tle whi​le. But he had go​od re​ason to be. Gi​ven the li​mi​ted ti​me fra​me, the num​ber of fi​les was hu​ge. It wo​uld ha​ve be​en mo​re un​na​tu​ral to be calm abo​ut it.

    At that mo​ment, Asa​ka​wa saw the words "Izu Os​hi​ma" in the fi​le he was hol​ding.

    "Hey! Got one," he yel​led, tri​ump​hantly. Ryu​ji tur​ned aro​und, surp​ri​sed, and pe​ered at the fi​le.

    Motornachi, Izu Os​hi​ma. Te​ru​ko Tsuc​hi​da, age 37, Pos​t​mar​ked Feb​ru​ary 14, 1960. A black-and-whi​te pho​tog​raph sho​wing a whi​te light​ning-li​ke slash aga​inst a black backg​ro​und. The desc​rip​ti​on re​ad: Su​bj​ect sent this with a no​te pre​dic​ting a cross-sha​ped ima​ge. No tra​ces of sub​s​ti​tu​ti​on.
    "How abo​ut that?" Asa​ka​wa tremb​led with ex​ci​te​ment as he wa​ited for Ryu​ji's res​pon​se.

    "It's a pos​si​bi​lity. Ta​ke down the na​me and ad​dress, just in ca​se." Ryu​ji tur​ned back to his own se​arch. Asa​ka​wa felt bet​ter for ha​ving fo​und a li​kely can​di​da​te so so​on, but at the sa​me ti​me he was a bit dis​sa​tis​fi​ed with Ryu​ji's brus​que re​ac​ti​on.

    Two ho​urs pas​sed. They didn't find anot​her wo​man from Izu Os​hi​ma. Most of the sub​mis​si​ons we​re eit​her from Tok​yo it​self or the sur​ro​un​ding Kan​to re​gi​on. Tet​su​aki ap​pe​ared, of​fe​ring them tea and two or three pos​sibly sar​cas​tic com​ments be​fo​re le​aving. The​ir hands on the fi​les we​re get​ting slo​wer and slo​wer; they'd be​en at it for two ho​urs and hadn't even po​lis​hed off a ye​ar's worth.

    Finally, so​me​how, Asa​ka​wa got thro​ugh 1960. As he went to start on 1961 he hap​pe​ned to glan​ce at Ryu​ji. Ryu​ji was sit​ting cross-leg​ged on the flo​or, mo​ti​on​less, fa​ce bu​ri​ed in an open fi​le. Is he as​le​ep, the idi​ot? Asa​ka​wa re​ac​hed out his hand, but then Ryu​ji emit​ted a stif​led gro​an.

    "I'm so hungry I co​uld die. How abo​ut you go buy us so​me ta​ke​o​ut and oolong tea? Oh, and ma​ke re​ser​va​ti​ons for this eve​ning at Le Pe​tit Pen​si​on So​le​il."
    "What the hell?"

    "That's the inn the guy runs."

    "I know that. But why wo​uld I want to stay the​re with you?"

    "You'd rat​her not?"

    "For star​ters, we ha​ven't got ti​me to lo​un​ge aro​und at an inn."

    "Even if we find her now, the​re's no way to get to Izu Os​hi​ma right now. We can't go anyw​he​re to​day. Don't you think it'd be bet​ter to get a go​od night's sle​ep and mars​hal our ener​gi​es for to​mor​row?"

    Asakawa felt an in​desc​ri​bab​le aver​si​on to spen​ding the night with Ryu​ji at an inn. But the​re was no al​ter​na​ti​ve, so he ga​ve up and went out to buy fo​od and tell Tet​su​aki Mi​ura they'd be sta​ying the night. Then he and Ryu​ji ate the​ir ta​ke​o​ut and drank the​ir oolong tea. It was se​ven in the eve​ning. A bri​ef res​pi​te.

    His arms we​re ti​red and his sho​ul​ders stiff. His eyes swam, he to​ok off his glas​ses. Ins​te​ad, he held the fi​les clo​se eno​ugh to his fa​ce that he co​uld lick them if he wan​ted. He had to use all his con​cent​ra​ti​on or he was af​ra​id he'd miss so​met​hing, which ti​red him even mo​re.

    Nine o'clock. The si​len​ce of the arc​hi​ves was bro​ken by Ryu​ji's mad scre​ech. "I've fo​und it, fi​nal​ly! So that's whe​re she was hi​ding."

    Asakawa felt him​self drawn to the fi​le. He sat down next to Ryu​ji and put his glas​ses back on to lo​ok at it. It sa​id:

    Izu Os​hi​ma, Sas​hi​ki​ji. Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. Age 10. The en​ve​lo​pe was post​mar​ked August 29, 1958. Su​bj​ect sent this with a no​te pre​dic​ting it wo​uld be imp​rin​ted with her own na​me. She's the re​al thing, wit​ho​ut a do​ubt. At​tac​hed was a pho​tog​raph sho​wing the cha​rac​ter ya​ma, "mo​un​ta​in", in whi​te aga​inst a black backg​ro​und. Asa​ka​wa had se​en that cha​rac​ter so​mew​he​re be​fo​re.

    

    "That's… that's it." His vo​ice tremb​led. On the vi​deo, the sce​ne of the erup​ti​on of Mt Mi​ha​ra had be​en fol​lo​wed im​me​di​ately by a shot of the cha​rac​ter for "mo​un​ta​in", iden​ti​cal to this one. Not only that, the scre​en of the old te​le​vi​si​on in the tenth sce​ne had disp​la​yed the cha​rac​ter sa​da. This wo​man's na​me was Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra.

    "What do you think?" as​ked Ryu​ji.

    "No qu​es​ti​on abo​ut it. This is it."

    At long last Asa​ka​wa fo​und ho​pe. The tho​ught cros​sed his mind that may​be, just may​be, they'd be​at the de​ad​li​ne.
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    October 16-Tu​es​day
    10:15 a.m. Ryu​ji and Asa​ka​wa we​re on a high spe​ed pas​sen​ger bo​at that had just left port at Ata​mi. The​re was no re​gu​lar ferry lin​king Os​hi​ma and the ma​in​land, so they'd had to le​ave the car in the par​king lot next to the Ata​mi Ko​ra​ku​en Ho​tel. Asa​ka​wa was still clutc​hing the key in his left hand.

    They we​re sche​du​led to ar​ri​ve on Os​hi​ma in an ho​ur. A strong wind blew and it lo​oked li​ke ra​in. Most of the pas​sen​gers hadn't ven​tu​red out on​to the deck, but sta​yed hud​dled in the​ir re​ser​ved se​ats. Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji had be​en in too much of a hurry to check be​fo​re bu​ying the​ir tic​kets, but it lo​oked li​ke a typho​on was ap​pro​ac​hing. The wa​ves we​re lar​ge, and the roc​king of the bo​at was wor​se than usu​al.

    Sipping a can of hot cof​fee, Asa​ka​wa went over the who​le cha​in of events aga​in in his mind.

    

    He wasn't su​re if they sho​uld cong​ra​tu​la​te them​sel​ves for ha​ving co​me this far, or rep​ro​ach them​sel​ves for not ha​ving fo​und out abo​ut "Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra" and set out for Os​hi​ma Is​land ear​li​er. Everyt​hing had hung on no​ti​cing that the black cur​ta​in flas​hing mo​men​ta​rily over the ima​ges on the vi​deo was eye​lids, blin​king. The ima​ges had be​en re​cor​ded not by mac​hi​ne but by the hu​man sen​sory ap​pa​ra​tus. Es​sen​ti​al​ly, the per​son had fo​cu​sed her ener​gi​es on the vi​deo deck at ca​bin B-4 whi​le it was re​cor​ding, and cre​ated not a psychic pho​to but a psychic vi​deo. This su​rely in​di​ca​ted pa​ra​nor​mal po​wers of im​me​asu​rab​le pro​por​ti​ons. Ryu​ji had as​su​med that such a per​son wo​uld stand out from the crowd, and go​ne lo​oking for her, and had ul​ti​ma​tely fo​und out her na​me. Not that they knew for su​re that "Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra" was, in fact, the culp​rit. She was still just a sus​pect. They we​re he​ading to Os​hi​ma in or​der to fol​low up on the​ir sus​pi​ci​ons.

    The sea was ro​ugh, ca​using the bo​at to pitch and roll vi​olently. Asa​ka​wa felt an ugly pre​mo​ni​ti​on co​me over him. May​be it hadn't be​en such a go​od idea for both of them to go to Os​hi​ma. What if they got ti​ed down by the typho​on and co​uldn't le​ave the is​land? Who'd sa​ve his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter? The de​ad​li​ne was al​most at hand. 10:04 p.m., the day af​ter to​mor​row.

    Asakawa war​med his hands with the cof​fee can and shrank down in​to his se​at. "I still can't be​li​eve it, you know. That a hu​man be​ing co​uld re​al​ly do so​met​hing li​ke that."

    "It do​esn't mat​ter if you be​li​eve it or not, now, do​es it?" Ryu​ji ans​we​red wit​ho​ut ta​king his eyes from his map of Os​hi​ma. "Anyway, it's a re​ality sta​ring you in the fa​ce. You know, all we're se​e​ing is one small part of a con​ti​nu​o​usly chan​ging phe​no​me​non."

    Ryuji set the map down on his knee. "You know abo​ut the Big Bang, right? They be​li​eve that the uni​ver​se was born in a tre​men​do​us exp​lo​si​on twenty bil​li​on ye​ars ago. I can mat​he​ma​ti​cal​ly exp​ress the form of the uni​ver​se, from its birth to the pre​sent. It's all abo​ut dif​fe​ren​ti​al equ​ati​ons. Most phe​no​me​na in the uni​ver​se can be exp​res​sed with dif​fe​ren​ti​al equ​ati​ons, you know. Using them, you can fi​gu​re out what the uni​ver​se lo​oked li​ke a hund​red mil​li​on ye​ars ago, ten bil​li​on ye​ars ago, even a se​cond or a tenth of a se​cond af​ter that ini​ti​al exp​lo​si​on. But. But. No mat​ter how far we go back, no mat​ter how we try to exp​ress it, we just can't know what it lo​oked li​ke at ze​ro, at the very mo​ment of the exp​lo​si​on. And the​re's anot​her thing. How is our uni​ver​se go​ing to end? Is the uni​ver​se ex​pan​ding or cont​rac​ting? See, we don't know the be​gin​ning and we don't know the end; all we can know abo​ut is the in-bet​we​en stuff. And that, my fri​end, is what li​fe is li​ke."

    Ryuji po​ked Asa​ka​wa in the arm.

    

    "I gu​ess you're right. I can lo​ok at pho​to al​bums and get a re​aso​nab​le idea of what I was li​ke when I was three ye​ars old, or when I was a new​born."

    "See what I me​an? But what's be​fo​re birth, what's af​ter de​ath-the​se are things we just don't know."

    "After de​ath? When you die, that's the end, you just di​sap​pe​ar. That's all, right?"

    "Hey, ha​ve you ever di​ed?"

    "No, I ha​ven't." Asa​ka​wa sho​ok his he​ad with ut​ter ear​nest​ness.

    "Well then you don't know, do you? You don't know whe​re you go af​ter you die."

    "Are you sa​ying the​re's such a thing as spi​rits?"

    "Look, all I can say is, I just don't know. But when you're tal​king abo​ut the birth of li​fe, I think things go a lot smo​ot​her when you po​sit the exis​ten​ce of a so​ul. No​ne of the clapt​rap of mo​dern mo​le​cu​lar bi​olo​gists ac​tu​al​ly so​unds re​al. What are they re​al​ly sa​ying? 'Ta​ke hund​reds each of twenty-odd dif​fe​rent ami​no acids, put them in a bowl, mix them all to​get​her, add a lit​tle elect​ri​cal energy, and vo​ila, pro​te​in, the bu​il​ding block of li​fe.' And they re​al​ly ex​pect us to be​li​eve that? Might as well tell us we're all child​ren of God- at le​ast that'd be easi​er to swal​low. What I think is that the​re's a comp​le​tely dif​fe​rent kind of energy in​vol​ved at the mo​ment of birth; al​most li​ke the​re's a cer​ta​in will at work."

    Ryuji se​emed to le​an in a lit​tle clo​ser to Asa​ka​wa, but then he sud​denly chan​ged the su​bj​ect. "By the way, I co​uldn't help but no​ti​ce you we​re eng​ros​sed in the Pro​fes​sor's oe​uv​re back at the Me​mo​ri​al Hall. Co​me ac​ross anyt​hing in​te​res​ting?"

    Now that he men​ti​oned it, Asa​ka​wa re​mem​be​red that he had star​ted to re​ad so​met​hing. Tho​ughts ha​ve energy, and that energy …

    "I think it sa​id so​met​hing abo​ut tho​ughts be​ing energy."

    "What el​se?"

    "I didn't ha​ve ti​me to fi​nish re​ading it."

    "Heh, heh, that's too bad. You we​re just get​ting to the go​od part. The Pro​fes​sor co​uld re​al​ly ma​ke me la​ugh, the way he'd set out in all se​ri​o​us​ness things that wo​uld shock nor​mal pe​op​le. What the old man was sa​ying, ba​si​cal​ly, is that ide​as are li​fe forms, with energy of the​ir own."

    "Huh? You me​an, the tho​ughts in our he​ads can turn in​to li​ving be​ings?"

    "That's abo​ut the si​ze of it."

    "Well, that's a rat​her ext​re​me sug​ges​ti​on."

    "It is in​de​ed, but si​mi​lar ide​as ha​ve be​en pro​po​un​ded sin​ce be​fo​re the ti​me of Christ. I sup​po​se you co​uld just lo​ok at it as a dif​fe​rent the​ory of li​fe."

    Having sa​id this much, Ryu​ji sud​denly se​emed to lo​se in​te​rest in the con​ver​sa​ti​on, re​tur​ning his ga​ze to the map.

    Asakawa un​ders​to​od what Ryu​ji was sa​ying, most of it any​way, but it didn't sit very well with him. We may not be ab​le to sci​en​ti​fi​cal​ly exp​la​in what we're fa​cing. But it's re​al, and be​ca​use it's re​al we ha​ve to fa​ce it as a re​al phe​no​me​non and de​al with it as such, even if we don't un​ders​tand its ca​use or ef​fect. What we ne​ed to con​cent​ra​te on right now is fi​gu​ring out the rid​dle of the charm and sa​ving our own as​ses, not un​loc​king all the sec​rets of the su​per​na​tu​ral. Ryu​ji might ha​ve so​me go​od po​ints. But what Asa​ka​wa re​al​ly ne​eded from him we​re cle​arer ans​wers.

    The fart​her out to sea they went the wor​se the mo​ti​on of the bo​at, and Asa​ka​wa be​gan to worry he'd get se​asick. The mo​re he tho​ught abo​ut it the mo​re he tho​ught he felt an un​set​tled fe​eling in his chest. Ryu​ji, who had be​en nod​ding off, sud​denly ra​ised his he​ad and lo​oked out​si​de. The sea was thro​wing up dark gray wa​ves, and in the dis​tan​ce they co​uld see the dim sha​dow of an is​land.

    "You know, Asa​ka​wa, so​met​hing's wor​rying me."

    "What?"

    "The fo​ur kids who sta​yed at the log ca​bin. Why didn't they try to carry out the charm?"

    That aga​in.

    "Isn't it ob​vi​o​us? They didn't be​li​eve the vi​deo."

    "Well, that's what I tho​ught. It exp​la​ins why they pul​led a prank li​ke era​sing the charm. But I was just re​mem​be​ring a trip I to​ok with the track te​am back in high scho​ol. In the mid​dle of the night, Sa​ito co​mes burs​ting in​to the ro​om. You re​mem​ber Sa​ito, right? Kind of not qu​ite all the​re. The​re we​re twel​ve of us on the te​am, and we we​re all sle​eping to​get​her in one ro​om. And that idi​ot co​mes run​ning in, te​eth chat​te​ring, and scre​ams, 'I've se​en a ghost!' He ope​ned the bath​ro​om do​or and saw a lit​tle girl cro​uc​hed be​hind the trash can by the sink-she was crying. Now, asi​de from me, how do you think the ot​her ten guys re​ac​ted to this?"

    "They pro​bably half be​li​eved and half la​ug​hed it off."

    Ryuji sho​ok his he​ad. "That's how it'd work in a hor​ror mo​vie, or on TV. At first no one ta​kes it se​ri​o​usly, and then one by one, they're pic​ked off by the mons​ter, right? But it's dif​fe​rent in re​al li​fe. Every sing​le one of them, wit​ho​ut ex​cep​ti​on, be​li​eved him. All ten of them. And not be​ca​use all ten of them we​re es​pe​ci​al​ly chic​ken, eit​her. You co​uld try it on any gro​up of pe​op​le and get the sa​me re​sults. A fun​da​men​tal sen​se of ter​ror is bu​ilt in​to us hu​mans, on the ins​tinc​tu​al le​vel."

    "So what you're sa​ying is, it's stran​ge that tho​se fo​ur didn't be​li​eve the vi​deo."

    As he lis​te​ned to Ryu​ji's story, Asa​ka​wa was re​cal​ling the fa​ce of his da​ugh​ter, crying from se​e​ing the de​mon mask. He re​mem​be​red how puz​zled he'd be​en-how had she known the de​mon mask was sup​po​sed to be scary?

    "Hmm. Well, the sce​nes on that vi​deo don't tell a story, and they're not all that frigh​te​ning to just lo​ok at. So I sup​po​se it's pos​sib​le to dis​be​li​eve it. But we​ren't they at le​ast bot​he​red, tho​se fo​ur? What wo​uld you do? If you we​re told that car​rying out a charm wo​uld sa​ve yo​ur li​fe, even if you didn't be​li​eve in it, wo​uldn't you fe​el you ought to gi​ve it a try any​way? I wo​uld ha​ve ex​pec​ted at le​ast one of them to bre​ak rank. I me​an, even if he or she in​sis​ted on put​ting on a bra​ve fa​ce in front of the ot​hers, he or she co​uld al​ways per​form the charm in sec​ret af​ter get​ting back to Tok​yo."

    Asakawa's bad fe​eling grew stron​ger. He had ac​tu​al​ly won​de​red the sa​me thing him​self. What if the charm turns out to be so​met​hing im​pos​sib​le?
    "So may​be it was so​met​hing they co​uldn't carry out, and so they con​vin​ced them​sel​ves they didn't be​li​eve it any​way…" An examp​le oc​cur​red to Asa​ka​wa. What if a wo​man who had be​en mur​de​red left a mes​sa​ge in the world of the li​ving in an ef​fort to get so​me​one el​se to aven​ge her, so that she co​uld be at pe​ace?

    "Heh, heh. I know what you're thin​king. What wo​uld you do if that tur​ned out to be the ca​se?"

    Asakawa as​ked him​self: if the charm inc​lu​ded a com​mand to kill so​me​one, wo​uld he be ab​le to do it? Wo​uld he be ab​le to kill a per​fect stran​ger to sa​ve his own li​fe? But what wor​ri​ed him mo​re was, if it ca​me to that, who wo​uld be the one to carry out the charm? He sho​ok his he​ad fu​ri​o​usly.

    

    Stop thin​king such stu​pid things. All he co​uld do at the mo​ment was pray that this Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra per​son's de​si​re was so​met​hing that any​body co​uld ful​fil.

    The out​li​nes of the is​land we​re be​co​ming cle​arer; the wharf at Mo​to​mac​hi Har​bor was slowly co​ming in​to vi​ew.

    "Listen, Ryu​ji. I ha​ve a fa​vo​ur to ask." Asa​ka​wa spo​ke fer​vently.

    "What's that?"

    "If I don't ma​ke it in ti​me… that is…" Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't bring him​self to say the word "die." "If you fi​gu​re out the charm the very next day, co​uld you… Well, the​re's my wi​fe and da​ugh​ter…"

    Ryuji cut in. "Of co​ur​se. Le​ave it to me. I'll be res​pon​sib​le for sa​ving wi​fey and baby​kins."

    Asakawa to​ok out one of his bu​si​ness cards and wro​te a pho​ne num​ber on the back. "I'm go​ing to send them to her pa​rents' ho​use in As​hi​ka​ga un​til we sol​ve this thing. This is the num​ber the​re. I'm go​ing to gi​ve it to you now, be​fo​re I for​get."

    Ryuji put the card in his poc​ket wit​ho​ut even glan​cing at it.

    Just then ca​me the an​no​un​ce​ment that the ship had doc​ked at Mo​to​mac​hi on Os​hi​ma Is​land. Asa​ka​wa in​ten​ded to call ho​me from the wa​terf​ront and con​vin​ce his wi​fe to go ho​me to her pa​rents' for a whi​le. He didn't know when he'd get back to Tok​yo. Who knew? Ti​me might run out for him he​re on Os​hi​ma. He co​uldn't stand the tho​ught of his fa​mily alo​ne and ter​ri​fi​ed in the​ir lit​tle con​do.

    As they wal​ked down the gang​way, Ryu​ji as​ked: "Hey Asa​ka​wa. Do a wi​fe and kid re​al​ly me​an that much?"

    It was a very un-Ryu​ji-li​ke qu​es​ti​on. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't help but la​ugh as he rep​li​ed, "You'll find out, one of the​se days."

    But Asa​ka​wa didn't re​al​ly think Ryu​ji was ca​pab​le of star​ting a nor​mal fa​mily.
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    The wind was stron​ger he​re on the pi​er at Os​hi​ma than it had be​en on the wharf at Ata​mi. Over​he​ad the clo​uds we​re scur​rying from west to east, whi​le un​der​fo​ot the conc​re​te jet​ty sho​ok with the for​ce of wa​ves bre​aking aga​inst it. The ra​in wasn't fal​ling that hard, but the ra​ind​rops, bor​ne by the wind, we​re hit​ting Asa​ka​wa's fa​ce he​ad-on. Ne​it​her of them had umb​rel​las. They jam​med the​ir hands in​to the​ir poc​kets and hunc​hed for​ward as they wal​ked qu​ickly along the pi​er over the oce​an.

    Islanders hol​ding pla​cards for car-ren​tal com​pa​ni​es or ban​ners for inns we​re the​re to gre​et the to​urists. Asa​ka​wa lif​ted his he​ad and lo​oked for the per​son who was sup​po​sed to me​et them. Be​fo​re get​ting on the bo​at at the har​bo​ur in Ata​mi, Asa​ka​wa had con​tac​ted his of​fi​ce and as​ked for the pho​ne num​ber of the Os​hi​ma of​fi​ce, ul​ti​ma​tely en​lis​ting the help of a cor​res​pon​dent na​med Ha​yat​su. No​ne of the na​ti​onal news or​ga​ni​za​ti​ons had full-fled​ged bu​re​a​us on Os​hi​ma; ins​te​ad they hi​red lo​cals as strin​gers. The​se cor​res​pon​dents kept an eye on is​land do​ings, watc​hing for any no​te​worthy in​ci​dents or in​te​res​ting epi​so​des and re​por​ting them to the ma​in of​fi​ce; they we​re al​so res​pon​sib​le for as​sis​ting any re​por​ters dis​patc​hed to the is​land on sto​ri​es. Ha​yat​su had wor​ked for the Da​ily News be​fo​re re​ti​ring he​re to Os​hi​ma. His ter​ri​tory inc​lu​ded not just Os​hi​ma it​self but all se​ven is​lands in the Izu cha​in, and when anyt​hing hap​pe​ned he didn't ha​ve to wa​it for a re​por​ter to ar​ri​ve from he​ad​qu​ar​ters, but co​uld fi​le his own ar​tic​les. Ha​yat​su had a net​work of con​tacts on the is​land, so his co​ope​ra​ti​on pro​mi​sed to spe​ed up Asa​ka​wa's in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on.

    On the pho​ne, Ha​yat​su him​self had res​pon​ded po​si​ti​vely to Asa​ka​wa's re​qu​est, pro​mi​sing to me​et him at the jet​ty. Sin​ce they'd ne​ver met, Asa​ka​wa had desc​ri​bed him​self and sa​id he was tra​ve​ling with a fri​end.

    Now he he​ard a vo​ice from be​hind. "Excu​se me, are you Mr Asa​ka​wa?"

    "Yes."

    "I'm Ha​yat​su, the Os​hi​ma cor​res​pon​dent." He held out umb​rel​las and smi​led go​od-na​tu​redly.

    "Sorry to im​po​se on you so sud​denly li​ke this. We re​al​ly ap​pre​ci​ate yo​ur help."

    As they hur​ri​ed to Ha​yat​su's car, Asa​ka​wa int​ro​du​ced Ryu​ji. The wind was so lo​ud they co​uld hardly spe​ak over it un​til they'd clim​bed in​si​de the ve​hic​le. It was a com​pact, but surp​ri​singly spa​ci​o​us in​si​de. Asa​ka​wa ro​de in front, Ryu​ji in the back.

    "Shall we go stra​ight to Ta​kas​hi Ya​ma​mu​ra's ho​use?" as​ked Ha​yat​su, both hands on the ste​ering whe​el. He was over sixty, and had a full he​ad of ha​ir, tho​ugh much of it was gray.

    "So, you've al​re​ady fo​und Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra's fa​mily?" Asa​ka​wa had al​re​ady told Ha​yat​su on the pho​ne that they we​re co​ming to in​ves​ti​ga​te so​me​one by that na​me.

    "It's a small town. On​ce you sa​id it was a Ya​ma​mu​ra from Sas​hi​ki​ji, I knew right away who it was. The​re's only one fa​mily by that na​me he​re. Ya​ma​mu​ra's a fis​her​man who runs his ho​use as a bed-and-bre​ak​fast in the sum​mer​ti​me. What do you think? We co​uld ha​ve him put you up the​re to​night. Of co​ur​se you're wel​co​me at my pla​ce, too, but it's a lit​tle small and run​down. I'm su​re ha​ving you stay the​re wo​uld be an im​po​si​ti​on on you." Ha​yat​su la​ug​hed. He and his wi​fe li​ved alo​ne, but he wasn't exag​ge​ra​ting: they re​al​ly didn't ha​ve ro​om to sle​ep two gu​ests.

    Asakawa lo​oked back at Ryu​ji.

    "I'm fi​ne with that."

    Hayatsu's lit​tle car sped to​ward the Sas​hi​ki​ji dist​rict, on the so​ut​hern tip of the is​land. Sped as much as it co​uld, that is: the Os​hi​ma Ring Ro​ad circ​ling the is​land was too nar​row and win​ding to go very fast on. The vast ma​j​ority of the cars they pas​sed we​re al​so com​pacts. At ti​mes the​ir fi​eld of vi​si​on ope​ned up to the​ir right, to re​ve​al the oce​an, and when it did the so​und of the wind wo​uld chan​ge. The sea was dark, ref​lec​ting the de​ep le​aden co​lo​ur of the sky, and it he​aved vi​olently, thro​wing up whi​te​caps. If it hadn't be​en for tho​se bri​ef flas​hes of whi​te, it wo​uld ha​ve be​en dif​fi​cult to tell whe​re the sky stop​ped and the sea be​gan, or whe​re the sea stop​ped and the land be​gan. The lon​ger they ga​zed at it the mo​re dep​res​sing it se​emed. The ra​dio bla​red a typho​on alert, and the​ir sur​ro​un​dings be​ca​me even dar​ker. They ve​ered right at a fork in the ro​ad and im​me​di​ately en​te​red a tun​nel of ca​mel​li​as. They co​uld see ba​re ro​ots be​ne​ath the ca​mel​li​as, tang​led and wi​ze​ned; long ye​ars of ex​po​su​re to wind and ra​in had ero​ded so​me of the plants' so​il. Now they we​re wet and slick with ra​in-it lo​oked to Asa​ka​wa li​ke they we​re spe​eding thro​ugh the in​tes​ti​nes of a hu​ge mons​ter.

    "Sashikiji is de​ad ahe​ad," sa​id Ha​yat​su. "But I don't think this Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra wo​man is he​re any​mo​re. You can get the de​ta​ils from Ta​kas​hi Ya​ma​mu​ra. From what I he​ar he's a co​usin of her mot​her's."

    "How old wo​uld this Sa​da​ko be now?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa. For so​me ti​me now Ryu​ji had be​en scrunc​hed down in the back se​at, ut​te​ring not a word.

    "Hmm. I've ne​ver ac​tu​al​ly met her; you know. But if she's still ali​ve, she must be forty-two, forty-three, may​be?"

    If she's still ali​ve? Asa​ka​wa won​de​red why Ha​yat​su had used that exp​res​si​on. May​be she was mis​sing? Sud​denly he was fil​led with mis​gi​vings. What if they'd co​me all this way to Os​hi​ma only to find no one knew if she was de​ad or ali​ve? What if this was a de​ad end?

    Finally the car pul​led up in front of a two-story ho​use be​aring the sign Ya​ma​mu​ra Ma​nor. It sto​od on a gent​le slo​pe with a com​man​ding vi​ew of the oce​an. No do​ubt in go​od we​at​her the sce​nery was splen​did. In the of​fing they co​uld ma​ke out the tri​an​gu​lar sha​pe of an is​land. That was Tos​hi​ma.

    "When the we​at​her is ni​ce, you can see Ni​j​ima, Shi​ki​ne​j​ima and even Ko​zus​hi​ma from he​re," sa​id Ha​yat​su pro​udly, po​in​ting so​uth over the sea.
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    "Investigate? What is it exactly I sho​uld in​ves​ti​ga​te abo​ut this wo​man?"

    She jo​ined the tro​upe in '65? You've got to be kid​ding-that's twenty-fi​ve ye​ars ago. Yos​hi​no was ran​ting to him​self. It's hard eno​ugh to tra​ce a cri​mi​nal's steps a ye​ar af​ter the fact. But twen​ty-fi​ve?
    "We ne​ed anyt​hing and everyt​hing you can find out. We want to know what kind of li​fe this wo​man's led, what she's do​ing right now, what she wants."

    Yoshino co​uld only sigh. He wed​ged the re​ce​iver bet​we​en his ear and his sho​ul​der and pul​led a no​te​pad over from the ed​ge of the desk.

    "… And how old was she at the ti​me?"

    "Eighteen. She gra​du​ated from high scho​ol on Os​hi​ma and went stra​ight to Tok​yo, whe​re she jo​ined a the​at​re gro​up cal​led The​at​re Gro​up So​aring."

    "Oshima?" Yos​hi​no stop​ped wri​ting and frow​ned. "Hey, whe​re are you cal​ling from, any​way?"

    "From a pla​ce cal​led Sas​hi​ki​ji, on Izu Os​hi​ma Is​land."

    "And when do you plan on co​ming back?"

    "As so​on as I can."

    "You re​ali​ze the​re's a typho​on he​ading yo​ur way?"

    Of co​ur​se the​re was no way Asa​ka​wa co​uld be ig​no​rant of it, be​ing right the​re in the mid​dle of it, but to Yos​hi​no the who​le thing had ta​ken on an un​re​al qu​ality that he had be​gun to find amu​sing. The "de​ad​li​ne" was the night af​ter next, and yet Asa​ka​wa him​self was ho​led up on Os​hi​ma, pos​sibly unab​le to es​ca​pe.

    "Have you he​ard any tra​vel ad​vi​so​ri​es?" Asa​ka​wa still didn't know many de​ta​ils.

    "Well, I'm not su​re, but the way it lo​oks now, I ima​gi​ne they'll be gro​un​ding all flights and sus​pen​ding oce​an trans​port."

    Asakawa had be​en too busy cha​sing down Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra to pick up any re​li​ab​le in​for​ma​ti​on abo​ut the typho​on. He'd had a bad fe​eling ever sin​ce step​ping on​to the Os​hi​ma pi​er, but now that the pos​si​bi​lity of be​ing stran​ded he​re had be​en vo​iced, he sud​denly felt a sen​se of ur​gency. Re​ce​iver still in hand, he fell si​lent.

    "Hey, hey, don't worry. They ha​ven't can​cel​led anyt​hing yet." Yos​hi​no tri​ed to so​und po​si​ti​ve. Then he chan​ged the su​bj​ect. "So, this wo​man … Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. You've chec​ked her his​tory out up to the age of eigh​te​en?"

    "More or less," Asa​ka​wa ans​we​red, cons​ci​o​us of the so​und of the wind and wa​ves out​si​de the pho​ne bo​oth.

    "This isn't yo​ur only le​ad, right? You've got to ha​ve so​met​hing be​si​des this The​at​re Gro​up So​aring."

    "Nope, that's it. Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, born in Sas​hi​ki​ji on Izu Os​hi​ma Is​land in 1947 to Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra… hey, ma​ke a no​te of that na​me. Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. She was twenty-two in '47. She left her new baby, Sa​da​ko, with her grand​mot​her and ran off to Tok​yo."

    "Why did she le​ave the baby on the is​land?"

    "There was a man. Ma​ke a no​te of this, too: He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma. At the ti​me he was As​sis​tant Pro​fes​sor of Psychi​atry. He was Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra's lo​ver."

    "So do​es that me​an Sa​da​ko is Shi​zu​ko and Iku​ma's child?"

    "I ha​ven't be​en ab​le to find pro​of, but I think it's sa​fe to as​su​me that."

    "And they we​ren't mar​ri​ed, right?"

    "Exactly. He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma al​re​ady had a fa​mily."

    So it had be​en an il​li​cit af​fa​ir. Yos​hi​no lic​ked the tip of his pen​cil.

    "Okay, I'm with you. Go on."

    "Early in 1950 Shi​zu​ko sud​denly re​vi​sits her ho​me​town for the first ti​me in three ye​ars. She's re​uni​ted with her da​ugh​ter Sa​da​ko, and li​ves he​re for a whi​le. But by the end of the ye​ar she's abs​con​ded aga​in, this ti​me ta​king Sa​da​ko with her. For the next fi​ve ye​ars, no​body knows whe​re Shi​zu​ko and Sa​da​ko are or what they're do​ing. But in the mid '50s, Shi​zu​ko's co​usin, still li​ving he​re on the is​land, he​ars a ru​mo​ur that Shi​zu​ko has be​co​me fa​mo​us do​ing so​met​hing or ot​her."

    "Was she in​vol​ved in so​me sort of in​ci​dent?"

    "It's unc​le​ar. The co​usin just says that he star​ted he​aring things abo​ut Shi​zu​ko, thro​ugh the gra​pe​vi​ne. But when I ga​ve him my card, he saw I work for a news​pa​per and sa​id, 'If you're a re​por​ter you pro​bably know mo​re abo​ut it than me.' From the way he was tal​king it so​unds li​ke from abo​ut 1950 to 1955 Shi​zu​ko and Sa​da​ko we​re in​vol​ved in so​met​hing that ca​used a stir in the me​dia. But news from the ma​in​land was hard to co​me by on the is​land…"

    "And so you'd li​ke me to check and see what it was that got them in the news?"

    "You re​ad my mind."

    "Idiot. It was ob​vi​o​us."

    "There's mo​re. In '56, Shi​zu​ko co​mes back to the is​land, drag​ging Sa​da​ko with her. The mot​her's so worn down that she lo​oks li​ke a dif​fe​rent per​son, and she won't ans​wer any of her co​usin's qu​es​ti​ons. She just clo​ses up, mumb​ling in​co​he​rently. And then one day she throws her​self in​to Mt Mi​ha​ra, the vol​ca​no, and kills her​self. She was thirty-one."

    "So I'm al​so fin​ding out why Shi​zu​ko com​mit​ted su​ici​de."

    "If you wo​uld." Still hol​ding the re​ce​iver, Asa​ka​wa bo​wed. If he en​ded up stran​ded on this is​land, then Yos​hi​no wo​uld be his only ho​pe. Asa​ka​wa reg​ret​ted that both he and Ryu​ji had so blit​hely co​me he​re. Ryu​ji co​uld ha​ve easily in​ves​ti​ga​ted a lit​tle ham​let li​ke Sas​hi​ki​ji all by him​self. It wo​uld ha​ve be​en mo​re ef​fi​ci​ent for Asa​ka​wa to stay in Tok​yo and wa​it for Ryu​ji to con​tact him, and then te​am up with Yos​hi​no to check things out on that end.

    "Alright, I'll do what I can. But I think I'm a lit​tle un​ders​taf​fed he​re."

    "I'll call Ogu​ri and ask him to send so​me pe​op​le yo​ur way."

    "That'd be gre​at."

    It was one thing to say it, of co​ur​se, but Asa​ka​wa didn't ha​ve much con​fi​den​ce in the idea. His edi​tor was al​ways comp​la​ining abo​ut be​ing short-han​ded. Asa​ka​wa se​ri​o​usly do​ub​ted he'd spa​re va​lu​ab​le man​po​wer for so​met​hing li​ke this.

    "So, her mot​her kills her​self, and Sa​da​ko stays on in Sas​hi​ki​ji, ta​ken ca​re of by her mot​her's co​usin. That co​usin has tur​ned his ho​use in​to a bed-and-bre​ak​fast now." He was abo​ut to say that he and Ryu​ji we​re now sta​ying in that very ho​use, but de​ci​ded it was an un​ne​ces​sary de​ta​il.

    

    "The fol​lo​wing ye​ar, Sa​da​ko, who's a fo​urth gra​der now, ma​kes a na​me for her​self at scho​ol by pre​dic​ting the erup​ti​on of Mt Mi​ha​ra. Did you get that? Mt Mi​ha​ra erup​ted in 1957, on the very day and ti​me Sa​da​ko had pre​dic​ted."

    "Now that's imp​res​si​ve. If we had a wo​man li​ke that we wo​uldn't ne​ed the Co​or​di​na​ting Com​mit​tee for Earth​qu​ake Pre​dic​ti​on."

    As a re​sult of her pre​dic​ti​on's co​ming true, her fa​me had spre​ad thro​ug​ho​ut the is​land, and was pic​ked up by Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura's net​work. But Asa​ka​wa fi​gu​red he didn't ne​ed to exp​la​in all that. What was im​por​tant now was…

    "After that, is​lan​ders kept co​ming to Sa​da​ko as​king her to pre​dict the​ir fu​tu​res. But she tur​ned down every sing​le re​qu​est. She just kept sa​ying she didn't ha​ve that kind of po​wer."

    "Out of mo​desty?"

    "Who knows? Then, when she fi​nis​hes high scho​ol, she ta​kes off for Tok​yo li​ke she just co​uldn't wa​it to get away. The re​la​ti​ves who'd be​en ta​king ca​re of her got exactly one post​card from her. It sa​id she'd pas​sed the test and had be​en ac​cep​ted in​to The​at​re Gro​up So​aring. They ha​ven't he​ard from her aga​in to this day. The​re's not a so​ul on the is​land who knows whe​re she is or what she's up to."

    "In ot​her words, the only clue we ha​ve, the only tra​ce she left, is this The​at​re Gro​up So​aring."

    "I'm af​ra​id so."

    

    "Okay, let me ma​ke su​re I ha​ve this stra​ight. What I'm sup​po​sed to find out is: what Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra was in the news for, why she jum​ped in​to a vol​ca​no, and whe​re her da​ugh​ter went and what she did af​ter jo​ining a the​at​re tro​upe at age eigh​te​en. In ot​her words, all abo​ut the mot​her and all abo​ut the da​ugh​ter. Just tho​se two things."

    "Right."

    "Which first?"

    "Huh?"

    "I'm as​king you whet​her you want me to start with the mot​her or the da​ugh​ter. You don't ha​ve much ti​me left, you know."

    The most pres​sing is​sue, cle​arly, was what had be​co​me of Sa​da​ko.

    "Could you start with the da​ugh​ter?"

    "Gotcha. I gu​ess first thing to​mor​row I'll pop in to the of​fi​ce of The​at​re Gro​up So​aring."

    Asakawa lo​oked at his watch. It was only a lit​tle past six in the eve​ning. Still plenty of ti​me be​fo​re a re​he​ar​sal spa​ce wo​uld be clo​sing.

    "Hey, Yos​hi​no. Not to​mor​row. Say you'll do it to​night."

    Yoshino he​aved a sigh and sho​ok his he​ad slightly. "Now lo​ok, Asa​ka​wa. I ha​ve my own work to do, you know-did you ever think of that? I've got a mo​un​ta​in of things I've got to wri​te up be​fo​re mor​ning. Even to​mor​row's a lit​tle…" Yos​hi​no tra​iled off. If he sa​id any mo​re it wo​uld lo​ok li​ke he was trying to ma​ke Asa​kaw fe​el too much in his debt. He al​ways to​ok the gre​atest ca​re to ap​pe​ar manly in si​tu​ati​ons li​ke this.

    "Please, I'm beg​ging you. I me​an, my de​ad​li​ne is the day af​ter to​mor​row." He knew how things wor​ked in the​ir bu​si​ness, and he was af​ra​id to put it any mo​re strongly. All he co​uld do was to wa​it qu​i​etly for Yos​hi​no's de​ci​si​on.

    "But… Ah, what the hell. I'll try to get to it to​night. I'm not ma​king any pro​mi​ses, mind you."

    "Thanks. I owe you." Asa​ka​wa bo​wed and star​ted to hang up.

    "Hey, hang on a se​cond. The​re's so​met​hing im​por​tant I ha​ven't as​ked you yet."

    "What's that?"

    "What pos​sib​le re​la​ti​ons​hip co​uld the​re be bet​we​en what you saw on that vi​deo and this Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra?"

    Asakawa pa​used. "You wo​uldn't be​li​eve it even if I told you."

    "Try me."

    "No vi​deo ca​me​ra re​cor​ded tho​se ima​ges." Asa​ka​wa pa​used for a go​od long mo​ment to al​low his me​aning to sink in​to Yos​hi​no's bra​in. "Tho​se ima​ges are things that Sa​da​ko saw with her eyes and things she ima​gi​ned in her he​ad, frag​ments pre​sen​ted one af​ter anot​her with not​hing to con​tex​tu​ali​ze them."

    "Huh?" Yos​hi​no was mo​men​ta​rily at a loss for words.

    

    "See. I told you, you wo​uldn't be​li​eve it." "You me​an they're li​ke psychic pho​tos?" "The phra​se do​esn't even be​gin to co​ver it. She ac​tu​al​ly ca​used the​se ima​ges to ap​pe​ar on a TV tu​be. She's pro​j​ec​ting mo​ving ima​ges on​to a TV." "So, what, she's a pro​duc​ti​on agency?" Yos​hi​no la​ug​hed at his own joke. Asa​ka​wa didn't get angry. He un​ders​to​od why Yos​hi​no had to joke. He lis​te​ned si​lently to his fri​end's ca​ref​ree la​ugh​ter.

    9:40 p.m. As he clim​bed the sta​irs out of Yot​su​ya Sanc​ho​me Sta​ti​on on the Ma​ru​no​uc​hi sub​way li​ne, a gust of wind thre​ate​ned to blow Yos​hi​no's hat off, and he had to hold it down on​to his he​ad with both hands. He lo​oked aro​und him for the fi​re sta​ti​on he was sup​po​sed to use as a land​mark. It was right the​re on the cor​ner. A mi​nu​te's walk down the stre​et to​ok him to his des​ti​na​ti​on.

    A sign sto​od on the si​de​walk, re​ading The​at​re Gro​up So​aring; next to it a flight of sta​irs led down to a ba​se​ment, from the depths of which ca​me the vo​ices of yo​ung men and wo​men, ra​ised in ming​led sin​ging and re​ci​ta​ti​on. They pro​bably had a per​for​man​ce co​ming up and we​re plan​ning to re​he​ar​se un​til the tra​ins stop​ped run​ning. He didn't ha​ve to be an arts re​por​ter to fi​gu​re that out. But he spent most of his ti​me cha​sing af​ter cri​me sto​ri​es. He had to ad​mit it felt a lit​tle we​ird vi​si​ting the re​he​ar​sal spa​ce of a re​per​tory the​ater com​pany.

    The sta​irs to the ba​se​ment we​re ma​de of ste​el and every step clan​ged. If the fo​un​ding mem​bers of the com​pany had no re​col​lec​ti​on of Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, then the thre​ad wo​uld snap, and that psychic's li​fe, on which all the​ir ho​pes res​ted, wo​uld sink back in​to the dark​ness. The​at​re Gro​up So​aring had be​en fo​un​ded in 1957, and Sa​da​ko had jo​ined in 1965. The​re we​re only fo​ur fo​un​ding mem​bers still aro​und to​day, inc​lu​ding a guy na​med Uc​hi​mu​ra, a playw​right and di​rec​tor who spo​ke for the gro​up.

    Yoshino ga​ve his card to a twenty-so​met​hing in​tern stan​ding at the ent​ran​ce to the re​he​ar​sal hall and as​ked him to call Uc​hi​mu​ra.

    "You ha​ve a vi​si​tor from the Da​ily News, sir." The in​tern spo​ke in a re​so​nant, ac​torly vo​ice, cal​ling to the di​rec​tor, who sat by the wall watc​hing over ever​yo​ne's per​for​man​ces. Uc​hi​mu​ra tur​ned aro​und in surp​ri​se. Re​ali​zing his vi​si​tor was from the press, he was all smi​les as he ap​pro​ac​hed Yos​hi​no. The​at​re com​pa​ni​es all tre​ated the press with gre​at po​li​te​ness. Even the smal​lest men​ti​on in a news​pa​per's arts co​lumn co​uld ma​ke a big dif​fe​ren​ce in tic​ket sa​les. With only a we​ek left un​til ope​ning night, he as​su​med the re​por​ter had co​me to ta​ke a pe​ek at the re​he​ar​sals. The Da​ily News had ne​ver pa​id much at​ten​ti​on to him be​fo​re, so Uc​hi​mu​ra po​ured on the charm, de​ter​mi​ned to ma​ke the most of the chan​ce. But the mi​nu​te he le​ar​ned the re​al re​ason for Yos​hi​no's vi​sit, Uc​hi​mu​ra ab​ruptly se​emed to lo​se all in​te​rest in him. Sud​denly he was ext​re​mely busy. He lo​oked aro​und the hall un​til he spi​ed a smal​lish ac​tor in his fif​ti​es, se​ated on a cha​ir. "Over he​re, Shin," he sa​id in a shrill vo​ice, sum​mo​ning the man. So​met​hing in the overly fa​mi​li​ar to​ne he used when ad​dres​sing the mid​dle-aged ac​tor-or may​be it was his wo​ma​nish vo​ice it​self, com​bi​ned with his un​ga​inly long arms and legs-ga​ve the brawny Yos​hi​no the cre​eps. This guy is dif​fe​rent, he tho​ught.

    "Shin baby, you don't go on un​til the se​cond act. Be a de​ar and talk to this man abo​ut Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. You re​mem​ber that cre​epy girl, don't you?"

    Shin's vo​ice was one Yos​hi​no had he​ard be​fo​re, dub​bing Japa​ne​se di​alo​gue on​to Wes​tern mo​vi​es shown on TV. Shin Ari​ma was bet​ter known as a vo​ice ac​tor than for his work ons​ta​ge. He was one of the ot​her ori​gi​nal mem​bers still in the tro​upe.

    "Sadako Ya​ma​mu​ra?" Ari​ma scratc​hed his bal​ding he​ad as he tri​ed to re​el in qu​ar​ter-cen​tury-old me​mo​ri​es. "Oh, that Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra." He gri​ma​ced. Evi​dently the wo​man had left a de​ep imp​res​si​on on him.

    "You re​mem​ber? Well, then, I'm re​he​ar​sing he​re, so ta​ke him up to my ro​om, won't you?"

    

    Uchimura bo​wed slightly and wal​ked back to​ward the as​semb​led pla​yers; by the ti​me he re​ac​hed the pla​ce whe​re he'd be​en sit​ting, he was on​ce mo​re every inch the lordly di​rec​tor.

    Opening a do​or mar​ked Pre​si​dent, Ari​ma po​in​ted to a le​at​her so​fa set and sa​id, "Ha​ve a se​at." If this was the Pre​si​dent's of​fi​ce, it me​ant that the tro​upe was or​ga​ni​zed li​ke a bu​si​ness. No do​ubt the di​rec​tor do​ub​led as CEO.

    "So what brings you out in the mid​dle of a storm li​ke this?" Ari​ma's fa​ce glis​te​ned red with swe​at from re​he​ar​sing, but a kindly smi​le lur​ked in the depths of his eyes. The di​rec​tor lo​oked li​ke the type of per​son who was al​ways we​ig​hing the ot​her's mo​ti​ves whi​le con​ver​sing, but Ari​ma was the kind of guy who ans​we​red everyt​hing you as​ked him ho​nestly, wit​ho​ut co​ve​ring anyt​hing up. In​ter​vi​ews co​uld eit​her be easy or pa​in​ful, de​pen​ding on the su​bj​ect's per​so​na​lity.

    "I'm sorry to bot​her you when you're so busy li​ke this." Yos​hi​no sat down and to​ok out his no​te​pad. He as​su​med his usu​al po​se, pen clutc​hed in his right hand.

    "I ne​ver ex​pec​ted to he​ar the na​me Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, not now. That was ages ago."

    Arima was re​cal​ling his yo​uth. He mis​sed the yo​uth​ful energy he'd had then, run​ning away from the com​mer​ci​al the​ater com​pany he'd ori​gi​nal​ly be​lon​ged to and fo​un​ding a new tro​upe with his fri​ends.

    

    "Mr Ari​ma, when you pla​ced her na​me a few mi​nu​tes ago you sa​id, 'that Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra.' What exactly did you me​an by that?"

    "That girl-let me see, when was it she jo​ined, any​way? I be​li​eve we'd only be​en aro​und a few ye​ars. The com​pany was re​al​ly ta​king off then, and we had mo​re kids wan​ting to jo​in every ye​ar. Any​way, that Sa​da​ko, she was a stran​ge one."

    "In what way was she stran​ge?"

    "Hmm." Ari​ma put his hand to his jaw and tho​ught for a whi​le. Co​me to think of it, why do I ha​ve the imp​res​si​on that she was stran​ge?
    "Was the​re so​met​hing in par​ti​cu​lar abo​ut her, so​met​hing that sto​od out?"

    "No, to lo​ok at her, she was just an or​di​nary girl. A lit​tle tall, but qu​i​et. She was al​ways alo​ne."

    "Alone?"

    "Well, usu​al​ly the in​terns be​co​me qu​ite clo​se to each ot​her. But she ne​ver tri​ed to get in​vol​ved with the ot​hers."

    There was al​ways so​me​one li​ke that in any gro​up. It was hard for Yos​hi​no to ima​gi​ne that this alo​ne had ma​de her stand out.

    "How wo​uld you desc​ri​be her, say, in a word?"

    "In a word? Hmm. Eerie, I'd ha​ve to say." Wit​ho​ut he​si​ta​ting, he cal​led her "eerie." And Uc​hi​mu​ra had cal​led her "that cre​epy girl". Yos​hi​no co​uldn't help but fe​el sorry for a yo​ung wo​man of eigh​te​en whom every​body cha​rac​te​ri​zed as eerie. He be​gan to ima​gi​ne so​me gro​tes​que fi​gu​re of a wo​man.

    "What was it abo​ut her that ma​de her se​em eerie?"

    Now that he stop​ped to think abo​ut it, it se​emed odd to Ari​ma that his imp​res​si​ons of an in​tern who'd be​en aro​und for no lon​ger than a ye​ar, and twenty-fi​ve ye​ars ago at that, sho​uld still se​em so fresh. The​re was so​met​hing tug​ging at the back of his mind. So​met​hing had hap​pe​ned, so​met​hing that had ser​ved to fix her na​me in his me​mory.

    "Oh, yes, now I re​mem​ber. It was right in this ro​om." Ari​ma lo​oked aro​und the pre​si​dent's of​fi​ce. Thin​king back on the in​ci​dent, he co​uld vi​vidly re​call even how the fur​ni​tu​re had be​en ar​ran​ged in tho​se days, when this ro​om was still be​ing used as the ma​in of​fi​ce.

    "You see, we've re​he​ar​sed in this spa​ce sin​ce the be​gin​ning, but it used to be a lot smal​ler. This ro​om we're in now used to be our ma​in of​fi​ce. The​re we​re loc​kers over the​re, and we had a fros​ted-glass di​vi​der stan​ding right abo​ut he​re… Right, and the​re used to be a TV right the​re- well, we ha​ve a dif​fe​rent one the​re now." Ari​ma po​in​ted as he spo​ke.

    "A TV?" Yos​hi​no nar​ro​wed his eyes and adj​us​ted his grip on his pen.

    "Right. One of tho​se old black and whi​te jobs."

    "Okay. So what hap​pe​ned?" Yos​hi​no ur​ged him to go on.

    

    "Rehearsal had just en​ded and ne​arly every​body had go​ne ho​me. I wasn't happy with one of my li​nes, and I ca​me up he​re to go over my part one mo​re ti​me. I was right over the​re, see…" Ari​ma po​in​ted to the do​or. "I was stan​ding the​re, lo​oking in​to the ro​om, and thro​ugh the fros​ted glass I co​uld see the TV scre​en flic​ke​ring. I tho​ught, well, so​me​one's watc​hing TV. Mind you, I wasn't mis​ta​ken. It was on the ot​her si​de of the di​vi​der, so I co​uldn't ac​tu​al​ly see what was on the scre​en, but I co​uld see the qu​ave​ring black and whi​te light. The​re was no so​und. The ro​om was dim, and as I ca​me aro​und the di​vi​der, I won​de​red who was in front of the TV, and I pe​ered at the per​son's fa​ce. It was Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. But when I ca​me aro​und to the ot​her si​de of the di​vi​der and sto​od be​si​de her, the​re was not​hing on the scre​en. Of co​ur​se, I auto​ma​ti​cal​ly as​su​med that she'd just switc​hed it off. At that po​int, I had no do​ubts yet. But…"

    Arima se​emed re​luc​tant to con​ti​nue.

    "Please, go on."

    "I spo​ke to her. I sa​id, 'You'd bet​ter hurry ho​me be​fo​re the tra​ins stop run​ning.' And I tur​ned on the desk lamp. But it wo​uldn't turn on. I lo​oked and saw that it wasn't plug​ged in. I cro​uc​hed down to plug it in, and that's when I no​ti​ced it: the te​le​vi​si​on wasn't plug​ged in, eit​her."

    Arima vi​vidly re​cal​led the chill that had run up his spi​ne when he saw the plug lying the​re on the flo​or.

    

    Yoshino wan​ted to con​firm what he'd just he​ard. "So even tho​ugh it wasn't plug​ged in, the te​le​vi​si​on was de​fi​ni​tely on?"

    "That's right. It ma​de me shud​der, let me tell you. I ra​ised my he​ad wit​ho​ut thin​king and lo​oked at Sa​da​ko. What was she do​ing sit​ting the​re in front of an unp​lug​ged te​le​vi​si​on set? She didn't me​et my ga​ze, but just kept sta​ring at the scre​en, with a fa​int smi​le on her lips."

    Arima se​emed to re​mem​ber the smal​lest de​ta​il. The epi​so​de had ob​vi​o​usly ma​de a de​ep imp​res​si​on on him.

    "And did you tell an​yo​ne abo​ut this?"

    "Naturally. I told Uchy-that is, Uc​hi​mu​ra, the di​rec​tor, whom you just met-and al​so Shi​ge​mo​ri."

    "Mr Shi​ge​mo​ri?"

    "He was the re​al fo​un​der of the com​pany. Uc​hi​mu​ra is ac​tu​al​ly our se​cond le​ader."

    "Ah-ha. So how did Mr Shi​ge​mo​ri re​act to yo​ur story?"

    "He was pla​ying mah-jongg at the ti​me, but he was fas​ci​na​ted. He al​ways did ha​ve a we​ak​ness for wo​men, and it se​emed he'd had his eye on her for a whi​le, plan​ning to ma​ke her his. Then that eve​ning, af​ter he'd had a few, he star​ted tal​king crazy, sa​ying 'to​night I'm go​ing to storm Sa​da​ko's apart​ment'. We didn't know what to do. It was just drun​ken bab​bling-we co​uldn't ta​ke it too se​ri​o​usly, but we co​uldn't go along with it, eit​her. Af​ter a whi​le, every​body went ho​me, and Shi​ge​mo​ri was left alo​ne. And in the end we ne​ver knew if he ac​tu​al​ly went to Sa​da​ko's apart​ment that night or not. Be​ca​use the next day, when Shi​ge​mo​ri sho​wed up at the re​he​ar​sal spa​ce, he lo​oked li​ke a comp​le​tely dif​fe​rent per​son. He was pa​le and si​lent, and he just sat in his cha​ir sa​ying ab​so​lu​tely not​hing. Then he di​ed, right the​re, just li​ke go​ing to sle​ep."

    Startled, Yos​hi​no lo​oked up. "What was the ca​use of de​ath?"

    "Cardiac pa​raly​sis. To​day they'd call it 'sud​den he​art fa​ilu​re', I gu​ess. He was pus​hing him​self pretty hard to get re​ady for a pre​mi​ere, and I think he just over​did it."

    "So ba​si​cal​ly, no​body knows if so​met​hing hap​pe​ned bet​we​en Sa​da​ko and Shi​ge​mo​ri."

    Yoshino pres​sed the po​int, and Ari​ma ga​ve a de​fi​ni​te nod. No won​der she'd left such a strong imp​res​si​on, Yos​hi​no tho​ught.

    "What hap​pe​ned to her af​ter that?"

    "She qu​it. I think she was only with us for a ye​ar or two."

    "And then what did she do, af​ter she qu​it?"

    "I'm af​ra​id I can't help you the​re."

    "What do most pe​op​le do af​ter they qu​it the tro​upe?"

    "People who are re​al​ly de​di​ca​ted try to jo​in anot​her com​pany."

    "Do you think Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra might ha​ve do​ne that?"

    

    "She was a bright girl, and her ac​ting ins​tincts we​ren't bad at all. But she had such per​so​na​lity de​fects. I me​an, this bu​si​ness is all abo​ut per​so​nal re​la​ti​ons​hips. I don't think she was re​al​ly cut out for it."

    "So you're sa​ying the​re's a pos​si​bi​lity she left the the​at​re world al​to​get​her?"

    "I re​al​ly co​uldn't say."

    "Isn't the​re any​body who might know what hap​pe​ned to her?"

    "Maybe one of the ot​her in​terns who was he​re at the ti​me."

    "Would you hap​pen to ha​ve any of the​ir na​mes and ad​dres​ses?"

    "Hold on." Ari​ma sto​od up and wal​ked over to the shel​ves bu​ilt in​to the wall. Bo​und fi​les we​re li​ned up from one end of the shelf to the ot​her; he to​ok one down. It con​ta​ined the port​fo​li​os ap​pli​cants sub​mit​ted when they to​ok the ent​ran​ce exam.

    "Including her, the​re we​re eight in​terns who jo​ined in 1965." He wa​ved the​ir port​fo​li​os in the air.

    "May I ha​ve a lo​ok?"

    "Go right ahe​ad."

    Each port​fo​lio had two pho​tos at​tac​hed, a he​ad shot and a full-body shot. Trying to re​ma​in calm, Yos​hi​no pul​led out Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra's port​fo​lio. He lo​oked at her pho​tos.

    "Hey, didn't you say she was 'eerie' a few mi​nu​tes ago?" Yos​hi​no was con​fu​sed. The​re was too much of a gap bet​we​en the Sa​da​ko he'd ima​gi​ned from Ari​ma's desc​rip​ti​on and the Sa​da​ko in the pho​tos. "Eerie? You've got to be kid​ding me. I've ne​ver se​en such a pretty fa​ce."

    Yoshino won​de​red why he had phra​sed it that way-why he'd sa​id "pretty fa​ce" ins​te​ad of "pretty girl". Cer​ta​inly her fa​ci​al fe​atu​res we​re per​fectly re​gu​lar. But she lac​ked a cer​ta​in wo​manly ro​und​ness. But lo​oking at the full-body shot, he had to ad​mit that her slen​der wa​ist and ank​les we​re stri​kingly fe​mi​ni​ne. She was be​a​uti​ful-and yet, the pas​sa​ge of twenty-fi​ve ye​ars had cor​ro​ded the​ir imp​res​si​ons of her, un​til they re​mem​be​red her as "eerie", as "that cre​epy girl". Nor​mal​ly they sho​uld ha​ve re​cal​led her as "that won​der​ful​ly be​a​uti​ful yo​ung wo​man". Yos​hi​no's in​te​rest was pi​qu​ed by this "eeri​ness" that se​emed to el​bow out the sa​li​ent pret​ti​ness of her fa​ce.
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    October 17-Wed​nes​day
    Standing at the in​ter​sec​ti​on of Omo​te​san​do and Aoya​ma​do​ri, Yos​hi​no on​ce mo​re to​ok out his no​te​bo​ok. 6-1 Mi​na​mi Aoya​ma, Su​gi​ya​ma Lod​gings. That had be​en Sa​da​ko's ad​dress twenty-fi​ve ye​ars be​fo​re. The ad​dress had him wor​ri​ed. He fol​lo​wed Omo​te​san​do as it cur​ved, and su​re eno​ugh, 6-1 was the block op​po​si​te the Ne​zu Mu​se​um, one of the mo​re up​mar​ket dist​ricts in the city. Just as he'd fe​ared, the​re we​re not​hing but im​po​sing red-brick con​dos whe​re the che​ap Su​gi​ya​ma Lod​gings sho​uld ha​ve be​en.

    Who we​re you kid​ding any​way? How we​re you sup​po​sed to fol​low this wo​man's tracks twenty-fi​ve ye​ars la​ter?
    His only re​ma​ining le​ad was the ot​her kids who'd jo​ined the the​at​re gro​up at the sa​me ti​me as Sa​da​ko. Of the se​ven who'd co​me in that ye​ar, he'd only be​en ab​le to find con​tact in​for​ma​ti​on for fo​ur. If no​ne of them knew anyt​hing abo​ut Sa​da​ko's whe​re​abo​uts, then the tra​il wo​uld ha​ve go​ne de​ad. And Yos​hi​no had a fe​eling that was exactly what wo​uld hap​pen. He lo​oked at his watch: ele​ven in the mor​ning. He das​hed in​to a ne​arby sta​ti​onery shop to send a fax to the Izu Os​hi​ma bu​re​au. He might as well tell Asa​ka​wa everyt​hing he'd fo​und out up to this po​int. At that very mo​ment, Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji we​re at that "bu​re​au", Ha​yat​su's ho​me.

    "Hey, Asa​ka​wa, calm down!" Ryu​ji yel​led to​ward Asa​ka​wa, who was pa​cing aro​und the ro​om with his back tur​ned. "Pa​nic​king won't help, you know."

    The typho​on war​nings flo​wed ste​adily from the ra​dio: ma​xi​mum wind ve​lo​city, ba​ro​met​ric pres​su​re ne​ar the eye of the storm, mil​li​bars, north-nort​he​as​terly winds, are​as of vi​olent winds and ra​in, he​aving swells… It all rub​bed Asa​ka​wa the wrong way.

    At the mo​ment, Typho​on No. 21 was cent​red on a po​int in the sea ro​ughly a hund​red and fifty ki​lo​met​res so​uth from Ca​pe Oma​eza​ki, ad​van​cing in a north-nort​he​as​terly di​rec​ti​on at a spe​ed of ro​ughly twenty ki​lo​met​res an ho​ur, ma​in​ta​ining wind spe​eds of forty me​ters per se​cond. At this ra​te it wo​uld hit the sea just so​uth of Os​hi​ma by eve​ning. It wo​uld pro​bably be to​mor​row - Thurs​day - be​fo​re air and sea tra​vel was res​to​red. At le​ast, that was Ha​yat​su's fo​re​cast.

    "Thursday, he says!" Asa​ka​wa was se​et​hing. My de​ad​li​ne is to​mor​row night at ten! You damn typho​on, hurry up and blow thro​ugh, or turn in​to a tro​pi​cal dep​res​si​on, or so​met​hing. "When the hell are we go​ing to be ab​le to catch a pla​ne or a bo​at off this is​land?" Asa​ka​wa wan​ted to get angry at so​me​one, but he didn't even know who. I ne​ver sho​uld've co​me he​re. I'll reg​ret it fo​re​ver. And that's not all-I don't even know whe​re to be​gin reg​ret​ting. I ne​ver sho​uld ha​ve watc​hed that vi​deo. I ne​ver sho​uld ha​ve got cu​ri​o​us abo​ut To​mo​ko Ois​hi and Shu​ic​hi Iwa​ta 's de​aths. I ne​ver sho​uld ha​ve ta​ken a cab that day… Shit.
    "Don't you know how to re​lax? Comp​la​ining to Mr Ha​yat​su isn't go​ing to get you anyw​he​re." Ryu​ji grab​bed Asa​ka​wa's arm, with an unex​pec​ted gent​le​ness. "Think abo​ut it this way. May​be the charm is so​met​hing that can only be car​ri​ed out he​re on the is​land. It's at le​ast pos​sib​le. Why didn't tho​se brats use the charm? May​be they didn't ha​ve the mo​ney to co​me to Os​hi​ma. It's pla​usib​le. May​be the​se storm clo​uds will ha​ve a sil​ver li​ning-at le​ast try to be​li​eve it, and may​be you'll be ab​le to calm down."

    "That's if we can fi​gu​re out what the charm is!" Asa​ka​wa brus​hed away Ryu​ji's hand. Asa​ka​wa saw Ha​yat​su and his wi​fe Fu​mi​ko exc​han​ge a glan​ce, and it se​emed to him they we​re la​ug​hing.

    

    Two grown men go​ing on abo​ut charms.

    "What's so funny?" He star​ted to ad​van​ce on them, but Ryu​ji grab​bed his arm, with mo​re for​ce than be​fo​re, and pul​led him back.

    "Knock it off. You're was​ting yo​ur energy."

    Seeing Asa​ka​wa's ir​ri​ta​ti​on, the kind-he​ar​ted Ha​yat​su had be​gun to fe​el al​most res​pon​sib​le for trans​por​ta​ti​on be​ing dis​rup​ted on ac​co​unt of the typho​on. Or per​haps he was just sympat​he​tic at the sight of pe​op​le suf​fe​ring so be​ca​use of the storm. He pra​yed for the suc​cess of Asa​ka​wa's pro​j​ect. A fax was due to ar​ri​ve from Tok​yo, but wa​iting se​emed only to ratc​het up Asa​ka​wa's an​no​yan​ce. Ha​yat​su tri​ed to de​fu​se the si​tu​ati​on.

    "How is yo​ur in​ves​ti​ga​ti​on co​ming?" Ha​yat​su as​ked gently, se​eking to calm Asa​ka​wa.

    "Well…"

    "One of Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra's child​ho​od fri​ends li​ves right ne​arby. If you'd li​ke, I can call him over and you can he​ar what he has to say. Old Gen won't be out fis​hing on a day li​ke this. I'm su​re he's bo​red-he'd be happy to co​me over."

    Hayatsu fi​gu​red that if he ga​ve Asa​ka​wa so​met​hing el​se to in​ves​ti​ga​te it wo​uld be bo​und to dist​ract him. "He's ne​aring se​venty, so I don't know how well he'll be ab​le to ans​wer yo​ur qu​es​ti​ons, but it has to be bet​ter than just wa​iting."

    "Alright…"

    Without even wa​iting for the ans​wer, Ha​yat​su tur​ned aro​und and cal​led to his wi​fe in the kitc​hen: "Hey, call Gen's pla​ce and ha​ve him get over he​re right away."

    Just as Ha​yat​su had sa​id, Ge​nji was happy to talk to them. He se​emed to li​ke not​hing bet​ter than tal​king abo​ut Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. He was sixty-eight, three ye​ars ol​der than Shi​zu​ko wo​uld ha​ve be​en. She'd be​en his child​ho​od play​ma​te, and al​so his first lo​ve. Whet​her it was be​ca​use the me​mo​ri​es be​ca​me cle​arer as he tal​ked abo​ut them or just be​ca​use he was sti​mu​la​ted by ha​ving an audi​en​ce, the re​col​lec​ti​ons ca​me po​uring out of him. For Ge​nji, tal​king abo​ut Shi​zu​ko was tal​king abo​ut his own yo​uth.

    Asakawa and Ryu​ji le​ar​ned a cer​ta​in amo​unt from his ramb​ling, oc​ca​si​onal​ly te​ar​ful sto​ri​es abo​ut Shi​zu​ko. But they we​re awa​re that they co​uld only trust Old Gen so far. Me​mo​ri​es we​re al​ways li​ab​le to be​ing pret​ti​fi​ed, and all of this had hap​pe​ned over forty ye​ars ago. He might even be get​ting her con​fu​sed with anot​her wo​man. Well, may​be not-a man's first lo​ve was spe​ci​al, not so​me​one he'd mix up with so​me​one el​se.

    Genji wasn't exactly elo​qu​ent. He used a lot of ro​un​da​bo​ut exp​res​si​ons, and Asa​ka​wa so​on got ti​red of lis​te​ning. But then he sa​id so​met​hing that had Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji lis​te​ning in​tently. "I think that what ma​de Shi​zu chan​ge was that sto​ne sta​tue of the As​ce​tic we pul​led up out of the sea. The​re was a full mo​on that night…" Ac​cor​ding to the old man, Shi​zu​ko's myste​ri​o​us po​wers we​re so​me​how con​nec​ted to the sea and the full mo​on. And on the night it hap​pe​ned, Ge​nji him​self had be​en be​si​de her, ro​wing the bo​at. It was 1946, on a night to​ward the end of sum​mer; Shi​zu​ko was twenty-one and Ge​nji was twenty-fo​ur.

    It was hot for so la​te in the se​ason, and even night​fall bro​ught no re​li​ef. Ge​nji spo​ke of the​se events of forty-fo​ur ye​ars ago as tho​ugh they had hap​pe​ned last night.

    That swel​te​ring eve​ning, Ge​nji was sit​ting on his front porch la​zily fan​ning him​self, ga​zing at the night sky calmly ref​lec​ted on the mo​on​lit sea. The si​len​ce was bro​ken when Shi​zu ca​me run​ning up the hill to his ho​use. She sto​od in front of him, tug​ging at his sle​eve, and cri​ed, "Gen, get yo​ur bo​at! We're go​ing fis​hing." He as​ked her why, but all she wo​uld say was, "We'll ne​ver ha​ve anot​her mo​on​lit night li​ke this." Ge​nji just sat the​re as if in a da​ze, lo​oking at the most be​a​uti​ful girl on the is​land. "Wi​pe that stu​pid lo​ok off yo​ur fa​ce and hurry up!" She pul​led at his col​lar un​til he got to his fe​et. Ge​nji was used to ha​ving her push him aro​und and tell him what to do, but he as​ked her any​way, "What in the world are we go​ing fis​hing for?" Sta​ring at the oce​an, she ga​ve a brisk reply: "For the sta​tue of the As​ce​tic."

    "Of the As​ce​tic?"

    With ra​ised eyeb​rows and a no​te of reg​ret in her vo​ice, Shi​zu​ko exp​la​ined that ear​li​er in the day, so​me Oc​cu​pa​ti​on sol​di​ers had hur​led the sto​ne sta​tue of the As​ce​tic in​to the sea.

    In the mid​dle of the is​land's eas​tern sho​re the​re was a be​ach cal​led the As​ce​tic's Be​ach, with a small ca​ve cal​led the As​ce​tic's Grot​to. It con​ta​ined a sto​ne sta​tue of En no Ozu​nu, the fa​med Bud​dhist as​ce​tic, who had be​en ba​nis​hed he​re in the ye​ar 699. Ozu​nu had be​en born with gre​at wis​dom, and long ye​ars of dis​cip​li​ne had gi​ven him com​mand of oc​cult and mystic arts. It was sa​id that he co​uld sum​mon gods and de​mons at will. But Ozu​nu's po​wer to fo​re​tell the fu​tu​re had ma​de him po​wer​ful ene​mi​es in the world of bo​oks and we​apons, and he'd be​en jud​ged a cri​mi​nal, a me​na​ce to so​ci​ety, and exi​led he​re to Izu Os​hi​ma. That had be​en al​most thir​te​en hund​red ye​ars ago. Ozu​nu ho​led him​self up in a small ca​ve on the be​ach and de​vo​ted him​self to even mo​re stre​nu​o​us dis​cip​li​nes. He al​so ta​ught far​ming and fis​hing to the pe​op​le of the is​land, ear​ning res​pect for his vir​tue. Fi​nal​ly he was par​do​ned and al​lo​wed to re​turn to the ma​in​land, whe​re he fo​un​ded the Shu​gen​do mo​nas​tic tra​di​ti​on. He was tho​ught to ha​ve spent three ye​ars on the is​land, but sto​ri​es of his ti​me the​re abo​un​ded, inc​lu​ding the le​gend that he had on​ce shod him​self with iron clogs and flown off to Mt Fu​ji. The is​lan​ders still re​ta​ined a gre​at de​al of af​fec​ti​on for En no Ozu​nu, and the As​ce​tic's Grot​to was con​si​de​red the ho​li​est pla​ce on the is​land. A fes​ti​val, known as the Fes​ti​val of the As​ce​tic, was held every ye​ar on June 15th.

    Right af​ter the end of World War II, ho​we​ver, as part of the​ir po​licy to​ward Shin​to​ism and Bud​dhism, the Oc​cu​pa​ti​on for​ces had ta​ken En no Ozu​nu's sta​tue from whe​re it was ensh​ri​ned in the ca​ve and tos​sed it in​to the oce​an. Shi​zu​ko, who had de​ep fa​ith in Ozu​nu, had evi​dently be​en watc​hing. She had hid her​self in the sha​dow of the rocks at Worm's No​se Po​int and watc​hed ca​re​ful​ly as the sta​tue was cast from the Ame​ri​can pat​rol bo​at. She me​mo​ri​zed the exact spot.

    Genji co​uldn't be​li​eve his ears when he he​ard that they we​re go​ing fis​hing for the sta​tue of the As​ce​tic. He was a go​od fis​her​man with strong arms, but he'd ne​ver tri​ed to catch a sto​ne sta​tue. But the​re was no way he co​uld just turn Shi​zu​ko down, gi​ven the sec​ret fe​elings he nur​sed for her. He la​unc​hed his bo​at in​to the night, thin​king to ta​ke this op​por​tu​nity to put her in his debt. And truth be told, be​ing out on the sea un​der a be​a​uti​ful mo​on li​ke this, just the two of them, pro​mi​sed to be a won​der​ful thing.

    They'd bu​ilt fi​res on As​ce​tic's Be​ach and at Worm's No​se as land​marks, and now they ro​wed fart​her and fart​her out to sea. Both of them we​re qu​ite fa​mi​li​ar with the oce​an he​re-the lie of the se​af​lo​or, the depth, and the scho​ols of fish that swam he​re. But now it was night ti​me, and no mat​ter how bright the mo​on was, it il​lu​mi​na​ted not​hing be​ne​ath the sur​fa​ce. Ge​nji didn't know how Shi​zu​ko in​ten​ded to find the sta​tue. He as​ked her, whi​le wor​king the oars, but she didn't ans​wer. She just chec​ked the​ir po​si​ti​on aga​in by the bon​fi​res on the be​ach. One might ha​ve be​en ab​le to get a pretty go​od idea of whe​re they we​re by ga​zing over the wa​ves at the fi​res on the be​ach, and es​ti​ma​ting the dis​tan​ce bet​we​en them. Af​ter they'd ro​wed se​ve​ral hund​red me​ters, Shi​zu​ko cri​ed, "Stop he​re!"

    She went to the stern of the bo​at, le​aned down clo​se to the sur​fa​ce of the wa​ter, and pe​ered in​to the dark sea. "Lo​ok the ot​her way," she com​man​ded Ge​nji. Ge​nji gu​es​sed what Shi​zu​ko was abo​ut to do, and his he​art le​apt. Shi​zu​ko sto​od up and to​ok off her splash-pat​ter​ned ki​mo​no. His ima​gi​na​ti​on aro​used by the so​und of the ro​be slip​ping ac​ross her skin, Ge​nji fo​und it hard to bre​at​he. Be​hind him he he​ard the so​und of her jum​ping in​to the sea. As the spray hit his sho​ul​ders he tur​ned aro​und and lo​oked. Shi​zu​ko was tre​ading wa​ter, her long black ha​ir ti​ed back with a rag and one end of a slen​der ro​pe clenc​hed bet​we​en her te​eth. She thrust her up​per body out of the wa​ter, to​ok two de​ep bre​aths, then di​ved to the bot​tom of the sea.

    How many ti​mes did her he​ad pop up from the sur​fa​ce of the wa​ter to gasp for air? The last ti​me, she no lon​ger had the end of the ro​pe in her mo​uth. "I've ti​ed it fast to the As​ce​tic. Go ahe​ad and pull him up," she sa​id in a tremb​ling vo​ice.

    Gen shif​ted his body to the bow of the bo​at and pul​led on the ro​pe. In no ti​me Shi​zu​ko clim​bed abo​ard, dra​ped her ki​mo​no aro​und her body, and ca​me up be​si​de Ge​nji in ti​me to help him ha​ul up the sta​tue. They pla​ced it in the cent​re of the bo​at and he​aded back to the sho​re. The who​le way back, ne​it​her Ge​nji nor Shi​zu​ko sa​id a word. The​re was so​met​hing in the at​mosp​he​re that qu​as​hed all qu​es​ti​ons. He fo​und it myste​ri​o​us that she'd be​en ab​le to lo​ca​te the sta​tue in the dark​ness at the bot​tom of the sea. It was only three days la​ter that he was ab​le to ask her. She sa​id that the As​ce​tic's eyes had cal​led to her on the oce​an flo​or. The gre​en eyes of the sta​tue, mas​ter of gods and de​mons, had glo​wed at the bot​tom of the de​ep dark sea… That's what Shi​zu​ko had sa​id.

    After that, Shi​zu​ko be​gan to fe​el physi​cal dis​com​fort. She'd ne​ver even had a he​adac​he up un​til then, but now she of​ten ex​pe​ri​en​ced se​aring pa​ins in her he​ad, ac​com​pa​ni​ed by vi​si​ons of things she'd ne​ver se​en be​fo​re flas​hing ac​ross her mind's eye. And it hap​pe​ned that the​se sce​nes she had glimp​sed very so​on ma​ni​fes​ted them​sel​ves in re​ality. Ge​nji had qu​es​ti​oned her in so​me de​ta​il. It se​emed that when the​se fu​tu​re sce​nes in​ser​ted them​sel​ves in​to her bra​in, they we​re al​ways ac​com​pa​ni​ed by the sa​me cit​rus frag​ran​ce in her nost​rils. Ge​nji's ol​der sis​ter had mar​ri​ed and mo​ved to Oda​wa​ra, on the ma​in​land; when she di​ed, the sce​ne had pre​sen​ted it​self to Shi​zu​ko be​fo​re​hand. But it didn't so​und li​ke she co​uld ac​tu​al​ly, cons​ci​o​usly pre​dict things that wo​uld hap​pen in the fu​tu​re. It was just that the​se sce​nes wo​uld flash ac​ross her mind, with no war​ning, and with no ink​ling of why she'd wit​nes​sed tho​se exact sce​nes. So Shi​zu​ko ne​ver al​lo​wed pe​op​le to ask her to pre​dict the​ir fu​tu​res.

    The fol​lo​wing ye​ar she went up to Tok​yo, des​pi​te Ge​nji's ef​forts to stop her. She ca​me to know He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma, and con​ce​ived his child. Then, at the end of the ye​ar, she went back to her ho​me​town and ga​ve birth to a baby girl. Sa​da​ko.

    They didn't know when Ge​nji's ta​le wo​uld end. Ten ye​ars la​ter Shi​zu​ko jum​ped in​to the mo​uth of Mt Mi​ha​ra, and to jud​ge by the way Ge​nji re​la​ted the event, it se​emed he had de​ci​ded to bla​me it on her lo​ver, Iku​ma. It was per​haps a na​tu​ral tho​ught, as he had be​en Ge​nji's ri​val in lo​ve, but his ob​vi​o​us re​sent​ment ma​de his ac​co​unt hard to sit thro​ugh. All they'd gle​aned from him was the know​led​ge that Sa​da​ko's mot​her had be​en ab​le to see the fu​tu​re, and the pos​si​bi​lity that this po​wer had be​en gi​ven her by a sto​ne sta​tue of En no Ozu​nu.

    Just then the fax mac​hi​ne be​gan to hum. It prin​ted out an en​lar​ge​ment of the he​ad shot of Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra that Yos​hi​no had got from The​ater Gro​up So​aring.

    Asakawa was stran​gely mo​ved. This was the first ac​tu​al lo​ok he'd had at this wo​man. Even tho​ugh it had only be​en for the bri​efest mo​ment, he'd sha​red the sa​me sen​sa​ti​ons as her, se​en the world from the sa​me van​ta​ge po​int. It was li​ke catc​hing the first glimp​se of a lo​ver's fa​ce in the dim mor​ning light, fi​nal​ly se​e​ing what she lo​oks li​ke, af​ter a night of ent​wi​ned limbs and sha​red or​gasms in the dark.

    It was odd, but he co​uldn't think of her as hi​de​o​us. That was only na​tu​ral; alt​ho​ugh the pho​to that ca​me thro​ugh the fax mac​hi​ne was so​mew​hat blur​red aro​und the ed​ges, still it fully com​mu​ni​ca​ted the al​lu​re of Sa​da​ko's be​a​uti​ful​ly re​gu​lar fe​atu​res.

    "She's a fi​ne wo​man, isn't she?" Ryu​ji sa​id. Asa​ka​wa sud​denly re​cal​led Mai Ta​ka​no. If you com​pa​red them pu​rely on the ba​sis of lo​oks, Sa​da​ko was far mo​re be​a​uti​ful than Mai. And yet the scent of a wo​man was much mo​re po​wer​ful with Mai. And what abo​ut that "eerie" qu​ality that was sup​po​sed to cha​rac​te​ri​ze Sa​da​ko? It didn't co​me thro​ugh in the pho​tog​raph. Sa​da​ko had po​wers that or​di​nary pe​op​le didn't ha​ve; they must ha​ve inf​lu​en​ced the pe​op​le aro​und her.

    The se​cond pa​ge of the fax sum​ma​ri​zed in​for​ma​ti​on abo​ut Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. It pic​ked up right whe​re Ge​nji's story had left off just now.

    In 1947, ha​ving left be​hind her ho​me​town of Sas​hi​ki​ji for the ca​pi​tal, Shi​zu​ko sud​denly col​lap​sed with he​ad pa​ins and was ta​ken to a hos​pi​tal. Thro​ugh one of the doc​tors, she ca​me to know He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma, an as​sis​tant pro​fes​sor in the psychi​atry de​part​ment of Ta​ido Uni​ver​sity. Iku​ma was in​vol​ved in trying to find a sci​en​ti​fic exp​la​na​ti​on for hypno​tism and re​la​ted phe​no​me​na, and he be​ca​me very in​te​res​ted in Shi​zu​ko when he dis​co​ve​red that she had start​ling po​wers of cla​ir​vo​yan​ce. The fin​ding went so far as to chan​ge the thrust of his re​se​arch. The​re​af​ter Iku​ma wo​uld im​mer​se him​self in the study of pa​ra​nor​mal po​wers, with Shi​zu​ko as the su​bj​ect of his re​se​arch. But the two so​on prog​res​sed be​yond a me​re re​se​arc​her-su​bj​ect re​la​ti​ons​hip. In spi​te of his ha​ving a fa​mily, Iku​ma be​gan to ha​ve ro​man​tic fe​elings to​ward Shi​zu​ko. By the end of the ye​ar she was preg​nant with his child, and to es​ca​pe the eyes of the world she went back ho​me, whe​re she had Sa​da​ko. Shi​zu​ko im​me​di​ately re​tur​ned to Tok​yo, le​aving Sa​da​ko in Sas​hi​ki​ji, but three ye​ars la​ter she re​tur​ned to rec​la​im her child. From then un​til the ti​me of her su​ici​de, evi​dently, she ne​ver let Sa​da​ko le​ave her si​de.

    When the 1950s daw​ned, the part​ners​hip of He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma and Shi​zu​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra was a sen​sa​ti​on in the pa​ges of the news pa​pers and the we​ekly news ma​ga​zi​nes. They pro​vi​ded a sud​den in​sight in​to the sci​en​ti​fic un​der​pin​nings of su​per​na​tu​ral po​wers. At first, per​haps daz​zled by Iku​ma's po​si​ti​on as a pro​fes​sor at such a pres​ti​gi​o​us uni​ver​sity, the pub​lic una​ni​mo​usly be​li​eved in Shi​zu​ko's po​wers. Even the me​dia wro​te her up in a mo​re-or-less fa​vo​rab​le light. Still, the​re we​re per​sis​tent cla​ims that she co​uld only be a fa​ke, and when an aut​ho​ri​ta​ti​ve scho​larly as​so​ci​ati​on we​ig​hed in with the one-word com​ment "qu​es​ti​onab​le", pe​op​le be​gan to shift the​ir sup​port away from the pa​ir.

    The pa​ra​nor​mal po​wers Shi​zu​ko ex​hi​bi​ted we​re ma​inly ESP-re​la​ted, such as cla​ir​vo​yan​ce or se​cond sight, and the abi​lity to pro​du​ce psychic pho​tog​raphs. She didn't disp​lay the po​wer of te​le​ki​ne​sis, the abi​lity to mo​ve things wit​ho​ut to​uc​hing them. Ac​cor​ding to one ma​ga​zi​ne, simply by hol​ding a pi​ece of film in a tightly se​aled en​ve​lo​pe aga​inst her fo​re​he​ad, she co​uld psychi​cal​ly imp​rint upon it a spe​ci​fi​ed de​sign; she co​uld al​so iden​tify the ima​ge on a si​mi​larly con​ce​aled pi​ece of film a hund​red ti​mes out of a hund​red. Ho​we​ver, anot​her ma​ga​zi​ne ma​in​ta​ined that she was not​hing mo​re than a con-wo​man, cla​iming that any ma​gi​ci​an, with so​me tra​ining, co​uld easily do the sa​me things. In this way the ti​de of pub​lic opi​ni​on be​gan to ri​se aga​inst Shi​zu​ko and Iku​ma.

    

    Then Shi​zu​ko was vi​si​ted by mis​for​tu​ne. In 1954 she ga​ve birth to her se​cond baby, but it be​ca​me ill and di​ed at only fo​ur months of age. It had be​en a boy. Sa​da​ko, who was se​ven at the ti​me, se​emed to ha​ve sho​we​red a spe​ci​al af​fec​ti​on on her new​born lit​tle brot​her.

    The fol​lo​wing ye​ar, in 1955, Iku​ma chal​len​ged the me​dia to a pub​lic de​monst​ra​ti​on of Shi​zu​ko's po​wers. At first Shi​zu​ko didn't want to do it. She sa​id that it was hard to con​cent​ra​te her awa​re​ness the way she wan​ted to among a mass of spec​ta​tors; she was af​ra​id she'd fa​il. But Iku​ma was un​yi​el​ding. He co​uldn't stand be​ing la​bel​led a char​la​tan by the me​dia, and he co​uldn't think of a bet​ter way to out​wit them than by of​fe​ring cle​ar pro​of of her aut​hen​ti​city.

    On the ap​po​in​ted day, Shi​zu​ko re​luc​tantly mo​un​ted the da​is in the lab the​at​re, un​der the watch​ful eyes of ne​arly a hund​red scho​lars and rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ves of the press. She was men​tal​ly ex​ha​us​ted, to bo​ot, so the​se we​re hardly the best con​di​ti​ons for her to work un​der. The ex​pe​ri​ment was to pro​ce​ed along qu​ite simp​le li​nes. All she had to do was iden​tify the num​bers on a pa​ir of di​ce in​si​de a le​ad con​ta​iner. If she had just be​en ab​le to exert her po​wers nor​mal​ly, it wo​uld ha​ve be​en no prob​lem. But she knew that each one of the hund​red pe​op​le sur​ro​un​ding her was wa​iting and ho​ping for her to fa​il. She tremb​led, she cro​uc​hed down on the flo​or, she cri​ed out in an​gu​ish, "Eno​ugh of this!" Shi​zu​ko her​self exp​la​ined it this way: every​body had a cer​ta​in deg​ree of psychic po​wer. She just had mo​re of it than ot​hers did. But sur​ro​un​ded by a hund​red pe​op​le all wil​ling her to fa​il, her po​wer was dis​rup​ted-she co​uldn't get it to work. Iku​ma went even furt​her: "It's not just a hund​red pe​op​le. No, now the who​le po​pu​la​ti​on of Japan is trying to stamp out the fru​its of my re​se​arch. When pub​lic opi​ni​on, fan​ned by the me​dia, be​gins to turn, then the me​dia says not​hing the pe​op​le don't want to he​ar. They sho​uld be as​ha​med!" Thus the gre​at pub​lic disp​lay of cla​ir​vo​yan​ce en​ded with Iku​ma's de​nun​ci​ati​on of the mass me​dia.

    Of co​ur​se, the me​dia in​terp​re​ted Iku​ma's di​at​ri​be as an at​tempt to shift the bla​me for the fa​iled de​monst​ra​ti​on, and that's how it was writ​ten up in the next day's news​pa​pers. A FA​KE AF​TER ALL … THE​IR TRUE CO​LORS RE​VE​ALED . .. TA​IDO UNI​VER​SITY PRO​FES​SOR A FRA​UD. .. FI​VE YE​ARS OF DE​BA​TE EN​DED … VIC​TORY FOR MO​DERN SCI​EN​CE. Not a sing​le ar​tic​le de​fen​ded them.

    Toward the end of the ye​ar, Iku​ma di​vor​ced his wi​fe and re​sig​ned from the uni​ver​sity. Shi​zu​ko be​gan to be​co​me inc​re​asingly pa​ra​no​id. Af​ter that, Iku​ma de​ci​ded to ac​qu​ire pa​ra​nor​mal abi​li​ti​es him​self, and he ret​re​ated de​ep in​to the mo​un​ta​ins and sto​od un​der wa​ter​fal​ls, but all he got was pul​mo​nary tu​ber​cu​lo​sis. He had to be com​mit​ted to a sa​na​to​ri​um in Ha​ko​ne. Me​anw​hi​le Shi​zu​ko's psycho​lo​gi​cal sta​te was be​co​ming mo​re and mo​re pre​ca​ri​o​us. Eight-ye​ar-old Sa​da​ko con​vin​ced her mot​her to go back ho​me to Sas​hi​ki​ji, to es​ca​pe the eyes of the me​dia and the ri​di​cu​le of the pub​lic, but then Shi​zu​ko slip​ped her da​ugh​ter's ga​ze and jum​ped in​to the vol​ca​no. And so three pe​op​le's li​ves crumb​led.

    Asakawa and Ryu​ji fi​nis​hed re​ading the two-pa​ge prin​to​ut at the sa​me ti​me.

    "It's a grud​ge," mut​te​red Ryu​ji. "Ima​gi​ne how Sa​da​ko must ha​ve felt when her mom threw her​self in​to Mt Mi​ha​ra."

    "She ha​ted the me​dia?"

    "Not just the me​dia. She re​sen​ted the pub​lic at lar​ge for dest​ro​ying her fa​mily, first tre​ating them li​ke dar​lings, and then when the wind chan​ged scor​ning them. Sa​da​ko was with her mot​her and fat​her bet​we​en the ages of three and ten, right? She had first-hand know​led​ge of the va​ga​ri​es of pub​lic opi​ni​on."

    "But that's no re​ason to ar​ran​ge an in​disc​ri​mi​na​te at​tack li​ke this!" Asa​ka​wa's obj​ec​ti​on was ma​de in full cons​ci​o​us​ness of the fact that he him​self be​lon​ged to the me​dia. In his he​art he was ma​king ex​cu​ses-he was ple​ading. Hey, I'm just as cri​ti​cal of the me​dia's ten​den​ci​es as you are.
    "What are you mumb​ling abo​ut?"

    "Huh?" Asa​ka​wa re​ali​zed that unk​no​wingly he had be​en vo​icing his comp​la​ints, as if they we​re a Bud​dhist chant.

    "Well, we've be​gun to il​lu​mi​na​te the ima​ges on that vi​deo. Mt Mi​ha​ra ap​pe​ars be​ca​use it's whe​re her mot​her kil​led her​self, and al​so be​ca​use Sa​da​ko her​self had pre​dic​ted its erup​ti​on. It must ha​ve ma​de a par​ti​cu​larly strong psychic imp​res​si​on on her. The next sce​ne shows the cha​rac​ter for 'mo​un​ta​in', ya​ma, flo​ating in​to vi​ew. That's pro​bably the first psychic pho​tog​raph Sa​da​ko suc​ce​eded in ma​king, when she was very small."

    "Very small?" Asa​ka​wa didn't see why it had to be from when she was very small.

    "Yes, pro​bably from when she was fo​ur or fi​ve. Next, the​re's the sce​ne with the di​ce. Sa​da​ko was pre​sent du​ring her mot​her's pub​lic de​monst​ra​ti​on; this sce​ne me​ans that she was watc​hing, wor​ri​ed, as her mot​her tri​ed to gu​ess the num​bers on the di​ce."

    "Hold on a mi​nu​te, tho​ugh. Sa​da​ko cle​arly saw the num​bers on the di​ce in that le​ad bowl."

    Both Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji had watc​hed that sce​ne with the​ir own eyes, so to spe​ak. The​re was no mis​ta​king.

    "And?"

    "Shizuko co​uldn't see them."

    "Is it so stran​ge that the da​ugh​ter co​uld do what the mot​her co​uldn't? Lo​ok, Sa​da​ko was only se​ven then, but her po​wer al​re​ady far outst​rip​ped her mot​her's. So much so that the com​bi​ned un​cons​ci​o​us will of a hund​red pe​op​le was not​hing to her. Think abo​ut it: this is a girl who co​uld pro​j​ect ima​ges on​to a cat​ho​de-ray tu​be. Te​le​vi​si​ons pro​du​ce ima​ges by an en​ti​rely dif​fe​rent mec​ha​nism from pho​tog​raphy-it's not just a mat​ter of ex​po​sing film to light. A pic​tu​re on TV is com​po​sed of 525 li​nes, right? Sa​da​ko co​uld ma​ni​pu​la​te tho​se. This is po​wer of a comp​le​tely dif​fe​rent or​der he​re."

    Asakawa still wasn't con​vin​ced. "If she had so much po​wer, what abo​ut the psychic pho​to she sent to Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura? She sho​uld ha​ve be​en ab​le to pro​du​ce so​met​hing much mo​re imp​res​si​ve."

    "You're even dum​ber than you lo​ok. Her mot​her had ga​ined not​hing but un​hap​pi​ness by let​ting pe​op​le know abo​ut her po​wer. Her mot​her pro​bably didn't want her to ma​ke the sa​me mis​ta​ke. She pro​bably told Sa​da​ko to hi​de her abi​li​ti​es and just le​ad a nor​mal li​fe. Sa​da​ko pro​bably ca​re​ful​ly rest​ra​ined her​self so as to pro​du​ce only an ave​ra​ge psychic pho​to."

    Sadako had sta​yed in the re​he​ar​sal hall alo​ne af​ter ever​yo​ne el​se had left, so that she co​uld test her po​wers on the te​le​vi​si​on set, still a ra​rity in tho​se days. She was trying to be ca​re​ful not to let an​yo​ne know what she co​uld do.

    "Who's the old wo​man who ap​pe​ars in the next sce​ne?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa.

    "I don't know who that is. Per​haps she ca​me to Sa​da​ko in a dre​am or so​met​hing, whis​pe​red prop​he​ci​es in her ear. She was using an old di​alect. I'm su​re you've no​ti​ced that ever​yo​ne he​re now spe​aks fa​irly stan​dard Japa​ne​se. That lady was pretty old. May​be she li​ved in the twelfth cen​tury, or may​be she has so​me con​nec​ti​on to En no Ozu​nu."

    … Next ye​ar you 're go​ing to ha​ve a child.
    "I won​der if that pre​dic​ti​on re​al​ly ca​me true?"

    "Oh, that? Well, the​re's the sce​ne with the baby boy right af​ter that. So I ori​gi​nal​ly tho​ught it me​ant that Sa​da​ko had gi​ven birth to a boy, but ac​cor​ding to this fax, that do​esn't ap​pe​ar to be the ca​se."

    "There's her brot​her who di​ed at fo​ur months old… "

    "Right. I think that's it."

    "But what abo​ut the pre​dic​ti​on? The old wo​man is de​fi​ni​tely spe​aking to Sa​da​ko-she says you. Did Sa​da​ko ha​ve a baby?"

    "I don't know. If we be​li​eve the old lady, then I gu​ess she did."

    "Whose child was it?"

    "How sho​uld I know? Lis​ten, don't think I know everyt​hing. I'm just spe​cu​la​ting he​re."

    If Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra did ha​ve a child, who was the fat​her? And what was the child do​ing now?

    Ryuji sto​od up sud​denly, ban​ging his kne​es on the tab​le as a re​sult.

    

    "I tho​ught I was get​ting hungry. Lo​ok-it's way past no​on. Say, Asa​ka​wa, I'm go​ing to get so​met​hing to eat." So sa​ying, Ryu​ji he​aded for the do​or, rub​bing his kne​ecaps. Asa​ka​wa had no ap​pe​ti​te, but so​met​hing still bot​he​red him, and he de​ci​ded to tag along. He'd just re​mem​be​red so​met​hing Ryu​ji had told him to in​ves​ti​ga​te, so​met​hing he'd had no clue how to ap​pro​ach and so hadn't do​ne anyt​hing abo​ut. This was the qu​es​ti​on of the iden​tity of the man in the vi​deo's last sce​ne. It might be Sa​da​ko's fat​her, He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma, but the​re was too much en​mity in the way Sa​da​ko lo​oked at him for that. When he'd se​en the man's fa​ce on the scre​en, Asa​ka​wa had felt a dull, he​avy pa​in so​mew​he​re de​ep in​si​de his body, ac​com​pa​ni​ed by a strong fe​eling of an​ti​pathy. He was a rat​her hand​so​me man, par​ti​cu​larly aro​und the eyes; he won​de​red why she ha​ted him so. No mat​ter what, that kind of ga​ze was not one Sa​da​ko wo​uld ha​ve tur​ned on a re​la​ti​ve. The​re was not​hing in Yos​hi​no's re​port to sug​gest that she had squ​ared off aga​inst her fat​her. Rat​her, he got the imp​res​si​on that she was clo​se to her pa​rents. Asa​ka​wa sus​pec​ted it wo​uld be im​pos​sib​le to dis​co​ver the iden​tity of this man. Ne​arly thirty ye​ars had un​do​ub​tedly chan​ged his lo​oks con​si​de​rably. Still, just on the off-chan​ce, may​be he sho​uld ask Yos​hi​no to dig up a pho​to of Iku​ma. He won​de​red what Ryu​ji wo​uld think abo​ut this. Wan​ting to ta​ke the mat​ter up with him, Asa​ka​wa fol​lo​wed Ryu​ji out​si​de.

    The wind blew lo​udly. The​re was no po​int in using an umb​rel​la. Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji hunc​hed the​ir sho​ul​ders and ran down the stre​et to a bar in front of the har​bor.

    "How abo​ut a be​er?" Wit​ho​ut wa​iting for a reply, Ryu​ji tur​ned to the wa​it​ress and cal​led out, "Two be​ers."

    "Ryuji, to go back to our ear​li​er con​ver​sa​ti​on, what do you think the ima​ges on that vi​deo are, fi​nal​ly?"

    "Don't know."

    Ryuji was too busy eating his Ko​re​an bar​be​cue lunch spe​ci​al to even lo​ok up, so he ga​ve a curt ans​wer. Asa​ka​wa stab​bed a sa​usa​ge with his fork and to​ok a swal​low of his be​er. Out the win​dow they co​uld see the pi​er. The​re was no​body at the tic​ket win​dow for the To​kai Ki​sen ferry li​ne. Everyt​hing was si​lent. No do​ubt all the to​urists trap​ped on the is​land we​re sit​ting at the win​dows of the​ir ho​tels or B&Bs, lo​oking wor​ri​edly at this sa​me dark sea and sky.

    Ryuji lo​oked up. "I ima​gi​ne you've pro​bably he​ard what pe​op​le say go​es tho​ugh a per​son's mind at the mo​ment of de​ath, right?"

    Asakawa re​tur​ned his ga​ze to the sce​ne in front of him. "The sce​nes from yo​ur li​fe that ha​ve ma​de the de​epest imp​res​si​on on you are rep​la​yed, sort of li​ke a flash​back." Asa​ka​wa had re​ad a bo​ok in which the aut​hor desc​ri​bed an ex​pe​ri​en​ce along tho​se li​nes. The aut​hor had be​en dri​ving his car along a mo​un​ta​in ro​ad when he lost cont​rol of the ste​ering whe​el, plun​ging the car in​to a de​ep ra​vi​ne. Du​ring the split se​cond that the car hung in the air af​ter le​aving the ro​ad, the aut​hor re​ali​zed that he was go​ing to die. And at the ins​tant he re​ali​zed that, a se​qu​en​ce of dif​fe​rent sce​nes from thro​ug​ho​ut his li​fe ca​me pit​ter-pat​te​ring up and flas​hed thro​ugh his bra​in, so cle​arly that he co​uld see every de​ta​il. In the end, mi​ra​cu​lo​usly, the wri​ter had sur​vi​ved, but the me​mory of that ins​tant re​ma​ined vi​vid for him.

    "You can't be sug​ges​ting… Is that what this is?" Asa​ka​wa as​ked. Ryu​ji ra​ised a hand and sig​nal​led the wa​it​ress to bring him anot​her be​er.

    "All I'm sa​ying is, that's what the vi​deo re​minds me of. Each one of tho​se sce​nes rep​re​sents a mo​ment of ext​re​me psychic or emo​ti​onal en​ga​ge​ment for Sa​da​ko. It's not too much of a stretch to think that they we​re the sce​nes in her li​fe that left the de​epest imp​res​si​on, is it?"

    "I get it. But hey, do​es that me​an that…"

    "Right. The​re's a strong pos​si​bi​lity that that's the ca​se."

    So Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra is no lon​ger of this world? She di​ed, and the sce​nes which flit​ted thro​ugh her mind at the mo​ment of de​ath had ta​ken this sha​pe and re​ma​ined in the world of the li​ving- was that it?

    

    "So why did she die? And anot​her thing, what was her re​la​ti​ons​hip with the man in the last sce​ne of the vi​deo?"

    "I told you to stop as​king me so many qu​es​ti​ons. The​re's a lot I don't un​ders​tand abo​ut it, eit​her."

    Asakawa lo​oked un​con​vin​ced.

    "Hey, try using yo​ur he​ad for a chan​ge. You rely too much on ot​her pe​op​le. What wo​uld you do if so​met​hing hap​pe​ned to me and you we​re stuck trying to fi​gu​re out the charm all by yo​ur​self?"

    That hardly se​emed li​kely. Asa​ka​wa might die, and Ryu​ji might sol​ve the rid​dle alo​ne, but the op​po​si​te wo​uld ne​ver hap​pen. Asa​ka​wa was su​re of that, if of not​hing el​se.

    They went back to the "bu​re​au" whe​re Ha​yat​su was wa​iting for them. "You had a call from a fel​low na​med Yos​hi​no. He wasn't at his of​fi​ce, so he sa​id he'd call back in ten mi​nu​tes."

    Asakawa sat in front of the pho​ne and pra​yed for go​od news. The pho​ne rang. It was Yos​hi​no.

    "I've be​en trying to call you. Whe​re we​re you?" The​re was a no​te of rep​ro​ach in his vo​ice.

    "Sorry abo​ut that. We went out to get a bi​te to eat."

    "Okay. Now, did you get my fax?" Yos​hi​no's to​ne chan​ged. The no​te of cri​ti​cism di​sap​pe​ared, and his vo​ice be​ca​me gent​ler. Asa​ka​wa felt so​met​hing unp​le​asant co​ming.

    

    "Yes, thanks. It was very help​ful." Asa​ka​wa switc​hed the re​ce​iver from his left hand to his right. "And, so? Did you find out what hap​pe​ned to Sa​da​ko af​ter that?" Asa​ka​wa as​ked ent​hu​si​as​ti​cal​ly.

    There was a pa​use be​fo​re Yos​hi​no rep​li​ed, ho​we​ver. "No. I hit a de​ad end."

    The se​cond he he​ard this, Asa​ka​wa's fa​ce crump​led as if he we​re abo​ut to burst in​to sobs. Ryu​ji watc​hed as if he fo​und it amu​sing to see a man's exp​res​si​on turn from ho​pe to des​pa​ir be​fo​re his eyes. Then he plop​ped him​self down on the flo​or fa​cing the gar​den and stretc​hed his legs out in front of him.

    "What do you me​an, a de​ad end?" Asa​ka​wa's vo​ice had ri​sen se​ve​ral no​tes.

    "I was only ab​le to lo​ca​te fo​ur of the in​terns who jo​ined the tro​upe with Sa​da​ko. I cal​led them, but no​ne of them know anyt​hing. They're all mid​dle-aged guys of aro​und fifty now. All any of them co​uld tell me was they hadn't se​en her sin​ce shortly af​ter the de​ath of Shi​ge​mo​ri, the com​pany's rep​re​sen​ta​ti​ve. The​re's no mo​re in​for​ma​ti​on to be had abo​ut Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra."

    "Nonsense. This can't be the end of it."

    "Well, how do​es it lo​ok on yo​ur end?"

    "How do​es it lo​ok on my end? I'll tell you how it lo​oks. It lo​oks li​ke I'm go​ing to die to​mor​row night at ten o'clock. And not just me-my wi​fe and da​ugh​ter are go​ing to die on Sun​day mor​ning at ele​ven. That's how it lo​oks."

    Ryuji cal​led out from be​hind him, "Hey, don't for​get abo​ut me! You'll ma​ke me fe​el bad."

    Asakawa ig​no​red him and con​ti​nu​ed. "The​re've got to be ot​her things you can try. May​be the​re's so​me​one be​si​des the in​terns who wo​uld know what hap​pe​ned to Sa​da​ko. Lis​ten, my fa​mily's li​ves de​pend on it."

    "Not ne​ces​sa​rily, tho​ugh."

    "What are you tal​king abo​ut?"

    "Maybe you'll still be ali​ve af​ter the de​ad​li​ne pas​ses."

    "You don't be​li​eve me. I get it." Asa​ka​wa co​uld fe​el the who​le world go dark be​fo​re his eyes.

    "Well… I me​an, how co​uld I re​al​ly be​li​eve a hund​red per​cent in a story li​ke this?"

    "Now, lo​ok, Yos​hi​no." How sho​uld he put it? What did he ne​ed to say to con​vin​ce him? "I don't even be​li​eve the half of it myself. It's stu​pid. A charm? Co​me on! But you see, if the​re's even a one-in-six chan​ce that it's all true… It's li​ke Rus​si​an ro​ulet​te. You've got a gun with one bul​let in it, and you know that the​re's only one chan​ce in six that when you pull the trig​ger it'll kill you. But co​uld you pull that trig​ger? Wo​uld you risk yo​ur fa​mily on tho​se odds? No, you wo​uldn't. You'd mo​ve the muz​zle away from yo​ur temp​le- if you co​uld you'd throw the who​le dam​ned gun in​to the oce​an. Right? It's only na​tu​ral."

    

    Asakawa was all wo​und up now. Be​hind him Ryu​ji was wa​iling, "We're idi​ots! Both of us, idi​ots!"

    "Shut up!" Asa​ka​wa shi​el​ded the re​ce​iver with the palm of his hand as he tur​ned to yell at Ryu​ji.

    "Something wrong?" Yos​hi​no lo​we​red the to​ne of his vo​ice.

    "No, it's not​hing. Lis​ten, Yos​hi​no, I'm beg​ging you. You're the only one I can co​unt on." Sud​denly Ryu​ji grab​bed Asa​ka​wa's arm. Gi​ving way to an​ger, Asa​ka​wa spun aro​und, but when he did he saw that Ryu​ji was lo​oking unex​pec​tedly ear​nest.

    "We're idi​ots. You and I both ha​ve lost our co​ol," he sa​id, qu​i​etly.

    "Could you hold on a mi​nu​te?" Asa​ka​wa lo​we​red the re​ce​iver. Then, to Ryu​ji, "What's the mat​ter?"

    "It's so simp​le. Why didn't we think of it be​fo​re? The​re's no ne​ed to fol​low Sa​da​ko's tra​il chro​no​lo​gi​cal​ly. Why can't we work our way back​wards? Why did it ha​ve to be ca​bin B-4? Why did it ha​ve to be Vil​la Log Ca​bin? Why did it ha​ve to be So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land?"

    Asakawa's exp​res​si​on chan​ged in a he​art​be​at as he ca​me to a re​ali​za​ti​on. Then, in a much cal​mer mo​od, he pic​ked up the re​ce​iver aga​in.

    "Yoshino?"

    Yoshino was still wa​iting on the ot​her end of the li​ne.

    

    "Yoshino, for​get abo​ut the the​at​re com​pany le​ad for a whi​le. The​re's so​met​hing el​se I ur​gently ne​ed you to check on. It's just co​me up. I be​li​eve I've al​re​ady told you abo​ut So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land…"

    "Yeah, you did. It's a re​sort club, right?"

    "Right. As I re​call, they bu​ilt a golf co​ur​se the​re abo​ut ten ye​ars ago, and then gra​du​al​ly ex​pan​ded in​to what they are now. Now, lis​ten, what I ne​ed you to lo​ok up is, what was the​re be​fo​re Pa​ci​fic Land?"

    He co​uld he​ar the scratc​hing of pen on pa​per.

    "What do you me​an, what was the​re be​fo​re? Pro​bably not​hing but mo​un​ta​in me​adows."

    "You may be right. But then aga​in, you may be wrong."

    Ryuji tug​ged at Asa​ka​wa's sle​eve aga​in. "And a la​yo​ut. If the​re was so​met​hing stan​ding on that land be​fo​re the re​sort, tell yo​ur gent​le​man cal​ler to get a map that shows the la​yo​ut of the bu​il​dings and the gro​unds."

    Asakawa re​la​yed the re​qu​est to Yos​hi​no and hung up the pho​ne, wil​ling him to co​me up with so​met​hing, anyt​hing, by way of a le​ad. It was true: every​body had a lit​tle psychic po​wer.
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    October 18-Thur​s​day
    The wind was a lit​tle stron​ger, and low whi​te clo​uds ra​ced by in the ot​her​wi​se cle​ar sky. Typho​on No. 21 had pas​sed by the pre​vi​o​us eve​ning, gra​zing the Bo​so Pe​nin​su​la to the nort​he​ast of Os​hi​ma be​fo​re dis​si​pa​ting over the oce​an. In its wa​ke it left pa​in​ful​ly daz​zling blue se​as. In spi​te of the pe​ace​ful autumn we​at​her, as Asa​ka​wa sto​od on the deck of the bo​at watc​hing the wa​ves he felt li​ke a con​dem​ned man on the eve of his exe​cu​ti​on. Ra​ising his eyes he co​uld see the gent​le slo​pe of the Izu high​lands in the mid​dle dis​tan​ce. To​day, at last, he wo​uld fa​ce his de​ad​li​ne. It was now ten in the mor​ning; in anot​her twel​ve ho​urs, it wo​uld co​me, uner​ringly. It had be​en a we​ek sin​ce he watc​hed the vi​deo in ca​bin B-4. It se​emed li​ke ages ago. Of co​ur​se it felt li​ke a long ti​me: in just one we​ek he'd ex​pe​ri​en​ced mo​re ter​ror than most pe​op​le ex​pe​ri​en​ce in a li​fe​ti​me.

    

    Asakawa wasn't su​re now that be​ing co​oped up on Os​hi​ma all day Wed​nes​day had hurt him. On the pho​ne yes​ter​day he'd got ex​ci​ted and ac​cu​sed Yos​hi​no of drag​ging his fe​et, but now that he tho​ught abo​ut things calmly, he was ac​tu​al​ly very gra​te​ful to his col​le​ague for do​ing so much for him. If Asa​ka​wa had be​en run​ning aro​und cha​sing down le​ads him​self, he pro​bably wo​uld ha​ve got agi​ta​ted and mis​sed so​met​hing, or go​ne down a blind al​ley.

    This is fi​ne. The typho​on was on our si​de. If he didn't think that way, he'd ne​ver ma​ke it. Asa​ka​wa was star​ting to pre​pa​re his mind so that when his ti​me ca​me to die he wo​uldn't be con​su​med with reg​rets abo​ut what he had or hadn't do​ne.

    Their last clue was the three-pa​ge prin​to​ut he held in his hand. Yos​hi​no had spent half the pre​vi​o​us day trac​king down the in​for​ma​ti​on be​fo​re fa​xing it. Be​fo​re So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land had be​en bu​ilt, the land had be​en oc​cu​pi​ed by a rat​her unu​su​al fa​ci​lity. Unu​su​al the​se days, that is- at the ti​me, es​tab​lish​ments li​ke it we​re per​fectly run-of-the-mill. It was a tu​ber​cu​lo​sis tre​at​ment fa​ci​lity-a sa​na​to​ri​um.

    Nowadays few pe​op​le li​ved in fe​ar of TB, but if one re​ad much pre-war fic​ti​on, one co​uldn't help but co​me ac​ross men​ti​on of it. It was the tu​ber​cu​lo​sis ba​cil​lus that ga​ve Tho​mas Mann the im​pe​tus to wri​te The Ma​gic Mo​un​ta​in, that al​lo​wed Mo​to​j​iro Ka​j​ii to sing with pi​er​cing cla​rity of his de​cay. Ho​we​ver, the dis​co​very of strep​tomy​cin in 1944, and hydra​zi​de in 1950, sto​le TB's li​te​rary cac​het, re​du​cing its sta​tus to that of just anot​her com​mu​ni​cab​le di​se​ase. In the '20s and '30s, as many as 200,000 pe​op​le a ye​ar we​re dying from it, but the num​ber drop​ped dras​ti​cal​ly af​ter the war. Even so, the ba​cil​lus didn't be​co​me ex​tinct. Even now, it still kills aro​und fi​ve tho​usand pe​op​le a ye​ar.

    In the days when TB ran ram​pant, cle​an, fresh air and a qu​i​et, pe​ace​ful en​vi​ron​ment we​re de​emed es​sen​ti​al for re​co​very. Thus, sa​na​to​ri​ums we​re bu​ilt in mo​un​ta​ino​us are​as. But as prog​ress in me​di​ci​nal tre​at​ments pro​du​ced a cor​res​pon​ding drop in the num​ber of pa​ti​ents, the​se fa​ci​li​ti​es had to adj​ust the​ir ran​ge of ser​vi​ces. In ot​her words, they had to start tre​ating in​ter​nal ail​ments, even per​for​ming sur​ge​ri​es, or el​se they wo​uldn't be ab​le to sur​vi​ve fi​nan​ci​al​ly. In the mid-1960s, the sa​na​to​ri​um in So​uth Ha​ko​ne was fa​ced with just this cho​ice. But its si​tu​ati​on was even mo​re cri​ti​cal than most, due to its ext​re​me re​mo​te​ness. It was just too hard to get to. With TB, on​ce pa​ti​ents chec​ked in they usu​al​ly didn't check back out aga​in, so ease of ac​cess wasn't much of an is​sue. But it pro​ved to be a fa​tal flaw in the plan to trans​form the pla​ce in​to a ge​ne​ral hos​pi​tal. The sa​na​to​ri​um en​ded up shut​ting down in 1972.

    

    Waiting in the wings was Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts, which had be​en lo​oking for a su​itab​le lo​ca​ti​on to bu​ild a golf co​ur​se and re​sort. In 1975, Pa​ci​fic Re​sorts bo​ught a sec​ti​on of al​pi​ne land which inc​lu​ded the old sa​na​to​ri​um si​te and im​me​di​ately set abo​ut de​ve​lo​ping the​ir golf co​ur​se. La​ter they bu​ilt sum​mer ho​mes to sell, a ho​tel, a swim​ming po​ol, an ath​le​tic club, and ten​nis co​urts-the who​le li​ne of re​sort fa​ci​li​ti​es. And in Ap​ril of this ye​ar, six months ago, they'd put the fi​nis​hing to​uc​hes to Vil​la Log Ca​bin.

    "What kind of pla​ce is it, then?" Ryu​ji was sup​po​sed to be on deck, but he sud​denly ap​pe​ared in the se​at next to Asa​ka​wa.

    "Huh?"

    "South Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land, of co​ur​se."

    That's right. He's ne​ver be​en the​re.
    "It's got a ni​ce vi​ew at night." Asa​ka​wa re​cal​led the cu​ri​o​usly li​fe​less at​mosp​he​re, the ten​nis balls with the​ir hol​low ec​ho un​der the oran​ge lights… Whe​re do​es that at​mosp​he​re co​me from any​way? I won​der how many pe​op​le di​ed the​re when it was a sa​na​to​ri​um. Asa​ka​wa pon​de​red this as he re​mem​be​red how the be​a​uti​ful eve​ning lights of Nu​ma​zu and Mis​hi​ma had spre​ad out at his fe​et.

    Asakawa put the first pa​ge of the prin​to​ut on the bot​tom and spre​ad the ot​her two pa​ges out on his lap. The se​cond pa​ge was a simp​le di​ag​ram sho​wing the la​yo​ut of the sa​na​to​ri​um gro​unds; the third sho​wed the bu​il​ding as it was to​day, an ele​gant three-story bu​il​ding con​ta​ining an in​for​ma​ti​on cen​ter and a res​ta​urant. This was the bu​il​ding Asa​ka​wa had en​te​red to ask di​rec​ti​ons to Vil​la Log Ca​bin. Asa​ka​wa shif​ted his ga​ze back and forth bet​we​en the two pa​ges. The pas​sa​ge of ne​arly thirty ye​ars was em​bo​di​ed in tho​se two pi​eces of pa​per. If it wasn't for the fact that the ac​cess ro​ad was in the sa​me pla​ce, he'd ha​ve no idea what on one map cor​res​pon​ded to what on the ot​her. Men​tal​ly re​const​ruc​ting the la​yo​ut as he knew it, he lo​oked at the se​cond pa​ge to try to find out what had ori​gi​nal​ly sto​od whe​re the ca​bins we​re now. He co​uldn't be ab​so​lu​tely su​re, but when he lay one pa​ge on top of the ot​her, it cer​ta​inly se​emed as if the​re had be​en not​hing the​re be​fo​re. Just thick wo​ods co​ve​ring the si​de of a val​ley.

    He went back to the first pa​ge. It con​ta​ined one mo​re very im​por​tant pi​ece of in​for​ma​ti​on, be​si​des the story of the sa​na​to​ri​um's trans​for​ma​ti​on in​to a re​sort. Jota​ro Na​gao, 57. A doc​tor, a GP and pa​edi​at​ri​ci​an, with a pri​va​te prac​ti​ce in Ata​mi. For fi​ve ye​ars, from 1962 to 1967, Na​gao had wor​ked at the So​uth Ha​ko​ne sa​na​to​ri​um. He'd be​en yo​ung, just past his in​terns​hip. Of the doc​tors who'd be​en the​re at the ti​me, the only ones still ali​ve we​re Na​gao and Yo​zo Ta​na​ka, who was re​ti​red now, li​ving with his da​ugh​ter and her hus​band in Na​ga​sa​ki. All the rest, inc​lu​ding the he​ad of the fa​ci​lity, we​re de​ad. The​re​fo​re, Dr Na​gao was the​ir only chan​ce to find out anyt​hing abo​ut the sa​na​to​ri​um in So​uth Ha​ko​ne. Yo​zo Ta​na​ka was al​re​ady 80, and Na​ga​sa​ki was much too far away-they wo​uldn't ha​ve ti​me to vi​sit him.

    Asakawa had ple​aded des​pe​ra​tely with Yos​hi​no to find a li​ving wit​ness, and Yos​hi​no, grit​ting his te​eth to ke​ep from yel​ling back at Asa​ka​wa, had co​me up with Dr Na​gao. He'd sent not only the man's na​me and ad​dress, but al​so an int​ri​gu​ing sum​mary of his ca​re​er. It was pro​bably just so​met​hing Yos​hi​no had hap​pe​ned to co​me ac​ross in his re​se​arch, and he'd de​ci​ded to ap​pend it, not ac​tu​al​ly me​aning anyt​hing by it. Dr Na​gao had be​en at the sa​na​to​ri​um from 1962 to 1967, but he hadn't spent the en​ti​rety of tho​se fi​ve ye​ars in the per​for​man​ce of his du​ti​es. For two we​eks- a short ti​me, to be su​re, but sig​ni​fi​cant-he'd go​ne from doc​tor to pa​ti​ent, and be​en ho​used in an iso​la​ti​on ward. In the sum​mer of 1966, whi​le vi​si​ting an iso​la​ti​on ward up in the mo​un​ta​ins, he'd ca​re​les​sly al​lo​wed him​self to cont​ract the smal​lpox vi​rus from a pa​ti​ent. For​tu​na​tely, he had be​en ino​cu​la​ted a few ye​ars pre​vi​o​usly, so it didn't turn in​to anyt​hing ma​j​or: no vi​sib​le outb​re​ak, no re​cur​ren​ce of the fe​ver, only mi​nor symptoms. But they'd put him in iso​la​ti​on to ke​ep him from in​fec​ting an​yo​ne el​se. What was so in​te​res​ting was that this had as​su​red Na​gao a pla​ce in me​di​cal his​tory. He had be​en the last smal​lpox pa​ti​ent in Japan. It wasn't ne​ces​sa​rily so​met​hing that wo​uld get him in​to the Gu​in​ness Bo​ok, but Yos​hi​no se​emed to ha​ve tho​ught it was in​te​res​ting. For pe​op​le of Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji's ge​ne​ra​ti​on, the word "smal​lpox" didn't even re​gis​ter.

    "Ryuji, ha​ve you ever had smal​lpox?"

    "Idiot. Of co​ur​se not. It's ex​tinct."

    "Extinct?"

    "Yes. Era​di​ca​ted thro​ugh hu​man in​ge​nu​ity. Smal​lpox no lon​ger exists in this world."

    The World He​alth Or​ga​ni​za​ti​on had ma​de a de​di​ca​ted ef​fort to wi​pe out smal​lpox thro​ugh vac​ci​na​ti​ons, and as a re​sult it had all but di​sap​pe​ared from the fa​ce of the earth by 1975. The​re are re​cords of the last smal​lpox pa​ti​ent in the world: a So​ma​li​an yo​uth who ca​me down with it on Oc​to​ber 26, 1977.

    "Can a vi​rus be​co​me ex​tinct? Is that pos​sib​le?" Asa​ka​wa didn't know much abo​ut vi​ru​ses, but he co​uldn't sha​ke the imp​res​si​on that no mat​ter how much you tri​ed to kill one, even​tu​al​ly it wo​uld mu​ta​te and find a way to sur​vi​ve.

    "See, vi​ru​ses kind of wan​der aro​und on the bor​der bet​we​en li​ving things and non-li​ving things. So​me pe​op​le even the​ori​ze that they we​re ori​gi​nal​ly hu​man ge​nes, but no​body re​al​ly knows whe​re they co​me from or how they emer​ged. What's cer​ta​in is that they've be​en in​ti​ma​tely con​nec​ted with the ap​pe​aran​ce and evo​lu​ti​on of li​fe."

    

    Ryuji's arms had be​en fol​ded be​hind his he​ad; now he stretc​hed them wi​de. His eyes glit​te​red. "Don't you find it fas​ci​na​ting, Asa​ka​wa? The idea that ge​nes co​uld es​ca​pe from our cells and be​co​me anot​her li​fe form? May​be all op​po​si​tes we​re ori​gi​nal​ly iden​ti​cal. Even light and dark​ness-be​fo​re the Big Bang they we​re li​ving to​get​her in pe​ace, with no cont​ra​dic​ti​on. God and the De​vil, too. All the De​vil is is a god who fell from gra​ce-they're the sa​me thing, ori​gi​nal​ly. Ma​le and fe​ma​le? It used to be that all li​ving things we​re her​maph​ro​di​tic, li​ke worms or slugs, with both fe​ma​le and ma​le sex or​gans. Don't you think that's the ul​ti​ma​te symbol of po​wer and be​a​uty?" Ryu​ji la​ug​hed as he sa​id this. "It'd su​re sa​ve a lot of ti​me and tro​ub​le when it co​mes to sex."

    Asakawa pe​ered at Ryu​ji's fa​ce to see what was so funny. The​re was no way that an or​ga​nism with both fe​ma​le and ma​le ge​ni​ta​lia epi​to​mi​zed per​fect be​a​uty.

    "Are the​re any ot​her ex​tinct vi​ru​ses?"

    "Gee, if you're so in​te​res​ted I sug​gest you lo​ok right in​to it when you get back to Tok​yo."

    "I’ll get back."

    "Heh, heh. Don't worry. You'll get back."

    At that mo​ment the high-spe​ed bo​at they we​re on was exactly half​way thro​ugh the vo​ya​ge lin​king Os​hi​ma and Ito, on the Izu Pe​nin​su​la. They co​uld ha​ve ma​de it back to Tok​yo qu​ic​ker by flying, but they wan​ted to vi​sit Dr Na​gao in Ata​mi, so they'd ta​ken the sea ro​ute.

    Straight ahe​ad they co​uld see the fer​ris whe​el at the Ata​mi Ko​ra​ku​en. They we​re ar​ri​ving right on ti​me, at 10:50. Asa​ka​wa des​cen​ded the gang​way and ran to the par​king lot whe​re they'd left the​ir ren​tal car.

    "Calm down, wo​uld you?" Ryu​ji fol​lo​wed at a le​isu​rely pa​ce. Na​gao's cli​nic was ne​ar Ki​no​mi​ya Sta​ti​on on the Ito Li​ne-not very far away at all. Asa​ka​wa watc​hed im​pa​ti​ently as Ryu​ji clim​bed in​to the car, and then he​aded in​to Ata​mi's ma​ze of hills and one-way stre​ets.

    Immediately af​ter he'd set​tled him​self, Ryu​ji sa​id, with a per​fectly stra​ight fa​ce, "Hey, I was thin​king-may​be the De​vil's be​hind this who​le thing af​ter all." Asa​ka​wa was too busy lo​oking at stre​et signs to ans​wer. Ryu​ji con​ti​nu​ed. "The De​vil al​ways ap​pe​ars in the world in a dif​fe​rent form. You know the bu​bo​nic pla​gue that ra​va​ged Euro​pe in the se​cond half of the thir​te​enth cen​tury? Half of the to​tal po​pu​la​ti​on di​ed. Can you be​li​eve that? Half, that's li​ke the po​pu​la​ti​on of Japan be​ing re​du​ced to sixty mil​li​on. Na​tu​ral​ly, ar​tists at the ti​me li​ke​ned the pla​gue to the De​vil. It's li​ke that now, too-don't we talk abo​ut AIDS as if it we​re a mo​dern De​vil? But lis​ten, de​vils ne​ver dri​ve hu​ma​nity to ex​tinc​ti​on. Why? Be​ca​use if pe​op​le ce​ase to exist, so do de​vils. The sa​me with vi​ru​ses. If the host cell pe​ris​hes, the vi​rus can't sur​vi​ve. But hu​ma​nity dro​ve the smal​lpox vi​rus to ex​tinc​ti​on. Re​al​ly? Co​uld we re​al​ly do that?"

    It's im​pos​sib​le in the mo​dern world to even ima​gi​ne the ter​ror on​ce ins​pi​red by smal​lpox, when it ra​ged thro​ug​ho​ut the world cla​iming so many li​ves. Such was the suf​fe​ring it ca​used that it ga​ve ri​se to in​nu​me​rab​le re​li​gi​o​us be​li​efs and su​pers​ti​ti​ons in Japan, as well as el​sew​he​re. Pe​op​le be​li​eved in gods of pes​ti​len​ce, and it was the God of Smal​lpox that bro​ught that di​se​ase, tho​ugh per​haps it sho​uld ha​ve be​en cal​led a de​vil. In any ca​se, co​uld pe​op​le re​al​ly dri​ve a god to the brink of ex​tinc​ti​on? Ryu​ji's qu​es​ti​on har​bo​ured a de​ep un​cer​ta​inty.

    Asakawa wasn't lis​te​ning to Ryu​ji. In so​me cor​ner of his mind he won​de​red why the guy was ramb​ling on abo​ut this now, but ma​inly he was just thin​king abo​ut not ma​king any wrong turns. Every ner​ve fo​cus​sed on get​ting to Dr Na​gao's cli​nic as fast as pos​sib​le.
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    In a la​ne in front of Ki​no​mi​ya Sta​ti​on was a small, one-story ho​use with a shing​le by the do​or that re​ad Na​gao Cli​nic: In​ter​nal Me​di​ci​ne and Pa​edi​at​rics. Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji sto​od in front of the do​or for so​me ti​me. If they co​uldn't pull any in​for​ma​ti​on out of Na​gao, it'd be sorry, ti​me's up! The​re was no mo​re ti​me to sca​re up new le​ads. But just what was the​re to find out from him? It was pro​bably ho​ping for too much to think that he'd even re​mem​ber much of anyt​hing abo​ut Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra from thirty ye​ars ago. They didn't even ha​ve any hard evi​den​ce that Sa​da​ko had any con​nec​ti​on at all with the sa​na​to​ri​um in So​uth Ha​ko​ne. All of Na​gao's col​le​agu​es at the sa​na​to​ri​um, ex​cept for Yo​zo Ta​na​ka, had di​ed of old age. They pro​bably co​uld ha​ve trac​ked down the na​mes of so​me nur​ses if they'd tri​ed, but it was too la​te for that now.

    Asakawa lo​oked at his watch. 11:30. Only a lit​tle over ten ho​urs left un​til the de​ad​li​ne, and he​re he was, he​si​ta​ting to open the do​or.

    "What are you wa​iting for? Go on in." Ryu​ji ga​ve him a sho​ve. Of co​ur​se, he co​uld un​ders​tand why Asa​ka​wa was he​si​ta​ting, even tho​ugh he'd be​en in such a hurry to get he​re. He was sca​red. No do​ubt he was af​ra​id of se​e​ing his last ho​pe das​hed, his last chan​ce to sur​vi​ve eli​mi​na​ted. Ryu​ji step​ped in front of him and ope​ned the do​or.

    A co​uch big eno​ugh for three pe​op​le sto​od along one wall of the small wa​iting ro​om. Con​ve​ni​ently, the​re we​re no pa​ti​ents wa​iting. Ryu​ji bent over at the lit​tle re​cep​ti​onist's win​dow and spo​ke to the fat mid​dle-aged nur​se be​hind it. "Excu​se me. We'd li​ke to see the doc​tor."

    Without lif​ting her eyes from her ma​ga​zi​ne, the nur​se la​zily rep​li​ed, "Wo​uld you li​ke to ma​ke an ap​po​int​ment?"

    "No, that's not it. The​re's so​met​hing we'd li​ke to ask him abo​ut."

    She clo​sed her ma​ga​zi​ne, lo​oked up, and put on her glas​ses. "May I ask what this is in re​gards to?"

    "Like I say, we'd just li​ke to ask him a few qu​es​ti​ons."

    Irritated, Asa​ka​wa pe​eked out from be​hind Ryu​ji's back and as​ked, "Is the doc​tor in?"

    The nur​se to​uc​hed the rims of her glas​ses with both hands and stu​di​ed the two men. "What is this abo​ut?" she as​ked over​be​aringly.

    

    Both Ryu​ji and Asa​ka​wa sto​od up stra​ight. Ryu​ji sa​id, lo​udly eno​ugh to be he​ard, "With a re​cep​ti​onist li​ke her it's no won​der the​re are no pa​ti​ents."

    "Excuse me?" she sa​id.

    Asakawa hung his he​ad; it wo​uldn't do to get her angry. But just then the do​or to the exa​mi​na​ti​on ro​om ope​ned and Na​gao ap​pe​ared, dres​sed in a whi​te lab co​at.

    Although he was comp​le​tely bald, Na​gao lo​oked rat​her yo​un​ger than his 57 ye​ars. He frow​ned and fi​xed a sus​pi​ci​o​us ga​ze on the two men in his entry​way.

    Asakawa and Ryu​ji both tur​ned at the so​und of Na​gao's vo​ice, and the ins​tant they saw his fa​ce, they gas​ped si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly.

    And we tho​ught this guy might be ab​le to tell us so​met​hing abo​ut Sa​da​ko? No kid​ding. As if it we​re an elect​ric cur​rent co​ur​sing thro​ugh his bra​in, Asa​ka​wa fo​und him​self rep​la​ying the fi​nal sce​ne of the vi​deo in his he​ad. The swe​ating, pan​ting fa​ce of a man se​en from clo​se up, eyes blo​ods​hot. A ga​ping wo​und in his ex​po​sed sho​ul​der, from which blo​od ran, drip​ping in​to the vi​ewer's eyes, clo​uding them over. A tre​men​do​us pres​su​re on the vi​ewer's chest, mur​de​ro​us in​tent in the man's fa​ce… And that fa​ce was exactly what they saw now: Dr Na​gao. He was ol​der now, but the​re was no way of mis​ta​king him.

    Asakawa and Ryu​ji exc​han​ged glan​ces. Then Ryu​ji po​in​ted at the doc​tor and be​gan to la​ugh. "Heh, heh, heh. Now this is why ga​mes are in​te​res​ting. Ah, who wo​uld ha​ve tho​ught it? Ima​gi​ne run​ning in​to you he​re."

    Nagao was ob​vi​o​usly disp​le​ased at the way the​se two stran​ge men had re​ac​ted to se​e​ing him. He ra​ised his vo​ice. "Who are you?" Un​fa​zed, Ryu​ji wal​ked right up to him and grab​bed him by the la​pels. Na​gao was se​ve​ral cen​ti​met​res tal​ler than Ryu​ji. Ryu​ji fle​xed his po​wer​ful arms and pul​led the doc​tor's ear to his mo​uth, then spo​ke in a gent​le vo​ice that be​li​ed his strength.

    "So tell me, pal, what was it you did to Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra thirty ye​ars ago at the So​uth Ha​ko​ne Sa​na​to​ri​um?"

    It to​ok a few se​conds for the words to sink in​to the doc​tor's bra​in. Na​gao's eyes dar​ted aro​und ner​vo​usly as he se​arc​hed his me​mo​ri​es. Then they ca​me to him, sce​nes of a ti​me he'd ne​ver be​en ab​le to for​get. His kne​es sag​ged; all the strength se​emed to go out of his body. Just as he was abo​ut to fa​int, Ryu​ji ste​adi​ed him and le​aned him back aga​inst the wall. Na​gao wasn't shoc​ked by the me​mo​ri​es them​sel​ves. Rat​her, it was the fact that the man be​fo​re him, who may or may not ha​ve even be​en thirty ye​ars old, knew abo​ut what had hap​pe​ned. In​desc​ri​bab​le dre​ad pi​er​ced his so​ul.

    "Doctor!" exc​la​imed the nur​se, Ms Fu​j​imu​ra.

    

    "I think it's abo​ut ti​me this pla​ce clo​sed for lunch," Ryu​ji sa​id, sig​nal​ling to Asa​ka​wa with his eyes. Asa​ka​wa clo​sed the cur​ta​in over the entry​way so that no pa​ti​ents wo​uld co​me in.

    "Doctor!" Nur​se Fu​j​imu​ra didn't know how to hand​le the si​tu​ati​on. She just wa​ited, dumbly, for Na​gao to inst​ruct her. Na​gao so​me​how pul​led him​self to​get​her a lit​tle and tho​ught abo​ut what to do next. Thin​king that abo​ve all, he co​uldn't let this nosy wo​man find out abo​ut what had hap​pe​ned, he as​su​med a calm exp​res​si​on.

    "Nurse Fu​j​imu​ra, you can ta​ke yo​ur bre​ak now. Run along now and get so​met​hing to eat."

    "But, doc​tor…"

    "Just do as I say. The​re's no ne​ed to worry abo​ut me."

    First two stran​ge men co​me in and whis​per so​met​hing in the doc​tor's ear, and the next thing she knows the doc​tor is col​lap​sing. She didn't know what to ma​ke of all this, and so she just sto​od the​re for a few mo​ments. Fi​nal​ly, the doc​tor sho​uted, "Go, now!" She prac​ti​cal​ly flew out the front do​or.

    "Now, then. Let's he​ar what you ha​ve to say for yo​ur​self." Ryu​ji went in​to the exa​mi​na​ti​on ro​om. Na​gao fol​lo​wed af​ter, lo​oking li​ke a pa​ti​ent who's just be​en in​for​med he has can​cer.

    "I'll warn you be​fo​re we start, you mustn't lie to us. I and this gent​le​man he​re know everyt​hing-we've se​en it with our very eyes." Ryu​ji po​in​ted first to Asa​ka​wa and then to his own eyes.

    "What the…?" Se​en it? Im​pos​sib​le. The bus​hes we​re too thick. The​re was no​body el​se aro​und. Not to men​ti​on, the​se two are too yo​ung. They wo​uld ha​ve only be​en …

    "I un​ders​tand why you might be re​luc​tant to be​li​eve me. But we both know yo​ur fa​ce-all too well." Sud​denly Ryu​ji's to​ne chan​ged. "Why don't I tell you one of yo​ur dis​tin​gu​is​hing fe​atu​res? You've still got a scar on yo​ur right sho​ul​der, ha​ven't you?"

    Nagao's eyes grew wi​de with as​to​nish​ment, and his jaw star​ted to qu​iver. Af​ter a preg​nant pa​use, Ryu​ji sa​id, "Now, shall I tell you why you ha​ve that scar on yo​ur sho​ul​der?" Ryu​ji le​aned over and stretc​hed his neck un​til his lips we​re al​most to​uc​hing Na​gao's sho​ul​der. "Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra bit you, didn't she? Just li​ke this." Ryu​ji ope​ned his mo​uth and pre​ten​ded to bi​te thro​ugh the whi​te cloth. Na​gao's tremb​ling grew wor​se, and he des​pe​ra​tely tri​ed to say so​met​hing, but his mo​uth wo​uldn't work. He co​uldn't form words.

    "I think you get my po​int. Now, we're not go​ing to re​pe​at anyt​hing you tell us. We pro​mi​se. All we want to know is everyt​hing that hap​pe​ned to Sa​da​ko."

    Not that he was in any con​di​ti​on to think at all, but Na​gao didn't think Ryu​ji's words qu​ite ad​ded up. If they'd al​re​ady se​en everyt​hing, why did they ne​ed to he​ar anyt​hing from the doc​tor's mo​uth? But wa​it, the who​le idea that they saw anyt​hing is silly. They co​uldn 't ha​ve se​en anyt​hing. They pro​bably we​ren't even born yet. So what's go​ing on he​re? What do they think they've se​en? The mo​re he tho​ught abo​ut it the less sen​se it ma​de, un​til his he​ad felt li​ke it was re​ady to burst.

    "Heh, heh, heh." Ryu​ji chuck​led and lo​oked at Asa​ka​wa. The man's eyes sa​id it all. Frig​h​ten him li​ke this and he'll co​me cle​an. He'll tell us an​y​t​hing.
    And in​de​ed, Na​gao be​gan to talk. He him​self was puz​zled as to why he re​mem​be​red everyt​hing so cle​arly. And as he spo​ke, every sen​sory or​gan in his body be​gan to re​call the ex​ci​te​ment of that day. The pas​si​on, the he​at, the to​uch, the glossy shi​ne of her skin, the song of the lo​custs, the ming​led smells of swe​at and grass, and the old well…

    "I don't even know what ca​used it. May​be the fe​ver and he​adac​he rob​bed me of my or​di​nary go​od judg​ment. Tho​se we​re the early symptoms of smal​lpox-which me​ant I had al​re​ady pas​sed thro​ugh the in​cu​ba​ti​on pe​ri​od. But I didn't dre​am that I had ca​ught the di​se​ase myself. For​tu​na​tely, I ma​na​ged not to in​fect an​yo​ne el​se in the sa​na​to​ri​um. To this day I'm ha​un​ted by the tho​ught of what wo​uld ha​ve hap​pe​ned if the tu​ber​cu​lo​sis pa​ti​ents had be​en at​tac​ked by smal​lpox as well.

    

    "The day was a hot one. I'd be​en exa​mi​ning the to​mog​rams of a newly-admit​ted pa​ti​ent, and I had fo​und a ho​le the si​ze of a one-yen co​in in one of his lungs. I'd told him to re​sign him​self to spen​ding a ye​ar with us, and then I'd gi​ven him a copy of the di​ag​no​sis to gi​ve his com​pany. Then I co​uldn't ta​ke it any​mo​re-I just had to get out​si​de. But even bre​at​hing the fresh mo​un​ta​in air didn't ma​ke the pa​in in my he​ad go away. So I went down the sto​ne steps be​si​de the ward, thin​king to ta​ke shel​ter in the sha​de of the gar​den. The​re I no​ti​ced a yo​ung wo​man le​aning aga​inst a tree trunk, ga​zing at the world down be​low. She wasn't one of our pa​ti​ents. She was the da​ugh​ter of a pa​ti​ent who'd be​en the​re long be​fo​re I ar​ri​ved, a man na​med He​ihac​hi​ro Iku​ma, a for​mer as​sis​tant pro​fes​sor at Ta​ido Uni​ver​sity. Her na​me was Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. I re​mem​ber the na​me well: her fa​mily na​me was dif​fe​rent from her fat​her's. For abo​ut a month she had be​en ma​king fre​qu​ent vi​sits to the sa​na​to​ri​um, but she didn't spend much ti​me with her fat​her. Nor wo​uld she ask the doc​tors much abo​ut his con​di​ti​on. All I co​uld as​su​me was that she was the​re to enj​oy the al​pi​ne sce​nery. I sat down next to her and smi​led at her, as​king her how her fat​her was do​ing. But she didn't lo​ok li​ke she even wan​ted to know much abo​ut his il​lness. On the ot​her hand, it was cle​ar that she knew he didn't ha​ve much lon​ger. I co​uld tell by the way she spo​ke. She knew the day her fat​her was go​ing to die, with mo​re cer​ta​inty than any doc​tor's edu​ca​ted gu​ess.

    "Sitting the​re be​si​de her li​ke that, tal​king to her abo​ut her li​fe and her fa​mily, I sud​denly be​ca​me awa​re that my he​adac​he, so un​be​arab​le a lit​tle whi​le ago, had ret​re​ated. In its pla​ce ap​pe​ared a fe​ver ac​com​pa​ni​ed by an odd fe​eling of ex​ci​te​ment. I felt vi​ta​lity well up wit​hin me, as if the tem​pe​ra​tu​re of my blo​od had be​en ra​ised. I ga​zed at her fa​ce. I felt what I al​ways felt, a sen​se of won​der that a wo​man with such per​fect fe​atu​res sho​uld exist in the world. I'm not exactly su​re what de​fi​nes be​a​uty, but I know that Dr Ta​na​ka, who was twenty ye​ars ol​der than me, used to say the sa​me thing. That he'd ne​ver se​en an​yo​ne mo​re be​a​uti​ful than Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. My bre​at​hing was cho​ked with fe​ver, but so​me​how I cont​rol​led it eno​ugh to softly put a hand on her sho​ul​der and say to her, 'Let's go so​mew​he​re co​oler to talk, in the sha​de.'

    "She sus​pec​ted not​hing. She nod​ded on​ce and star​ted to get to her fe​et. And as she sto​od up, and bent over, I saw-down the front of her whi​te blo​use-her per​fectly-for​med lit​tle bre​asts. They we​re so whi​te that my who​le mind was sud​denly dyed milky whi​te, and it was as if my re​ason was ta​ken from me in the shock.

    "She pa​id no at​ten​ti​on to my agi​ta​ti​on, but just brus​hed the dust from her long skirt. Her ges​tu​res se​emed so in​no​cent and ado​rab​le.

    "We strol​led on and on thro​ugh the lush fo​rest, sur​ro​un​ded by the dro​ning of the ci​ca​das. I hadn't de​ci​ded on any par​ti​cu​lar des​ti​na​ti​on, but my fe​et kept he​ading in a cer​ta​in di​rec​ti​on. Swe​at ran down my back. I to​ok off my shirt, le​aving only my un​ders​hirt. We fol​lo​wed an ani​mal track un​til it ope​ned up on​to the si​de of a val​ley whe​re the​re sto​od a di​la​pi​da​ted old ho​use. It had pro​bably be​en at le​ast ten ye​ars sin​ce an​yo​ne had li​ved the​re. The walls we​re rot​ting and the ro​of lo​oked li​ke it co​uld col​lap​se at any mo​ment. The​re was a well on the ot​her si​de of the ho​use, and when she saw it she ran to​ward it, sa​ying, 'Oh, I'm so thirsty.' She bent over to lo​ok in. Even from the out​si​de it was ob​vi​o​us that the well wasn't used any​mo​re. I ran to the well, too. But not to lo​ok in​si​de. What I wan​ted to see was Sa​da​ko's chest as she bent over aga​in. I pla​ced both hands on the lip of the well and got a clo​se lo​ok. I co​uld fe​el co​ol, damp air ri​sing from the dark depths of the earth to ca​ress my fa​ce, but it co​uldn't ta​ke away the bur​ning ur​ge I felt. I didn't know whe​re the ur​ge ca​me from. I think now that the smal​lpox fe​ver had ta​ken away my mec​ha​nism of cont​rol. I swe​ar to you, I had ne​ver ex​pe​ri​en​ced such sen​su​al temp​ta​ti​on be​fo​re in my li​fe.

    "I fo​und myself re​ac​hing out to to​uch that gent​le swel​ling. She lo​oked up in shock.

    

    Something snap​ped in​si​de me. My me​mo​ri​es of what hap​pe​ned next are hazy. All I can re​call are frag​men​tary sce​nes. I fo​und myself pres​sing Sa​da​ko to the gro​und. I pul​led her blo​use up over her bre​asts, and then… My me​mory skips to her re​sis​ting, vi​olently, and then bi​ting my sho​ul​der; it was the in​ten​se pa​in that bro​ught me to my sen​ses. I saw the blo​od flo​wing from my sho​ul​der drip on​to her fa​ce. Blo​od drip​ped in​to her eyes, and she sho​ok her he​ad in re​vul​si​on. I adj​us​ted my body to that rhythmic mo​ve​ment. What did my fa​ce lo​ok li​ke then? What did she see when she lo​oked at me? The fa​ce of a be​ast, I'm su​re. That's what I was thin​king as I fi​nis​hed.

    "When it was over, she fi​xed me with an imp​la​cab​le ga​ze. Still lying on her back, she ra​ised her kne​es and skil​ful​ly used her el​bows to sco​ot back​wards. I lo​oked at her body aga​in. I tho​ught my eyes had de​ce​ived me. Her wrink​led gray skirt had bunc​hed up aro​und her wa​ist, and she ma​de no mo​ve to co​ver her bre​asts as she bac​ked up. A ray of sun​light fell on the po​int whe​re her thighs con​ver​ged, cle​arly il​lu​mi​na​ting a small, blac​kish lump. I ra​ised my eyes to her chest- be​a​uti​ful​ly-sha​ped bre​asts. Then I lo​oked down aga​in. Wit​hin her pu​bic mo​und, co​ve​red with ha​ir, was a pa​ir of per​fectly de​ve​lo​ped tes​tic​les.

    "Had I not be​en a doc​tor, I pro​bably wo​uld ha​ve be​en shoc​ked sen​se​less. But I knew of ca​ses such as this from pho​tos in me​di​cal texts.

    

    Testicular fe​mi​ni​za​ti​on syndro​me. It's an ext​re​mely ra​re syndro​me. I ne​ver tho​ught I'd see one out​si​de of a text​bo​ok-much less in a si​tu​ati​on such as that. Tes​ti​cu​lar fe​mi​ni​za​ti​on is a type of ma​le pse​udo​her​maph​ro​di​tism. Ex​ter​nal​ly the per​son se​ems comp​le​tely fe​ma​le, ha​ving bre​asts and a va​gi​na, but usu​al​ly not a ute​rus. Chro​mo​so​mal​ly the per​son is XY, ho​we​ver-ma​le. And for so​me re​ason pe​op​le with this con​di​ti​on are all be​a​uti​ful.

    "Sadako was still sta​ring at me. I was pro​bably the first per​son out​si​de her fa​mily to dis​co​ver the sec​ret of her body. Ne​ed​less to say, she had be​en a vir​gin up un​til a few mi​nu​tes pre​vi​o​usly. It had be​en a ne​ces​sary tri​al if she we​re to go on li​ving as a wo​man. I was trying to ra​ti​ona​li​ze my ac​ti​ons. Then, sud​denly, words flew in​to my he​ad.

    "I'll kill you.
    "As I re​eled from the strength of will be​hind the words, I ins​tan​ta​ne​o​usly in​tu​ited that her te​le​pat​hic mes​sa​ge was no lie. The​re was no ro​om wit​hin it for even a sli​ver of do​ubt; my body ac​cep​ted it as a cer​ta​inty. She'd kill me, if I didn't kill her first. My body's ins​tinct for self-pre​ser​va​ti​on ga​ve me an or​der. I clim​bed back on top of her, pla​ced both hands on her slen​der neck, and pres​sed with my full we​ight. To my surp​ri​se, the​re was less re​sis​tan​ce this ti​me. She nar​ro​wed her eyes with ple​asu​re and re​la​xed her body, al​most as if she wan​ted to die.

    

    "I didn't wa​it to see if she'd stop​ped bre​at​hing. I pic​ked her body up and went to the well. I think my ac​ti​ons we​re still be​yond my will at this po​int. In ot​her words, I didn't pick her up in​ten​ding to drop her in​to the well, but rat​her, the mo​ment I pic​ked her up, the ro​und black mo​uth of the well ca​ught my eye, and put it in my mind to do it. Everyt​hing felt as if it was wor​king out per​fectly for me. Or, rat​her, I felt as if I was be​ing mo​ved by a will be​yond my own. I had a ge​ne​ral idea of what was go​ing to hap​pen next. I co​uld he​ar a vo​ice in the back of my he​ad sa​ying this was all a dre​am.

    "The well was dark, and from whe​re I sto​od at the top I co​uldn't see the bot​tom very cle​arly. From the smell of so​il waf​ting up, it se​emed that the​re was a shal​low ac​cu​mu​la​ti​on of wa​ter at the bot​tom. I let go. Sa​da​ko's body slid down the si​de of the well in​to the earth, hit​ting the bot​tom with a splash. I sta​red in​to the well un​til my eyes got used to the dark, but I still co​uldn't see her cur​led up down the​re. Even so, I co​uldn't sha​ke my une​asi​ness. I flung rocks and dirt in​to the well, trying to hi​de her body fo​re​ver. I threw in arm-fuls of dirt and fi​ve or six fist-si​zed rocks be​fo​re I just co​uldn't do any mo​re. The rocks hit her body, ma​king a dull thud at the bot​tom of the well and sti​mu​la​ting my ima​gi​na​ti​on. When I tho​ught of that sickly be​a​uti​ful body be​ing bro​ken by tho​se sto​nes, I co​uldn't go thro​ugh with it. I know that do​esn't ma​ke any sen​se. On the one hand I de​si​red the dest​ruc​ti​on of her body, but on the ot​her hand I didn't want her body to be mar​red."

    When Na​gao had fi​nis​hed spe​aking, Asa​ka​wa han​ded him the map of So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land.

    "Where on this map wo​uld that well be?" Asa​ka​wa as​ked, ur​gently. It to​ok Na​gao a few mo​ments to un​ders​tand what he was be​ing shown, but af​ter he was told that what had on​ce be​en the sa​na​to​ri​um was now a res​ta​urant, he se​emed to re​ga​in his ori​en​ta​ti​on.

    "I think it was right abo​ut he​re," he sa​id, po​in​ting to a pla​ce on the map.

    "No do​ubt abo​ut it. That's whe​re Vil​la Log Ca​bin is," Asa​ka​wa sa​id, ri​sing. "Let's go!"

    But Ryu​ji was calm. "Don't go rus​hing off just yet. We still ha​ve so​me things we ne​ed to ask this old fart. Now, this syndro​me you men​ti​on…"

    "Testicular fe​mi​ni​za​ti​on syndro​me."

    "Can a wo​man with this be​ar child​ren?"

    Nagao sho​ok his he​ad. "No, she can't."

    "One ot​her thing. When you ra​ped Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, you had al​re​ady cont​rac​ted smal​lpox, right?"

    Nagao nod​ded.

    "In which ca​se, the last per​son in Japan to be in​fec​ted with smal​lpox was Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, no?"

    

    It was cer​ta​in that just be​fo​re her de​ath, Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra's body had be​en in​va​ded by the smal​lpox vi​rus. But she had di​ed im​me​di​ately af​ter​ward. If its host pe​ris​hes, a vi​rus can't go on li​ving. Na​gao didn't know how to ans​wer and lo​oked down, avo​iding Ryu​ji's ga​ze. He ga​ve only a va​gue reply.

    "Hey! What are you do​ing? We've got to get go​ing!" Asa​ka​wa was in the do​or​way, ur​ging Ryu​ji to hurry.

    "Shit. Ho​pe you're happy," sa​id Ryu​ji, flic​king the tip of the doc​tor's no​se with his in​dex fin​ger be​fo​re fol​lo​wing Asa​ka​wa.

    

    

12
    

    He co​uldn't exp​la​in it lo​gi​cal​ly, but from his ex​pe​ri​en​ce re​ading no​vels and watc​hing trashy TV shows, he felt li​ke he had a go​od idea of the kind of plot de​vi​ce cal​led for now, ba​sed on the way the story had un​fol​ded. The​re was a cer​ta​in tem​po to the un​fol​ding. They hadn't be​en se​arc​hing for Sa​da​ko's hi​ding pla​ce, but in the blink of an eye they'd stumb​led upon the tra​gedy that had be​fal​len her and the spot whe​re she was bu​ri​ed. So when Ryu​ji told him to "stop in front of a lar​ge hard​wa​re sto​re," Asa​ka​wa was re​li​eved: he's thin​king the sa​me thing I am. Asa​ka​wa still co​uldn't ima​gi​ne what a hor​rib​le task this wo​uld be. Un​less it had be​en comp​le​tely bu​ri​ed, fin​ding the old well in the vi​ci​nity of Vil​la Log Ca​bin sho​uldn't be too dif​fi​cult. And on​ce they fo​und it, it sho​uld be easy to bring up Sa​da​ko's re​ma​ins. It all so​un​ded pretty simp​le-and he wan​ted to think it wo​uld be. It was one in the af​ter​no​on; the mid​day sun ref​lec​ted bril​li​antly from the hilly stre​ets in this hot-spring re​sort town. The bright​ness, and the ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od’s la​id-back we​ek​day mo​od, clo​uded his ima​gi​na​ti​on. It didn't oc​cur to him that even if it we​re only fo​ur or fi​ve me​ters de​ep, the bot​tom of a well was bo​und to be an en​ti​rely dif​fe​rent world from the well-lit gro​und abo​ve.

    Nishizaki Hard​wa​re. Asa​ka​wa saw the sign and bra​ked. The​re we​re step​lad​ders and lawn mo​wers li​ned up in front of the sto​re. They sho​uld be ab​le to get everyt​hing they ne​eded he​re.

    "I'll let you do the shop​ping," Asa​ka​wa sa​id, run​ning to a ne​arby pho​ne bo​oth. He pa​used be​fo​re en​te​ring it to ta​ke a pho​ne card from his wal​let.

    "Hey, we don't ha​ve ti​me to was​te on pho​ne calls." But Asa​ka​wa wasn't lis​te​ning. Grumb​ling, Ryu​ji went in​to the sto​re and grab​bed ro​pe, a buc​ket, a sho​vel, a pul​ley block, and a high-po​we​red flash​light.

    Asakawa was des​pe​ra​te. This might be his last chan​ce to he​ar the​ir vo​ices. He knew full well how lit​tle ti​me he had to was​te. He only had ni​ne ho​urs left un​til his de​ad​li​ne. He slip​ped his card in​to the pho​ne and di​al​led the num​ber of his wi​fe's pa​rents' ho​use in As​hi​ka​ga. His fat​her-in-law ans​we​red.

    "Hello, it's Asa​ka​wa. Co​uld you call Shi​zu and Yo​ko to the pho​ne?" He knew he was be​ing ru​de, skip​ping the cus​to​mary exc​han​ge of ple​asant​ri​es.

    

    But he didn't ha​ve ti​me to worry abo​ut his fat​her-in-law's fe​elings. The man star​ted to say so​met​hing, but then se​emed to sen​se the ur​gency of the si​tu​ati​on, and im​me​di​ately sum​mo​ned his da​ugh​ter and grand​da​ugh​ter. Asa​ka​wa was ext​re​mely glad his mot​her-in-law hadn't be​en the one to ans​wer. He'd ne​ver ha​ve got a word in ed​ge​wi​se then.

    "Hello?"

    "Shizu, is that you?" He​aring her vo​ice, he mis​sed her al​re​ady.

    "Where are you?"

    "Atami. How's everyt​hing the​re?"

    "Oh, abo​ut the sa​me. Yo​ko's ha​ving a gre​at ti​me with Grand​ma and Grand​pa."

    "Is she the​re?" He co​uld he​ar her vo​ice. No words, just so​unds as she strug​gled to climb up on her mot​her's lap to get to her fat​her.

    "Yoko, it's Daddy." Shi​zu put the re​ce​iver to Yo​ko's ear.

    "Dada, Da​da…" He co​uld ba​rely he​ar the words, if words they we​re. They we​re all but drow​ned out by the so​unds of her bre​at​hing in​to the pho​ne, or rub​bing the mo​uth​pi​ece aga​inst her che​ek. But the​se no​ises only ma​de him fe​el that much clo​ser to her. He was over​co​me with the de​si​re to le​ave all this be​hind him and hug her.

    "Yoko, you wa​it the​re, okay? Daddy's co​ming so​on to get you in the vro​om-vro​om."

    

    "Really? When are you get​ting he​re?" Shi​zu had ta​ken the pho​ne wit​ho​ut him re​ali​zing it.

    "On Sun​day. Right, I'll be ren​ting a car and dri​ving up, so let's all ta​ke a dri​ve in​to the mo​un​ta​ins, to Nik​ko or so​met​hing."

    "Really? Yo​ko, isn't that gre​at? Daddy's go​ing to ta​ke us for a dri​ve in a car on Sun​day!"

    He felt his ears bur​ning. Was he re​al​ly in a po​si​ti​on to ma​ke that kind of pro​mi​se? A doc​tor was ne​ver sup​po​sed to say anyt​hing to gi​ve his pa​ti​ent fal​se ho​pe; he was sup​po​sed to do things to mi​ni​mi​ze the even​tu​al shock as much as pos​sib​le.

    "It so​unds li​ke you've got this thing you're wor​king on stra​igh​te​ned out."

    "Well, it's co​ming along."

    "You pro​mi​sed me that when all this is over you'd tell me the who​le thing from the be​gin​ning."

    He had pro​mi​sed that. In exc​han​ge for her not as​king any qu​es​ti​ons right now, he'd sa​id he'd tell her all abo​ut it on​ce it was ta​ken ca​re of. His wi​fe had kept her end of the bar​ga​in.

    "Hey, how long are you go​ing to ke​ep tal​king?" Ryu​ji sa​id from be​hind him. Asa​ka​wa tur​ned aro​und. Ryu​ji had the trunk open and was lo​ading his purc​ha​ses in​to the car.

    "I'll call aga​in. I might not be ab​le to to​night, tho​ugh." Asa​ka​wa pla​ced his hand on the ho​ok. If he pus​hed, the con​nec​ti​on wo​uld be bro​ken.

    

    He didn't even know why he'd cal​led. Was it just to he​ar the​ir vo​ices, or did he ha​ve so​met​hing mo​re im​por​tant to tell them? But he knew that even if he'd be​en ab​le to talk to her for an ho​ur, when it ca​me ti​me to hang up he'd still fe​el const​ra​ined, as if he'd only sa​id half of what he wan​ted to say. It'd just be the sa​me thing. He pres​sed down on the ho​ok, and then let go. In any ca​se, everyt​hing wo​uld be cle​ar to​night at ten. To​night at ten…

    Driving up in the day​ti​me li​ke this, So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land felt li​ke a typi​cal mo​un​ta​in re​sort. The cre​epy mo​od he'd felt last ti​me he ca​me was hid​den by the sun​light. Even the so​und of bo​un​cing ten​nis balls was nor​mal, not slug​gish and so​no​ro​us li​ke be​fo​re, but crisp and light. They co​uld see Mt Fu​ji, hazy and whi​te, and be​low them in the dis​tan​ce scat​te​red flas​hes of sun from gre​en​ho​use ro​ofs.

    It was a we​ek​day af​ter​no​on and Vil​la Log Ca​bin ap​pe​ared de​ser​ted. It se​emed that the only ti​me the ren​tal units we​re fully oc​cu​pi​ed was we​ekends and the sum​mer va​ca​ti​on se​ason. B-4 was va​cant to​day, too. Le​aving Ryu​ji to check in, Asa​ka​wa un​lo​aded the car and chan​ged in​to ligh​ter clot​hes.

    He lo​oked ca​re​ful​ly aro​und the ro​om. A we​ek ago this eve​ning Asa​ka​wa had fled in fe​ar from this ha​un​ted ho​use. He re​mem​be​red run​ning in​to the bath​ro​om to throw up, fe​eling that he was abo​ut to piss him​self. He co​uld even re​mem​ber, qu​ite vi​vidly, the graf​fi​ti he'd se​en on the bath​ro​om wall when he'd knelt down in front of the to​ilet. Now he ope​ned the bath​ro​om do​or. The sa​me graf​fi​ti in the sa​me pla​ce.

    It was just af​ter two. They went out on​to the bal​cony and ate the box lunc​hes they'd bo​ught on the way whi​le ga​zing over the grassy me​adow sur​ro​un​ding the ca​bins. The fret​ful mo​od that had sha​do​wed them he​re from Na​gao's cli​nic sub​si​ded a bit. Even amidst the worst pa​nic, the​re are still scat​te​red mo​ments li​ke this, when ti​me flows le​isu​rely by. Even when trying to fi​nish a story by an im​pen​ding de​ad​li​ne, Asa​ka​wa wo​uld so​me​ti​mes find him​self aim​les​sly watc​hing cof​fee drop from the spo​ut of the cof​fee ma​ker, and la​ter he'd ref​lect on how ele​gantly he'd was​ted pre​ci​o​us ti​me.

    "Eat up. We'll ne​ed our strength," sa​id Ryu​ji. He'd bo​ught two lunc​hes just for him​self. Asa​ka​wa me​anw​hi​le didn't se​em to ha​ve much ap​pe​ti​te; from ti​me to ti​me he'd rest his chops​ticks and lo​ok back in​si​de the ca​bin.

    Suddenly, he spo​ke, as if it had just oc​cur​red to him. "May​be we'd bet​ter get this stra​ight. What exactly are we do​ing he​re?"

    "We're go​ing to lo​ok for Sa​da​ko, of co​ur​se." "And what do we do on​ce we've fo​und her?" "Ta​ke her back to Sas​hi​ki​ji and lay her to rest."

    

    "So that's the charm. You're sa​ying that's what she wants."

    Ryuji che​wed lo​udly for a whi​le on a big mo​uth​ful of ri​ce, eyes sta​ring stra​ight ahe​ad, un​fo​cu​sed. Asa​ka​wa co​uld tell from the lo​ok on his fa​ce that Ryu​ji wasn't en​ti​rely con​vin​ced, eit​her. Asa​ka​wa was sca​red. It was his last chan​ce, and he wan​ted so​me sort of as​su​ran​ce that they we​re do​ing the right thing. The​re we​re to be no se​cond chan​ces.

    "There's not​hing el​se we can do now," sa​id Ryu​ji, tos​sing away his empty lunch box.

    "What abo​ut this pos​si​bi​lity? May​be she wants us to cle​ar away her re​sent​ment to​ward the per​son who kil​led her."

    "You me​an Jota​ro Na​gao? You me​an if we ex​po​sed him, Sa​da​ko wo​uld be ap​pe​ased?"

    Asakawa lo​oked de​ep in​to Ryu​ji's eyes, trying to fi​gu​re out what he re​al​ly tho​ught. If they dug up the re​ma​ins and la​id them to rest and it still didn't sa​ve Asa​ka​wa's li​fe, may​be Ryu​ji was plan​ning to kill Dr Na​gao. May​be he was using Asa​ka​wa as a test ca​se, trying to sa​ve his own skin…

    "Come on. Don't be stu​pid," sa​id Ryu​ji with a la​ugh. "First of all, if Na​gao had re​al​ly in​cur​red Sa​da​ko's re​sent​ment, he'd al​re​ady be de​ad."

    True. She de​fi​ni​tely had that kind of po​wer.

    "So why did she let her​self be kil​led by him?"

    "I can't say. But lo​ok: she was sur​ro​un​ded by the de​aths of pe​op​le clo​se to her. She knew not​hing but frust​ra​ti​on. Even di​sap​pe​aring from the the​at​re com​pany li​ke that was es​sen​ti​al​ly a frust​ra​ti​on of her go​als, right? Then she vi​sits her fat​her at the sa​na​to​ri​um and finds out that he's ne​ar de​ath."

    "A per​son who's gi​ven up on the world har​bo​urs no re​sent​ment to​ward the per​son who ta​kes her out of it, is that what you're sa​ying?"

    "Not exactly. Rat​her, I think it's pos​sib​le that Sa​da​ko her​self ca​used tho​se im​pul​ses in Old Man Na​gao. In ot​her words, may​be she kil​led her​self, but bor​ro​wed Na​gao's hands to do it."

    Her mot​her had thrown her​self in​to a vol​ca​no, her fat​her was dying of tu​ber​cu​lo​sis, her own dre​ams of be​co​ming an act​ress had be​en shat​te​red, and then the​re was her con​ge​ni​tal han​di​cap. She had any num​ber of re​asons to com​mit su​ici​de. And the​re we​re things that just didn't add up un​less one as​su​med she'd kil​led her​self. Yos​hi​no's re​port had men​ti​oned Shi​ge​mo​ri, fo​un​der of The​at​re Gro​up So​aring. He'd got drunk and drop​ped in on Sa​da​ko, and di​ed the next day of car​di​ac pa​raly​sis. It was al​most cer​ta​in that Sa​da​ko had kil​led him using so​me ab​nor​mal abi​lity of hers. She had that kind of po​wer. She co​uld easily kill a man or two wit​ho​ut le​aving any evi​den​ce. So why was Na​gao still ali​ve? It ma​de no sen​se, un​less one de​ci​ded that she must ha​ve gu​ided his will in or​der to kill her​self.

    

    "Well, okay, let's say it was su​ici​de. But why did she ha​ve to be ra​ped be​fo​re she di​ed? And don't tell me it's be​ca​use she didn't want to die a vir​gin."

    Asakawa had hit the na​il on the he​ad, and as a re​sult Ryu​ji was at a loss for an ans​wer. That was exactly what he was go​ing to say.

    "Is that re​al​ly so stu​pid?"

    "Huh?"

    "Is it re​al​ly so fo​olish to not want to die a vir​gin?" Ryu​ji pres​sed his po​int with a des​pe​ra​te ear​nest​ness. "If it we​re me… if by so​me chan​ce it we​re me, that's how I'd fe​el. I wo​uldn't want to die a vir​gin."

    This wasn't li​ke Ryu​ji, Asa​ka​wa felt. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't exp​la​in it lo​gi​cal​ly, but ne​it​her the words nor the fa​ci​al exp​res​si​on we​re li​ke Ryu​ji at all.

    "Are you se​ri​o​us? Men and wo​men are dif​fe​rent. Es​pe​ci​al​ly in the ca​se of Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra."

    "Heh, heh. Just kid​ding. Sa​da​ko didn't want to be ra​ped. Of co​ur​se she didn't. I me​an, who'd want a thing li​ke that to hap​pen to one​self? Plus, she bit Na​gao's sho​ul​der down to the bo​ne. It was only af​ter it had hap​pe​ned that the tho​ught of dying oc​cur​red to her, and wit​ho​ut even con​si​de​ring it she gu​ided Na​gao in that di​rec​ti​on. I think that's pro​bably what hap​pe​ned."

    "But then, wo​uldn't you still ex​pect her to ha​ve a lin​ge​ring re​sent​ment to​ward Na​gao?" Asa​ka​wa still wasn't con​vin​ced.

    

    "But aren't you for​get​ting? We ne​ed to ima​gi​ne the spe​ar-tip of her re​sent​ment be​ing po​in​ted, not at any one in​di​vi​du​al, but at so​ci​ety in ge​ne​ral. Com​pa​red to that, her hat​red of Na​gao was as in​sig​ni​fi​cant as a fart in a winds​torm."

    If hat​red to​ward so​ci​ety in ge​ne​ral was what was in​cor​po​ra​ted in​to that vi​deo, then what was the charm? What co​uld it be? The phra​se in​dis​c​ri​mi​na​te at​tack ca​me in​to Asa​ka​wa's mind, be​fo​re Ryu​ji's thick vo​ice in​ter​rup​ted his tho​ughts.

    "Enough al​re​ady. If we ha​ve ti​me to think abo​ut crap li​ke this, we sho​uld be spen​ding it trying to find Sa​da​ko. She's the one who'll sol​ve every rid​dle."

    Ryuji dra​ined the last of his oolong tea and then sto​od up and tos​sed the empty can out to​ward the val​ley flo​or.

    They sto​od on the gent​le hil​lsi​de lo​oking aro​und at the tall grass. Ryu​ji han​ded Asa​ka​wa a sick​le and po​in​ted with his chin to the slo​pe on the left si​de of B-4. He wan​ted him to cut away the tang​les of grass and exa​mi​ne the con​to​urs of the gro​und the​re. Asa​ka​wa bent down, drop​ped his knee, and be​gan to swing the sick​le in an arc pa​ral​lel to the gro​und. Grass be​gan to fall.

    Thirty ye​ars be​fo​re, a di​la​pi​da​ted ho​use had sto​od he​re, with a well in its front yard. Asa​ka​wa sto​od up aga​in. He lo​oked aro​und aga​in, won​de​ring whe​re he'd bu​ild his dwel​ling if he we​re to li​ve he​re. He'd pro​bably cho​ose a si​te with a ni​ce vi​ew. The​re was no ot​her re​ason to bu​ild a ho​use up he​re. Whe​re was the best vi​ew? Eyes tra​ined on the gre​en​ho​use ro​ofs shi​ning far be​low, Asa​ka​wa wal​ked aro​und a bit, pa​ying at​ten​ti​on to the shif​ting pers​pec​ti​ve. The vi​ew didn't se​em to chan​ge much no mat​ter whe​re he went. But he tho​ught that if he we​re bu​il​ding a ho​use, it wo​uld be easi​er to bu​ild it whe​re ca​bin A-4 sto​od than whe​re B-4 was. When he bent down to the gro​und and lo​oked he re​ali​zed that was the only le​vel area. He craw​led aro​und in the spa​ce bet​we​en A-4 and B-4, cut​ting the grass and fe​eling the earth with his hands.

    He had no me​mory of ever dra​wing wa​ter from a well. He re​ali​zed that he'd ne​ver even se​en a re​al well. He had no idea what one re​al​ly lo​oked li​ke, es​pe​ci​al​ly one in a mo​un​ta​ino​us area such as this. Was the​re re​al​ly gro​und​wa​ter he​re? But then, a few hund​red me​ters east along the flo​or of the val​ley the​re was a patch of marsh, sur​ro​un​ded by tall tre​es. Asa​ka​wa's tho​ughts we​ren't co​ming to​get​her. What was he sup​po​sed to con​cent​ra​te on du​ring a task such as this? No idea. He felt the blo​od rush to his he​ad. He lo​oked at his watch: al​most three o'clock. Se​ven ho​urs left. Wo​uld all this ef​fort get them any clo​ser to me​eting the de​ad​li​ne? The tho​ught sent his mind in​to furt​her di​sar​ray. His ima​ge of the well was hazy. What wo​uld re​ma​in to mark the si​te of an old well? A bunch of sto​nes pi​led up in a circ​le? What if they'd col​lap​sed and fal​len in​to the earth? No way. Then they'd ne​ver ma​ke it in ti​me. He lo​oked at his watch aga​in. Exactly three now. He'd just drunk 500 mil​li​lit​res of oolong tea on the bal​cony, but al​re​ady his thro​at was dry aga​in. Vo​ices ec​ho​ed in his he​ad: lo​ok for a bul​ge in the earth, lo​ok for rocks. He jab​bed the sho​vel in​to the ex​po​sed dirt. Ti​me and blo​od as​sa​ul​ted his bra​in. His ner​ves we​re shot, but he didn't fe​el fa​ti​gu​ed. Why was ti​me flo​wing so dif​fe​rently now than it had on the bal​cony, when they we​re eating lunch? Why had he star​ted to pa​nic so much the mi​nu​te he'd set to work? Was this the right thing to do, re​al​ly? We​ren't the​re a lot of ot​her things they sho​uld be do​ing?

    He'd dug a ca​ve on​ce as a child. He must ha​ve be​en in the fo​urth or fifth gra​de. He la​ug​hed we​akly as he re​cal​led the epi​so​de.

    "What in the world are you do​ing?" At the so​und of Ryu​ji's vo​ice, Asa​ka​wa's he​ad jer​ked up. "What've you be​en up to, craw​ling aro​und over he​re. We've got to se​arch a wi​der area."

    Asakawa ga​ped up at Ryu​ji. Ryu​ji had the sun at his back, his fa​ce was sha​dowy. Drops of swe​at from his dark fa​ce fell to the grass by his fe​et. What was I up to? A lit​tle ho​le had be​en dug in the gro​und right in front of him. Asa​ka​wa had dug it.

    "You dig​ging a pit or so​met​hing?"

    

    Ryuji sig​hed. Asa​ka​wa frow​ned and mo​ved to lo​ok at his watch.

    "And stop lo​oking at yo​ur fuc​king watch!" Ryu​ji slap​ped his hand away. He gla​red at Asa​ka​wa for a lit​tle whi​le, then sig​hed aga​in. He squ​at​ted and whis​pe​red, calmly, "May​be you ought to ta​ke a bre​ak."

    "No ti​me."

    "I'm tel​ling you, you ne​ed to get a hold of yo​ur​self. Pa​nic​king won't get you anyw​he​re." Asa​ka​wa was cro​uc​hing, too, and Ryu​ji po​ked him lightly in the chest. Asa​ka​wa lost his ba​lan​ce and fell over back​wards, fe​et up in the air.

    "That's it, lie down just li​ke that, just li​ke a baby."

    Asakawa squ​ir​med, trying to get to his fe​et.

    "Don't mo​ve! Lie down! Don't was​te yo​ur strength." Ryu​ji step​ped on Asa​ka​wa's chest un​til he stop​ped strug​gling. Asa​ka​wa clo​sed his eyes and ga​ve up re​sis​ting. The we​ight of Ryu​ji's fo​ot re​ce​ded in​to the dis​tan​ce. When he gently ope​ned his eyes aga​in, Ryu​ji was mo​ving his short, po​wer​ful legs, cros​sing over in​to the sha​de of B-4's bal​cony. His ga​it was elo​qu​ent. He'd had an ins​pi​ra​ti​on as to whe​re they co​uld find the well, and his sen​se of des​pe​ra​ti​on had fa​ded.

    After Ryu​ji had left, Asa​ka​wa lay still for a whi​le. Flat on his back, spre​ad-eag​led, he ga​zed up in​to the sky. The sun was bright. How we​ak his spi​rit was com​pa​red to Ryu​ji's. Dis​gus​ting. He re​gu​la​ted his bre​at​hing and tri​ed to think co​ol​ly. He wasn't con​fi​dent he co​uld ke​ep him​self to​get​her as the next se​ven ho​urs tic​ked away. He'd just fol​low Ryu​ji's every or​der. That'd be best. Lo​se him​self, pla​ce him​self un​der the sway of so​me​one with an un​yi​el​ding spi​rit. Lo​se yo​ur​self! You'll even be ab​le to es​ca​pe the ter​ror then. You're go​ing to be bu​ri​ed in the ear​th-you'll be​co​me one with na​tu​re. As if in ans​wer to his wish, he was sud​denly over​co​me by drow​si​ness and be​gan to lo​se cons​ci​o​us​ness. At the very thres​hold of sle​ep, in the midst of a dayd​re​am abo​ut lif​ting Yo​ko high in​to the air, he re​mem​be​red on​ce aga​in that epi​so​de from his gra​de scho​ol days.

    There was a mu​ni​ci​pal sports gro​und on the outs​kirts of the town whe​re he'd grown up. The​re was a cliff at its ed​ge, and at the fo​ot of the cliff was a swamp with cray​fish in it. When he was a scho​ol​boy, Asa​ka​wa of​ten went the​re with his bud​di​es to catch cray​fish. On that par​ti​cu​lar day, the sun shi​ning on the ex​po​sed red earth of the cliff next to the swamp was li​ke a chal​len​ge. He was ti​red of sit​ting the​re hol​ding his fis​hing po​le any​way, so he went over to whe​re the sun was shi​ning on the cliff and be​gan to dig a ho​le in its ste​ep fa​ce. The dirt was soft clay, and it crumb​led away at his fe​et when he thrust in an old pi​ece of bo​ard he'd fo​und. Be​fo​re long his fri​ends jo​ined him. The​re'd be​en three of them, he se​emed to re​call, or may​be fo​ur. Just the per​fect num​ber for dig​ging a ca​ve. Any mo​re and they wo​uld ha​ve be​en bum​ping he​ads, any fe​wer and it wo​uld ha​ve be​en too much work for each of them.

    After an ho​ur of dig​ging they'd ma​de a ho​le just the right si​ze for one of them to crawl in​to. They kept go​ing. They'd ori​gi​nal​ly be​en on the​ir way ho​me from scho​ol, and so​on one of his fri​ends sa​id he had to be get​ting ho​me. Only Asa​ka​wa, who​se idea it had be​en in the first pla​ce, kept at it si​lently. And by the ti​me the sun set the ca​ve had grown lar​ge eno​ugh for all the boys who we​re left to squ​e​eze in​to. Asa​ka​wa had hug​ged his kne​es; he and his fri​ends gig​gled at each ot​her. Cur​led up in the red clay li​ke that, they felt li​ke the Sto​ne Age pe​op​le at Mik​ka​bi, who​se re​ma​ins they'd just le​ar​ned abo​ut in So​ci​al Stu​di​es.

    However, af​ter a lit​tle whi​le the ent​ran​ce to the ho​le was bloc​ked by a lady's fa​ce. The set​ting sun was at her back, so her fa​ce was in sha​dow and they co​uldn't ma​ke out her exp​res​si​on, but they re​ali​zed it was a fift​yish ho​use​wi​fe from the ne​igh​bor​ho​od.

    "What are you boys do​ing dig​ging a ho​le he​re? It'd be pretty dis​gus​ting if you got bu​ri​ed ali​ve in the​re," the lady sa​id, pe​ering in​to the ca​ve. Asa​ka​wa and the two ot​her boys exc​han​ged glan​ces. Yo​ung tho​ugh they we​re, they still no​ti​ced so​met​hing odd abo​ut her war​ning. Not, "Cut it out-that's dan​ge​ro​us," but, "Cut it out, be​ca​use if you got bu​ri​ed ali​ve in the​re and di​ed it wo​uld be dis​gus​ting to pe​op​le in the ne​igh​bor​ho​od, such as me." She was ca​uti​oning them pu​rely for her own go​od. Asa​ka​wa and his fri​ends be​gan to gig​gle aga​in. The lady's fa​ce bloc​ked the ent​ran​ce li​ke a fi​gu​re in a sha​dow play.

    Ryuji's fa​ce gra​du​al​ly su​pe​rim​po​sed it​self over the lady's.

    "Now you're a bit too re​la​xed. Ima​gi​ne be​ing ab​le to go night-night in a pla​ce li​ke this. Hey, you jerk, what are you gig​gling at?"

    Ryuji wo​ke him up. The sun was ne​aring the wes​tern ho​ri​zon, and dark​ness was fast ap​pro​ac​hing. Ryu​ji's fa​ce and fi​gu​re aga​inst the we​ake​ning sun​light we​re even blac​ker than be​fo​re.

    "Come over he​re a mi​nu​te." Ryu​ji pul​led Asa​ka​wa to his fe​et and then si​lently craw​led back un​der the bal​cony of B-4. Asa​ka​wa fol​lo​wed. Un​der the bal​cony, one of the bo​ards bet​we​en the sup​por​ting pil​lars had be​en pe​eled part​way back. Ryu​ji stuck his hand in be​hind the bo​ard and pul​led it out with all his might. With a lo​ud snap the bo​ard bro​ke in half di​ago​nal​ly. The de​cor in​si​de the ca​bin was mo​dern, but the​se bo​ards we​re so flimsy you co​uld bre​ak them by hand. The bu​il​ders had tho​ro​ughly skim​ped on the parts you co​uldn't see. Ryu​ji po​ked the flash​light in​si​de and shi​ned it aro​und un​der the ca​bin.

    

    He nod​ded as if to say, co​me lo​ok at this. Asa​ka​wa fi​xed his ga​ze on the gap in the wall and lo​oked in​si​de. The flash​light be​am was tra​ined on a black prot​ru​si​on over by the west si​de. As he sta​red at it he no​ti​ced that the si​des se​emed to ha​ve an une​ven tex​tu​re, li​ke a pi​le of rocks. The top was co​ve​red with a conc​re​te lid; bla​des of grass po​ked out of cracks in the conc​re​te and bet​we​en the sto​nes. Asa​ka​wa im​me​di​ately re​ali​zed what was di​rectly over​he​ad. The li​ving ro​om of the ca​bin. And di​rectly over the ro​und rim of the well we​re the te​le​vi​si​on and VCR. A we​ek ago, when he'd watc​hed that vi​deo, Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra had be​en this clo​se, hi​ding, watc​hing what went on abo​ve.

    Ryuji pul​led off mo​re bo​ards un​til the​re was an ope​ning lar​ge eno​ugh for a man to pass thro​ugh. They both duc​ked thro​ugh the ho​le in the wall and craw​led to the rim of the well. The ca​bin was bu​ilt on a gra​di​ent, and they'd en​te​red from the down​hill end, so the furt​her they went the lo​wer the flo​or​bo​ards got, cre​ating a sen​se of so​met​hing pres​sing down on them. Even tho​ugh the​re sho​uld be plenty of air in the dark crawl spa​ce, Asa​ka​wa be​gan to find it hard to bre​at​he. The so​il he​re was clam​mi​er than out​si​de. Asa​ka​wa knew full well what they must do now. He knew, but he felt no fe​ar yet. He felt cla​ust​rop​ho​bic just from the flo​or​bo​ards over his he​ad, but may​be he'd ha​ve to go down in​to the bot​tom of the well, in​to a pla​ce ru​led by an even de​eper dark​ness… Not may​be. To pull Sa​da​ko out, they'd al​most cer​ta​inly ha​ve to des​cend in​to the well.

    "Give me a hand he​re," sa​id Ryu​ji. He'd grab​bed a pi​ece of re​bar po​king out from a crack in the conc​re​te lid and was trying to pull the lid on​to the down​hill slo​pe. But the ce​iling was too low, and he co​uldn't get much le​ve​ra​ge. Even so​me​one li​ke Ryu​ji who co​uld bench 120 ki​los was down to half strength if he didn't ha​ve the right fo​oting. Asa​ka​wa went aro​und the well un​til he was up​hill from it and lay down on his back. He pla​ced both hands on a sup​port co​lumn to bra​ce him​self and then pus​hed aga​inst the lid with his fe​et. The​re was an ugly so​und as conc​re​te scra​ped aga​inst sto​ne. Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji be​gan to chant in or​der to synchro​ni​ze the​ir ef​forts. The lid mo​ved. How many ye​ars had it be​en sin​ce the well's fa​ce was ex​po​sed? Had the well be​en cap​ped when Vil​la Log Ca​bin was bu​ilt, or when Pa​ci​fic Land was es​tab​lis​hed, or when the sa​na​to​ri​um clo​sed? They co​uld only gu​ess, ba​sed on the strength of the se​al bet​we​en the conc​re​te and the sto​nes, on the al​most-hu​man scre​ech as the lid was torn away. Pro​bably mo​re than just six months or a ye​ar. But no lon​ger than twenty-fi​ve ye​ars. In any ca​se, the well had now star​ted to open its mo​uth. Ryu​ji stuck the bla​de of the sho​vel in​to the spa​ce they'd ma​de so far and pus​hed.

    

    "Okay, when I gi​ve the sig​nal, I want you to le​an on the hand​le."

    Asakawa tur​ned aro​und.

    "Ready? One, two, three, push!"

    As Asa​ka​wa le​aned on the ma​kes​hift le​ver, Ryu​ji pus​hed on the si​de of the cap with both hands. With an ago​ni​zed shri​ek, the lid fell to the gro​und.

    The lip of the well was fa​intly damp. Asa​ka​wa and Ryu​ji pic​ked up the​ir flash​lights, pla​ced the​ir ot​her hands on the wet rim, and pul​led them​sel​ves up. Be​fo​re shi​ning light in​to the well, they mo​ved the​ir he​ads and sho​ul​ders in​to the ro​ughly fifty-cen​ti​met​re gap bet​we​en the top of the well and the flo​or abo​ve. A put​rid smell aro​se on the cold air. The spa​ce in​si​de the well was so den​se that they felt if they let go the​ir hands they'd be suc​ked in. She was he​re, all right. This wo​man with ext​ra​or​di​nary su​per​na​tu​ral po​wer, with tes-ti​cu​lar fe​mi​ni​za​ti​on syndro​me… "Wo​man" wasn't even the right word. The bi​olo​gi​cal dis​tinc​ti​on bet​we​en ma​le and fe​ma​le de​pen​ded on the struc​tu​re of the go​nads. No mat​ter how be​a​uti​ful​ly fe​mi​ni​ne the body, if tho​se go​nads we​re in the form of tes​tes it was a ma​le. Asa​ka​wa didn't know whet​her he sho​uld con​si​der Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra a man or a wo​man. Sin​ce her pa​rents had na​med her Sa​da​ko, it se​emed they had in​ten​ded to ra​ise her as a wo​man. This mor​ning, on the bo​at to Ata​mi, Ryu​ji had sa​id, Don't you think a per​son with both ma​le and fe​ma​le ge​ni​tals is the ul​ti​ma​te symbol of po​wer and be​a​uty? Co​me to think of it, Asa​ka​wa had on​ce se​en so​met​hing in an art bo​ok that had ma​de him do​ubt his eyes. A per​fectly ma​tu​re fe​ma​le nu​de was rec​li​ning on a slab of sto​ne, with a splen​did examp​le of the ma​le ge​ni​ta​lia pe​eking out from bet​we​en her thighs…

    "Can you see anyt​hing?" as​ked Ryu​ji. The be​ams of the​ir flash​lights sho​wed that wa​ter had col​lec​ted in the bot​tom of the well, abo​ut fo​ur or fi​ve me​ters down. But they didn't know how de​ep the wa​ter was.

    "There's wa​ter down the​re." Ryu​ji scuf​fled aro​und, tying the end of the ro​pe to a post.

    "Okay, po​int yo​ur flash​light down​ward and hold it over the ed​ge. Don't drop it, wha​te​ver you do."

    He's plan​ning to go down in the​re. As he re​ali​zed this, Asa​ka​wa's legs be​gan to sha​ke. What if I ha​ve to go down … Now, fi​nal​ly, with the nar​row, ver​ti​cal tun​nel sta​ring him in the fa​ce, Asa​ka​wa's ima​gi​na​ti​on star​ted to work on him. I can't do it. Go in​to that black wa​ter and do what? Fish aro​und for bo​nes, that's what. The​re's no way I can do that, I'll go crazy. As he gra​te​ful​ly watc​hed Ryu​ji lo​wer him​self in​to the ho​le, he pra​yed to God that his turn wo​uld ne​ver co​me.

    His eyes we​re ac​cus​to​med to the dark now, and he co​uld see the moss co​ve​ring the in​ner sur​fa​ce of the well. The sto​nes of the wall, in the oran​ge be​am of his flash​light, se​emed to turn in​to eyes and no​ses and mo​uths, and when he co​uldn't te​ar his ga​ze away, the pat​terns of the sto​nes trans​for​med in​to de​ad fa​ces, dis​tor​ted with de​mo​nic cri​es at the​ir mo​ment of de​ath. In​nu​me​rab​le evil spi​rits un​du​la​ted li​ke se​awe​ed, hands outst​retc​hed to​ward the exit. He co​uldn't dri​ve away the ima​ge. A peb​ble fell in​to the ghastly shaft, ba​rely a me​ter ac​ross, ec​ho​ed aga​inst the si​des of the well, and was swal​lo​wed in​to the gul​lets of the evil spi​rits.

    Ryuji wor​med his body in​to the spa​ce bet​we​en the top of the well and the flo​or​bo​ards, wrap​ped the ro​pe aro​und his hands, and slowly let him​self down. So​on he was stan​ding on the bot​tom. His legs we​re sub​mer​ged up to his kne​es. It wasn't very de​ep.

    "Hey, Asa​ka​wa! Go get the buc​ket. Oh, and the thin ro​pe, too."

    The buc​ket was whe​re they'd left it, on the bal​cony. Asa​ka​wa craw​led out from un​der​ne​ath the ca​bin. It was dark out​si​de. But it still felt far brigh​ter than un​der the fo​un​da​ti​on. What a fe​eling of re​le​ase! So much pu​re air! He lo​oked aro​und at the ca​bins: only A-l, by the ro​ad, emit​ted any light. He ma​de a po​int of not lo​oking at his watch. The warm, fri​endly vo​ices spil​ling from A-l se​emed to cons​ti​tu​te a se​pa​ra​te world, flo​ating in the dis​tan​ce. They we​re the so​unds of din​ner​ti​me. He didn't ha​ve to lo​ok at his watch to know what ti​me it must be.

    He re​tur​ned to the lip of the well, whe​re he ti​ed the buc​ket and sho​vel to the end of the ro​pe and lo​we​red them down. Ryu​ji sho​vel​led earth from the bot​tom of the well in​to the buc​ket. From ti​me to ti​me he'd cro​uch and run his fin​gers thro​ugh the mud, se​arc​hing for so​met​hing, but he didn't find anyt​hing.

    "Haul the buc​ket up!" he sho​uted. With his belly bra​ced aga​inst the ed​ge of the well, Asa​ka​wa pul​led up the buc​ket, then dum​ped the mud and rocks out on the gro​und be​fo​re lo​we​ring the empty buc​ket back down in​to the well. It se​emed that qu​ite a bit of dirt and sand had drif​ted in​to the well be​fo​re it had be​en se​aled. Ryu​ji dug and dug, but wit​ho​ut tur​ning up Sa​da​ko's be​a​uti​ful limbs.

    "Hey, Asa​ka​wa." Ryu​ji pa​used in his la​bo​urs and lo​oked up. Asa​ka​wa didn't reply. "Asa​ka​wa! So​met​hing wrong up the​re?"

    Asakawa wan​ted to reply: Not​hing's wrong. I'm fi​ne.
    "You ha​ven't sa​id a word this who​le ti​me. At le​ast, you know, call out en​co​ura​ge​ment or so​met​hing. I'm get​ting a bit me​lanc​holy down he​re."

    Asakawa sa​id not​hing.

    "Well, then, how abo​ut a song? So​met​hing by Hi​ba​ri Mi​so​ra, may​be."

    

    Asakawa still sa​id not​hing.

    "Hey! Asa​ka​wa. Are you still the​re? I know you didn't fa​int on me."

    "I'm… I'm fi​ne," he ma​na​ged to mut​ter.

    "You're a pa​in in the ass, that's what you are." Ryu​ji spat out the words and jam​med the tip of the sho​vel in​to the wa​ter. How many ti​mes had he do​ne this now? The wa​ter le​vel was slowly drop​ping, but still the​re we​re no signs of what they we​re lo​oking for. He co​uld see the buc​ket clim​bing mo​re and mo​re slowly. Then, fi​nal​ly, it stop​ped. Asa​ka​wa let it slip out of his hands. He'd had it ra​ised abo​ut half the he​ight of the well, and now it plun​ged back down aga​in. Ryu​ji ma​na​ged to avo​id a di​rect hit, but he got splas​hed from he​ad to toe with muddy wa​ter. Along with an​ger ca​me the re​ali​za​ti​on that Asa​ka​wa was at the li​mit of his strength.

    "Sonofabitch! Are you trying to kill me?" Ryu​ji clim​bed up the ro​pe. "Yo​ur turn."

    My turn! Shoc​ked, Asa​ka​wa sto​od up, ban​ging his he​ad hard on the flo​or​bo​ards in the pro​cess. "Wa​it, Ryu​ji, it's okay, I'm al​right, I've still got so​me strength left," Asa​ka​wa stam​me​red. Ryu​ji po​ked his he​ad out of the well.

    "No you ha​ven't, not an oun​ce. Yo​ur turn."

    "Just, just hold on. Let me catch my se​cond wind."

    "We'd be he​re 'til dawn."

    Ryuji shi​ned the light in Asa​ka​wa's fa​ce. The​re was a stran​ge lo​ok in his eyes. Fe​ar of de​ath had sto​len his re​ason. One lo​ok told Ryu​ji that Asa​ka​wa was no lon​ger ca​pab​le of ra​ti​onal judg​ment. Bet​we​en sho​vel​ling muddy wa​ter in​to a buc​ket and ha​uling that buc​ket fo​ur or fi​ve me​ters stra​ight up, it didn't ta​ke much to see which was the har​der job.

    "Down you go." Ryu​ji pus​hed Asa​ka​wa to​ward the well.

    "No-wait-I-it's…"

    "What?"

    "I'm cla​ust​rop​ho​bic."

    "Don't be silly."

    Asakawa con​ti​nu​ed to crin​ge, un​mo​ving. The wa​ter at the bot​tom of the well tremb​led slightly.

    "I can't do it. I can't go down the​re."

    Ryuji grab​bed Asa​ka​wa by the col​lar and slap​ped him twi​ce. "Snap out of it. 'I can't go down the​re.' You've got de​ath sta​ring you in the fa​ce, and you might be ab​le to do so​met​hing abo​ut it, and now you say you can't do it? Don't be a worm. It's not just yo​ur own li​fe at sta​ke he​re, you know. Re​mem​ber that pho​ne call? You re​ady to ta​ke swe​et baby​kins down in​to the dark​ness with you?"

    He tho​ught abo​ut his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter. He co​uldn't af​ford to be a co​ward. He held the​ir li​ves in his hands. But his body wo​uldn't obey him.

    "Is this re​al​ly go​ing to work, tho​ugh?" But the​re was no pur​po​se in his vo​ice; he knew it was po​int​less to even ask the qu​es​ti​on now. Ryu​ji re​la​xed his grip on his col​lar.

    "Shall I tell you a lit​tle mo​re abo​ut Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura's the​ory? The​re are three con​di​ti​ons that ha​ve to be met in or​der for a ma​le​vo​lent will to re​ma​in in the world af​ter de​ath. An enc​lo​sed spa​ce, wa​ter, and a slow de​ath. One, two, three. In ot​her words, if so​me​one di​es slowly, in an enc​lo​sed spa​ce, with wa​ter pre​sent, then usu​al​ly that per​son's angry spi​rit will ha​unt the pla​ce. Now, lo​ok at this well. It's a small, enc​lo​sed spa​ce. The​re's wa​ter. And re​mem​ber what the old lady in the vi​deo sa​id."

    … How has yo​ur he​alth be​en sin​ce then? If you spend all yo​ur ti​me pla​ying in the wa​ter, mons​ters are bo​und to get you.
    Playing in the wa​ter. That was it. Sa​da​ko was down the​re un​der that black muddy wa​ter pla​ying, even now. An end​less, wa​tery, un​derg​ro​und ga​me.

    "You see, Sa​da​ko was still ali​ve when she was drop​ped in​to this well. And whi​le she wa​ited for de​ath she co​ated the very walls with her hat​red. All three con​di​ti​ons we​re met in her ca​se."

    "So?"

    "So, ac​cor​ding to Pro​fes​sor Mi​ura, it's easy to exor​ci​se such a cur​se. We just free her. We ta​ke her bo​nes out of this nasty old well, ha​ve a ni​ce me​mo​ri​al ser​vi​ce, and lay her to rest in the so​il of her na​ti​ve pla​ce. We bring her up in​to the wi​de, bright world."

    A whi​le be​fo​re, when he'd craw​led out from un​der the ca​bin to get the buc​ket, Asa​ka​wa had felt an in​desc​ri​bab​le sen​se of li​be​ra​ti​on. We​re they sup​po​sed to pro​vi​de Sa​da​ko with the sa​me thing? Was that what she wan​ted?

    "So that's the charm?"

    "Maybe it is and may​be it isn't."

    "That's pretty va​gue."

    Ryuji grab​bed Asa​ka​wa's col​lar aga​in. "Think! The​re's not​hing cer​ta​in in our fu​tu​re! All we can ho​pe for is a va​gue con​ti​nu​ati​on. But in spi​te of that, you're go​ing to ke​ep on li​ving. You can't gi​ve up on li​fe just be​ca​use it's va​gue. It's a qu​es​ti​on of pos​si​bi​li​ti​es. The charm… The​re might be a lot of ot​her things Sa​da​ko wants. But the​re's a go​od pos​si​bi​lity that ta​king her re​ma​ins out of he​re will bre​ak the cur​se of the vi​deo."

    Asakawa twis​ted his fa​ce and scre​amed si​lently. En​c​lo​sed spa​ce, wa​ter, and slow de​ath, he says. Tho​se three con​di​ti​ons al​low the stron​gest sur​vi​val of an evil spi​rit, he says. Whe​re's the pro​of that anyt​hing that fra​ud Mi​ura sa​id is true?
    "If you un​ders​tand me, you'll go down in​to the well."

    But I don't un​ders​tand. How can I un​ders​tand so​met​hing li​ke this?
    "You don't ha​ve ti​me to dawd​le. Yo​ur de​ad​li​ne is al​most he​re." Ryu​ji's vo​ice grew gra​du​al​ly kin​der. "Don't think you can over​co​me de​ath wit​ho​ut a fight."

    Asshole! I don't want to he​ar yo​ur phi​lo​sophy of li​fe!
    But he fi​nal​ly be​gan to climb over the rim of the well.

    "Attaboy. You fi​nal​ly think you can do it?"

    Asakawa clung to the ro​pe and lo​we​red him​self down the in​ner wall of the well. Ryu​ji's fa​ce was be​fo​re his eyes.

    "Don't worry. The​re's not​hing down the​re. Yo​ur big​gest enemy is yo​ur ima​gi​na​ti​on."

    When he lo​oked up, the be​am of the flash​light hit him full in the fa​ce, blin​ding him. He pres​sed his back aga​inst the wall; his grip on the ro​pe be​gan to lo​osen. His fe​et slip​ped aga​inst the sto​nes, and he sud​denly drop​ped abo​ut a me​ter. His hands bur​ned from the fric​ti​on.

    He was dang​ling just abo​ve the sur​fa​ce of the wa​ter, but co​uldn't ma​ke him​self go in. He ex​ten​ded one fo​ot, put​ting it in the wa​ter up to his ank​le, as if he we​re tes​ting the tem​pe​ra​tu​re of a bath. With the cold to​uch of the wa​ter ca​me go​osef​lesh, from the tips of his to​es to his spi​ne, and he im​me​di​ately ret​rac​ted his fo​ot. But his arms we​re too ti​red to ke​ep han​ging on​to the ro​pe. His we​ight pul​led him slowly down, and even​tu​al​ly he co​uldn't en​du​re any​mo​re so he plan​ted both fe​et. Im​me​di​ately the soft dirt be​low the wa​ter en​ve​lo​ped his fe​et, sub​mer​ging them. Asa​ka​wa still clung to the ro​pe in front of his eyes. He star​ted to pa​nic. He felt as if a fo​rest of hands we​re re​ac​hing up from the earth to pull him in​to the mud. The walls we​re clo​sing in on all si​des, le​ering at him: the​re's no es​ca​pe.
    Ryuji! He tri​ed to scre​am, but he co​uldn't find his vo​ice. He co​uldn't bre​at​he. Only a fa​int, dry so​und es​ca​ped his thro​at, and he lo​oked up​ward li​ke a drow​ning child. He felt so​met​hing warm trick​le down the in​si​des of his thighs.

    "Asakawa! Bre​at​he!"

    Overcome by the pres​su​re, Asa​ka​wa had for​got​ten to bre​at​he.

    "It's al​right. I'm he​re." Ryu​ji's vo​ice ec​ho​ed down to him, and Asa​ka​wa ma​na​ged to suck in a lung​ful of air.

    He co​uldn't cont​rol the po​un​ding of his he​art. He co​uldn't do what he ne​eded to do down he​re. He des​pe​ra​tely tri​ed to think of so​met​hing el​se. So​met​hing mo​re ple​asant. If this well had be​en out​si​de, un​der a sky full of stars, it wo​uldn't be this hor​rib​le. It was be​ca​use it was co​ve​red by ca​bin B-4 that it was so hard to ta​ke. It cut off the es​ca​pe ro​ute. Even with the conc​re​te lid go​ne, the​re we​re only flo​or​bo​ards and spi​der webs abo​ve. Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra has li​ved down he​re for twenty-fi​ve ye​ars. That's right, she's down he​re. Right un​der my fe​et. This is a tomb, that's what it is. A tomb. He co​uldn't think of anyt​hing el​se. Tho​ught it​self was clo​sed off to him, as was any kind of es​ca​pe. Sa​da​ko had tra​gi​cal​ly en​ded her li​fe down he​re, and the sce​nes that had flas​hed thro​ugh her mind at her mo​ment of de​ath had re​ma​ined he​re, still strong, thro​ugh the po​wer of her psyche. And they'd ma​tu​red down he​re in this cram​ped ho​le, bre​at​hing li​ke the ebb and flow of the ti​de, wa​xing and wa​ning in strength ac​cor​ding to so​me cycle that had at so​me po​int co​in​ci​ded in fre​qu​ency with the te​le​vi​si​on pla​ced di​rectly over​he​ad; and then they'd ma​de the​ir ap​pe​aran​ce in the world. Sa​da​ko was bre​at​hing. From out of now​he​re, the so​und of bre​at​hing enc​lo​sed him. Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. The syllab​les re​pe​ated them​sel​ves in his bra​in, and her ter​rif​yingly be​a​uti​ful fa​ce ca​me to him out of the pho​tog​raphs, sha​king her he​ad co​qu​et​tishly. Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra was he​re. Asa​ka​wa reck​les​sly be​gan to dig thro​ugh the earth be​ne​ath him, se​arc​hing for her. He tho​ught of her pretty fa​ce and her body, trying to ma​in​ta​in that ima​ge. That be​a​uti​ful girl's bo​nes, co​ve​red in my piss. Asa​ka​wa mo​ved the sho​vel, sif​ting thro​ugh the mud. Ti​me no lon​ger mat​te​red. He'd ta​ken off his watch be​fo​re co​ming down he​re. Ext​re​me fa​ti​gue and stress had de​ade​ned his ve​xa​ti​on, and he for​got the de​ad​li​ne he was la​bo​ring un​der. It felt li​ke be​ing drunk. He had no sen​se of ti​me. Only by the fre​qu​ency with which the buc​ket ca​me back down the well to him, and by the be​ating of his he​art, did he ha​ve any way of me​asu​ring ti​me.

    Finally, Asa​ka​wa gras​ped a lar​ge, ro​und rock with both hands. It was smo​oth and ple​asant to the to​uch, with two ho​les in its sur​fa​ce. He lif​ted it out of the wa​ter. He was​hed the dirt out of its re​ces​ses. He pic​ked it up by what must on​ce ha​ve be​en ear ho​les and fo​und him​self fa​ce to fa​ce with a skull. His ima​gi​na​ti​on clot​hed it with flesh. Big, cle​ar eyes re​tur​ned to the de​ep, hol​low soc​kets, and flesh ap​pe​ared abo​ve the two ho​les in the mid​dle, for​ming it​self in​to an ele​gant no​se. Her long ha​ir was wet, and wa​ter drip​ped from her neck and from be​hind her ears. Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra blin​ked her me​lanc​holy eyes two or three ti​mes to sha​ke the wa​ter from her eye​las​hes. Squ​e​ezed bet​we​en Asa​ka​wa's hands, her fa​ce lo​oked pa​in​ful​ly dis​tor​ted. But still, her be​a​uty was unc​lo​uded. She smi​led at Asa​ka​wa, then nar​ro​wed her eyes as if to fo​cus her vi​si​on.

    I've be​en wan​ting to me​et you. As he tho​ught this, Asa​ka​wa slum​ped down right whe​re he was. He co​uld he​ar Ryu​ji's vo​ice from far over​he​ad.

    Asakawa! Wasn't yo​ur de​ad​li​ne 10:04? Re​j​o​ice! It's 10:10!
    Asakawa, can you he​ar me? You 're still ali​ve, right? The cur​se is bro​ken. We're sa​ved. Hey, Asa​ka​wa! If you die down the​re you'll end up just li​ke her. If you die, just don't put a cur​se on me, okay? If you're go​ing to die, die ni​ce, wo​uld you? Hey, Asa​ka​wa! If you 're ali​ve, ans​wer me, dam​nit!
    He he​ard Ryu​ji, but he didn't re​al​ly fe​el sa​ved. He just cur​led up as if in a dre​am, as if in anot​her world, clutc​hing Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra's skull to his chest.

  

    

PART FOUR - RIPPLES
1
    

    October 19-Fri​day
    A pho​ne call from the ma​na​ger's of​fi​ce wo​ke Asa​ka​wa from his slum​ber. The ma​na​ger was re​min​ding them that chec​ko​ut was at 11 a.m., and as​king if they'd pre​fer to stay anot​her night. Asa​ka​wa re​ac​hed out with his free hand and pic​ked up his watch be​si​de his pil​low. His arms we​re ti​red, just lif​ting them was an ef​fort. They didn't hurt yet, but they'd pro​bably ac​he li​ke hell to​mor​row. He wasn't we​aring his glas​ses, so he co​uldn't re​ad the ti​me un​til he bro​ught the watch right up to his eyes. A few mi​nu​tes past ele​ven. Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't think of how to reply right away. He didn't even know whe​re he was.

    "Will you be sta​ying anot​her night?" as​ked the ma​na​ger, trying to sup​press his an​no​yan​ce. Ryu​ji gro​aned right be​si​de him. This wasn't his own ro​om, that was for su​re. It was as if the who​le world had be​en re​pa​in​ted wit​ho​ut his kno​wing it. The thick li​ne con​nec​ting past to pre​sent and pre​sent to fu​tu​re had be​en cut in​to two: be​fo​re his sle​ep and af​ter it.

    "Hello?"

    Now the ma​na​ger was wor​ri​ed that the​re was no​body on the ot​her end of the li​ne. Wit​ho​ut even kno​wing why, Asa​ka​wa felt joy flo​od his bre​ast. Ryu​ji rol​led over and ope​ned his eyes slightly. He was dro​oling. Asa​ka​wa's me​mo​ri​es we​re hazy; all he fo​und when he se​arc​hed his re​col​lec​ti​ons was dark​ness. He co​uld mo​re or less re​mem​ber vi​si​ting Dr Na​gao and then he​ading for Vil​la Log Ca​bin, but everyt​hing af​ter that was va​gue. Dark sce​nes ca​me to him, one af​ter anot​her, and his bre​ath ca​ught in his thro​at. He felt li​ke he did af​ter wa​king up from a po​wer​ful dre​am, one that left a strong imp​res​si​on even tho​ugh he'd for​got​ten what it was abo​ut. But for so​me re​ason, his spi​rits we​re high.

    "Hello? Can you he​ar me?"

    "Uh, ye​ah." Asa​ka​wa fi​nal​ly ma​na​ged to reply, adj​us​ting his grip on the re​ce​iver.

    "Check-out ti​me is ele​ven o'clock."

    "Got it. We'll get our things to​get​her and le​ave right away." Asa​ka​wa adop​ted an of​fi​ci​o​us to​ne to match the ma​na​ger's. He co​uld he​ar a fa​int trick​le of wa​ter from the kitc​hen. It se​emed so​me​one hadn't tur​ned the fa​ucet tight last night be​fo​re go​ing to sle​ep. Asa​ka​wa hung up the pho​ne.

    

    Ryuji had clo​sed his eyes aga​in. Asa​ka​wa sho​ok him. "Hey, Ryu​ji. Get up."

    He had no idea how long they'd slept. Or​di​na​rily, Asa​ka​wa slept no mo​re than fi​ve or six ho​urs a night, but now he felt li​ke he'd be​en as​le​ep for much lon​ger than that. It had be​en a long ti​me sin​ce he'd be​en ab​le to sle​ep so​undly, unt​ro​ub​led.

    "Hey, Ryu​ji! If we don't get out of he​re they're go​ing to char​ge us for anot​her night." Asa​ka​wa sho​ok Ryu​ji har​der, but he didn't wa​ke up. Asa​ka​wa ra​ised his eyes and saw the milky-whi​te plas​tic bag on the di​ning ro​om tab​le. Sud​denly, as if so​me chan​ce hap​pe​ning had bro​ught back a frag​ment of a dre​am, he re​mem​be​red what was in​si​de it. Cal​ling Sa​da​ko's na​me. Ful​ling her out of the cold earth un​der the flo​or, stuf​fing her in​to a plas​tic bag. The so​und of run​ning wa​ter… It had be​en Ryu​ji, last night, who had go​ne to the sink and was​hed the mud from Sa​da​ko. The wa​ter was still run​ning. By then, the ap​po​in​ted ti​me had al​re​ady pas​sed. And even now, Asa​ka​wa was still ali​ve. He was ove​rj​oyed. De​ath had be​en bre​at​hing down his neck, and now that it had be​en cle​ared away, li​fe se​emed mo​re con​cent​ra​ted; it be​gan to glow. Sa​da​ko's skull was be​a​uti​ful, li​ke a marb​le sculp​tu​re.

    "Hey, Ryu​ji! Wa​ke up!"

    Suddenly, he got a bad fe​eling. So​met​hing ca​ught in a cor​ner of his mind. He put his ear to Ryu​ji's chest. He wan​ted to he​ar Ryu​ji's he​art be​ating thro​ugh his thick swe​ats​hirt, to know he was still ali​ve. But just as his ear was abo​ut to to​uch Ryu​ji's chest, Asa​ka​wa sud​denly fo​und him​self in a he​ad​lock, held by two po​wer​ful hands. Asa​ka​wa pa​nic​ked and star​ted to strug​gle.

    "Gotcha! Tho​ught I was de​ad, didn't you?" Ryu​ji re​le​ased his grip on Asa​ka​wa's he​ad and la​ug​hed an odd, child​li​ke la​ugh. How co​uld he joke aro​und af​ter what they'd just be​en thro​ugh? Anyt​hing was li​ab​le to hap​pen. If at that ins​tant he'd se​en Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra ali​ve and stan​ding by the tab​le, and Ryu​ji te​aring at his ha​ir dying, Asa​ka​wa wo​uld ha​ve be​li​eved his eyes. He sup​pres​sed his an​ger. He owed Ryu​ji a gre​at de​al.

    "Stop fo​oling aro​und."

    "It's pay​back ti​me. You sca​red the be​j​e​ezus out of me last night." Still on his si​de, Ryu​ji be​gan to chuck​le.

    "What did I do?"

    "You col​lap​sed down the​re at the bot​tom of the well. I re​al​ly tho​ught you'd go​ne and di​ed. I was wor​ri​ed. Ti​me was up. I tho​ught you we​re out of the ga​me."

    Asakawa sa​id not​hing, just blin​ked se​ve​ral ti​mes.

    "Hah. You pro​bably don't even re​mem​ber. Ung​ra​te​ful bas​tard."

    Now that he tho​ught abo​ut it, Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't re​mem​ber craw​ling out of the well on his own. Fi​nal​ly he re​cal​led dang​ling from the ro​pe, his strength to​tal​ly spent. Ha​uling his sixty ki​log​ram fra​me fo​ur or fi​ve me​ters stra​ight up co​uldn't ha​ve be​en easy, even for so​me​one of Ryu​ji's strength. The ima​ge of him​self han​ging sus​pen​ded re​min​ded him so​me​how of the sto​ne sta​tue of En no Ozu​nu be​ing pul​led up from the bot​tom of the sea. Shi​zu​ko had ga​ined myste​ri​o​us po​wers for fis​hing out the sta​tue, but all Ryu​ji had to show for his tro​ub​les we​re ac​hes and pa​ins.

    "Ryuji?" as​ked Asa​ka​wa in a stran​gely al​te​red vo​ice.

    "What?"

    "Thanks for everyt​hing you've do​ne. I re​al​ly owe you."

    "Don't start get​ting mushy on me."

    "If it hadn't be​en for you, I'd be… well, you know. Any​way, thanks."

    "Cut the crap. You're go​ing to ma​ke me pu​ke. Gra​ti​tu​de isn't worth a sing​le yen."

    "Well then, how abo​ut so​me lunch? I'm bu​ying."

    "Oh, well in that ca​se." Ryu​ji pul​led him​self to his fe​et, stag​ge​ring a lit​tle. All of his musc​les we​re stiff. Even Ryu​ji was ha​ving tro​ub​le ma​king his body do what he wan​ted it to.

    From the So​uth Ha​ko​ne Pa​ci​fic Land rest ho​use, Asa​ka​wa cal​led his wi​fe in As​hi​ka​ga and told her he'd pick her up in a ren​tal car Sun​day mor​ning, as pro​mi​sed. So, everyt​hing's all ta​ken ca​re op she as​ked. All Asa​ka​wa co​uld say was, "Pro​bably". From the fact that he was still he​re, ali​ve, he co​uld only gu​ess that things we​re re​sol​ved. But as he hung up the pho​ne, so​met​hing still bot​he​red him de​eply. He co​uldn't qu​ite get over it. Just from the me​re fact that he was ali​ve, he wan​ted to be​li​eve that everyt​hing was wrap​ped up ne​atly, but… Thin​king that Ryu​ji might ha​ve the sa​me do​ubts, Asa​ka​wa wal​ked back to the tab​le and as​ked, "This is re​al​ly the end, right?"

    Ryuji had wol​fed down his lunch whi​le Asa​ka​wa was on the pho​ne.

    "Your fa​mily do​ing al​right?" Ryu​ji wasn't go​ing to ans​wer Asa​ka​wa's qu​es​ti​on right away.

    "Yeah. Hey, Ryu​ji, are you fe​eling li​ke it's not all over yet?"

    "You wor​ri​ed?"

    "Aren't you?"

    "Maybe."

    "About what? What bot​hers you?"

    "What the old wo​man sa​id. Next ye​ar you 're go​ing to ha​ve a child. That pre​dic​ti​on of hers."

    The mo​ment he re​ali​zed Ryu​ji had exactly the sa​me do​ubts, Asa​ka​wa tur​ned to trying to dis​pel tho​se do​ubts.

    "Maybe the 'you', just that on​ce, was re​fer​ring to Shi​zu​ko ins​te​ad of Sa​da​ko."

    Ryuji re​j​ec​ted this stra​igh​ta​way. "Not pos​sib​le.

    

    The ima​ges on that vi​deo co​me from Sa​da​ko's own eyes and mind. The old wo​man was tal​king to her. 'You' can only re​fer to Sa​da​ko."

    "Maybe her pre​dic​ti​on was fal​se."

    "Sadako's abi​lity to fo​re​see the fu​tu​re sho​uld ha​ve be​en in​fal​lib​le, one hund​red per​cent."

    "But Sa​da​ko was physi​cal​ly in​ca​pab​le of be​aring child​ren."

    "That's why it's so stran​ge. Bi​olo​gi​cal​ly, Sa​da​ko was a man, not a wo​man, so the​re was no way she co​uld ha​ve a kid. Plus, she was a vir​gin un​til right be​fo​re she di​ed. And…"

    "And?"

    "Her first se​xu​al ex​pe​ri​en​ce was Na​gao. The last smal​lpox vic​tim in Japan. Qu​ite a co​in​ci​den​ce."

    It was sa​id that in the dis​tant past God and the De​vil, cells and vi​ru​ses, ma​le and fe​ma​le, even light and dark​ness had be​en iden​ti​cal, with no in​ter​nal cont​ra​dic​ti​on. Asa​ka​wa be​gan to fe​el une​asy. On​ce the dis​cus​si​on mo​ved in​to the re​alm of ge​ne​tic struc​tu​res, or the cos​mos be​fo​re the cre​ati​on of the Earth, the ans​wers we​re be​yond the pa​le of in​di​vi​du​al qu​es​ti​oning. All he co​uld do at this po​int was to per​su​ade him​self to dis​pel the nig​gling un​cer​ta​in​ti​es in his he​art and tell him​self that it was all over.

    "But I'm ali​ve. The rid​dle of the era​sed charm is sol​ved. This ca​se is clo​sed."

    Then Asa​ka​wa re​ali​zed so​met​hing. Hadn't the sta​tue of En no Ozu​nu wil​led it​self to be pul​led up from the bot​tom of the oce​an? That will had wor​ked on Shi​zu​ko, gu​iding her ac​ti​ons, and as a re​sult she was gi​ven her new po​wer. Sud​denly that pat​tern lo​oked aw​ful​ly fa​mi​li​ar. Brin​ging Sa​da​ko's bo​nes up from the bot​tom of the well, fis​hing En no Ozu​nu's sta​tue up from the oce​an flo​or… But what bot​he​red him was the irony: the po​wer Shi​zu​ko was gi​ven bro​ught her only mi​sery. But that was lo​oking at things the wrong way. May​be in Asa​ka​wa's ca​se, simply be​ing re​le​ased from the cur​se was the equ​iva​lent of Shi​zu​ko's re​ce​iving po​wer. Asa​ka​wa de​ci​ded to ma​ke him​self think so.

    Ryuji glan​ced at Asa​ka​wa's fa​ce, re​as​su​ring him​self that the man be​fo​re him was, in​de​ed, ali​ve, then nod​ded twi​ce. "I sup​po​se you do ha​ve a po​int." Ex​ha​ling slowly, he sank back in​to his cha​ir. "And yet…"

    "What?"

    Ryuji sat up stra​ight and as​ked, as if to him​self, "What did Sa​da​ko gi​ve birth to?"
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    Asakawa and Ryu​ji par​ted com​pany at Ata​mi Sta​ti​on. Asa​ka​wa in​ten​ded to ta​ke Sa​da​ko's re​ma​ins back to her re​la​ti​ves in Sas​hi​ki​ji and ha​ve them hold a me​mo​ri​al ser​vi​ce for her. They pro​bably wo​uldn't even know what to do with her, a dis​tant re​la​ti​ve they hadn't he​ard a pe​ep out of in ne​arly thirty ye​ars. But, things be​ing what they we​re, he co​uldn't just aban​don her. If he hadn't known who she was, he co​uld ha​ve had her bu​ri​ed as a Jane Doe. But he knew, and so all he co​uld do was hand her over to the pe​op​le in Sas​hi​ki​ji. The sta​tu​te of li​mi​ta​ti​ons was long past, and it wo​uld be not​hing but tro​ub​le to bring up a mur​der now, so he de​ci​ded to say she'd pro​bably be​en a su​ici​de. He wan​ted to hand her off and then re​turn im​me​di​ately to Tok​yo, but the bo​at didn't de​part that of​ten. Le​aving now, he'd end up ha​ving to spend the night on Os​hi​ma. Sin​ce he'd ha​ve to le​ave the ren​tal car in Ata​mi, flying back to Tok​yo wo​uld just ma​ke things mo​re comp​li​ca​ted.

    "You can de​li​ver her bo​nes all by yo​ur​self. You don't ne​ed me for that." As he'd sa​id this, get​ting out of the car in front of Ata​mi Sta​ti​on, Ryu​ji se​emed to be la​ug​hing at Asa​ka​wa. Sa​da​ko's bo​nes we​re no lon​ger in the plas​tic bag. They we​re wrap​ped ne​atly in a black cloth in the back se​at of the car. To be su​re, it was such a small bund​le that even a child co​uld ha​ve de​li​ve​red it to the Ya​ma​mu​ra ho​use in Sas​hi​ki​ji. The po​int was to get them to ac​cept her. If they re​fu​sed, then Asa​ka​wa wo​uldn't ha​ve anyw​he​re to ta​ke her. That wo​uld be tro​ub​le​so​me. He had the fe​eling that the charm wo​uld only be comp​le​tely ful​fil​led when so​me​one clo​se to her held ser​vi​ces for her. But still: why sho​uld they be​li​eve him when he sho​wed up on the​ir do​ors​tep with a bag of bo​nes, sa​ying this is yo​ur re​la​ti​ve whom you ha​ven't he​ard from in twenty-fi​ve ye​ars? What pro​of did he ha​ve? Asa​ka​wa was still a lit​tle wor​ri​ed.

    "Well, happy tra​ils. See you in Tok​yo." Ryu​ji wa​ved and went thro​ugh the tic​ket ga​te. "If I didn't ha​ve so much work, I wo​uldn't mind tag​ging along, but you know how it is." Ryu​ji had a mo​un​ta​in of work, scho​larly ar​tic​les and the li​ke, that ne​eded im​me​di​ate at​ten​ti​on.

    "Let me thank you aga​in."

    "Forget abo​ut it. It was fun for me, too."

    Asakawa watc​hed un​til Ryu​ji di​sap​pe​ared in​to the sha​dow of the sta​irs le​ading to the plat​form. Just be​fo​re di​sap​pe​aring from vi​ew, Ryu​ji stumb​led on the steps. Alt​ho​ugh he qu​ickly re​ga​ined his ba​lan​ce, for a bri​ef mo​ment as he swa​yed Ryu​ji's mus​cu​lar form se​emed to go do​ub​le in Asa​ka​wa's vi​si​on. Asa​ka​wa re​ali​zed he was ti​red, and rub​bed his eyes. When he to​ok his hands away, Ryu​ji had di​sap​pe​ared up the sta​irs. A cu​ri​o​us sen​sa​ti​on pi​er​ced his bre​ast, and so​mew​he​re he de​tec​ted the fa​int scent of cit​rus…

    That af​ter​no​on, he de​li​ve​red Sa​da​ko's re​ma​ins to Ta​kas​hi Ya​ma​mu​ra wit​ho​ut in​ci​dent. He'd just re​tur​ned from a fis​hing vo​ya​ge, and as so​on as he saw the black wrap​ped bund​le he se​emed to know what it was. Asa​ka​wa held it out in both hands and sa​id, "The​se are Sa​da​ko's re​ma​ins."

    Takashi ga​zed at the bund​le for a whi​le, then nar​ro​wed his eyes ten​derly. He shuf​fled over to Asa​ka​wa, bo​wed de​eply, and ac​cep​ted the bo​nes, sa​ying, "thank you for co​ming all this way". Asa​ka​wa was a bit ta​ken aback. He hadn't tho​ught the old man wo​uld ac​cept it that easily. Ta​kas​hi se​emed to gu​ess what he was thin​king, and he sa​id, in a vo​ice full of con​vic​ti​on, "It's de​fi​ni​tely Sa​da​ko."

    Up un​til the age of three, and then from age ni​ne to age eigh​te​en, Sa​da​ko had li​ved he​re, at the Ya​ma​mu​ra es​ta​te. Ta​kas​hi was sixty-one now. What exactly did she me​an to him? Gu​es​sing from his exp​res​si​on as he re​ce​ived her re​ma​ins, Asa​ka​wa ima​gi​ned that he must ha​ve lo​ved her de​arly. He didn't even ask for as​su​ran​ce that this was Sa​da​ko. Per​haps he didn't ne​ed to. Per​haps he knew in​tu​iti​vely that it was her in​si​de the black cloth. The way his eyes had flas​hed when he'd first se​en the bund​le at​tes​ted to that. The​re must be so​me sort of po​wer at work he​re, too.

    Having comp​le​ted his er​rand, Asa​ka​wa wan​ted to get away from Sa​da​ko as qu​ickly as pos​sib​le. So he be​at a hasty ret​re​at, lying that "I'll miss my flight if I don't le​ave now." If the fa​mily chan​ged the​ir minds and sud​denly de​ci​ded they wo​uldn't ac​cept the re​ma​ins as Sa​da​ko's wit​ho​ut pro​of, all wo​uld be lost. If they star​ted as​king him for de​ta​ils, he didn't know what he'd say. It wo​uld be a long ti​me be​fo​re he'd be ab​le to tell an​yo​ne the who​le story. He par​ti​cu​larly didn't fe​el up to tel​ling her re​la​ti​ves.

    Asakawa stop​ped by Ha​yat​su's "bu​re​au" to say thanks for all his help the ot​her day, and then he he​aded for the Os​hi​ma Hot Springs Ho​tel. He wan​ted to so​ak away all his fa​ti​gue in a hot bath and then wri​te up the who​le se​qu​en​ce of events.
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    Just abo​ut the ti​me Asa​ka​wa was set​tling in​to bed at the Os​hi​ma Hot Springs Ho​tel, Ryu​ji was do​zing at his desk in his apart​ment. His lips res​ted on a half-writ​ten es​say, his spit​tle smud​ging the dark blue ink. He was so ti​red that his hand still clutc​hed his be​lo​ved Montb​lanc fo​un​ta​in pen. He hadn't switc​hed over to a word pro​ces​sor yet.

    Suddenly his sho​ul​ders jer​ked and his fa​ce con​tor​ted un​na​tu​ral​ly. Ryu​ji le​apt up. His back went ram​rod-stra​ight, and his eyes ope​ned far wi​der than they usu​al​ly did when he wo​ke up. His eyes we​re nor​mal​ly slightly slan​ted, and when they we​re wi​de open li​ke this he lo​oked dif​fe​rent, so​me​how cu​ter than usu​al. His eyes we​re blo​ods​hot. He'd be​en dre​aming. Ryu​ji, nor​mal​ly not af​ra​id of anyt​hing, was sha​king thro​ugh and thro​ugh. He co​uldn't re​mem​ber the dre​am. But the ta​ut​ness of his body, and his tremb​ling, bo​re wit​ness to the ter​ror of the dre​am. He co​uldn't bre​at​he. He lo​oked at the clock. 9:40. He co​uldn't im​me​di​ately fi​gu​re out the sig​ni​fi​can​ce of the ti​me. The lights we​re on-the over​he​ad flu​ores​cent bulb and the desk lamp in front of him- and the​re was plenty of light, but things still felt too dark. He felt an ins​tinc​tu​al fe​ar of the dark. His dre​am had be​en ru​led by a dark​ness li​ke no ot​her.

    Ryuji swi​ve​led in his cha​ir and lo​oked at the vi​deo deck. The fa​te​ful ta​pe was still in it. For so​me re​ason, he co​uldn't lo​ok away aga​in. He kept sta​ring at it. His bre​at​hing be​ca​me ro​ugh. Mis​gi​ving sho​wed on his fa​ce. Ima​ges ra​ced thro​ugh his mind, le​aving no ro​om for lo​gi​cal tho​ught.

    "Shit. You've co​me…"

    He pla​ced both hands on the ed​ge of the desk and tri​ed to fi​gu​re out what was be​hind him. His apart​ment was in a qu​i​et pla​ce just off a ma​in stre​et, and all sorts of in​dis​tinct so​unds ca​me in from the stre​et. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly the rev​ving of an en​gi​ne or the squ​e​al of ti​res wo​uld stand out, but ot​her than that the so​unds from out​si​de we​re just a dull, so​lid mass stretc​hing out be​hind him to the left and right. Pric​king up his ears, he co​uld fi​gu​re out what was ma​king so​me of the no​ises. Among them we​re the vo​ices of in​sects. This mi​xed-up herd of so​unds now star​ted to flo​at and flut​ter li​ke a ghost. Re​ality se​emed to re​ce​de- that was Ryu​ji's imp​res​si​on. And as re​ality re​ce​ded it left an empty spa​ce aro​und him, in which so​me sort of spi​rit mat​ter ho​ve​red. The chilly night air and the mo​is​tu​re clin​ging to his skin tur​ned in​to sha​dows and clo​sed in on him. The be​ating of his he​art grew fas​ter, outst​rip​ping the tic​king of the clock. The signs we​re pres​sing down on his chest. Ryu​ji lo​oked aga​in at the clock. 9:44. Every ti​me he lo​oked, he gul​ped.

    A we​ek ago, when I watc​hed that vi​deo at Asa​ka​wa 's, what ti​me was that? He sa​id his brat al​ways go​es to sle​ep at aro​und ni​ne … As​su​ming we hit 'play' af​ter that, we wo​uld ha​ve fi​nis​hed at…
    He co​uldn't fi​gu​re out exactly when they'd fi​nis​hed watc​hing the vi​deo. But he co​uld tell that the ti​me was fast ap​pro​ac​hing. He was well awa​re that the​se in​di​ca​ti​ons that we​re now clo​sing in on him we​re no co​un​ter​fe​it. This was dif​fe​rent from when one's ima​gi​na​ti​on mag​ni​fi​ed one's fe​ars. This was no ima​gi​nary preg​nancy. It was de​fi​ni​tely co​ming ste​adily clo​ser. What he didn't know was…

    Why's it only co​ming for me? Why is it co​ming for me, when it didn't co​me for Asa​ka​wa? It's not fa​ir.
    His mind overf​lo​wed with con​fu​si​on.

    What the hell's go​ing on? Didn't we fi​gu​re out the charm? So why? Why? WHY?
    His chest was be​ating an alarm. It felt li​ke so​met​hing had re​ac​hed in​si​de his bre​ast and was squ​e​ezing his he​art. Pa​in shot thro​ugh his spi​ne. He felt a co​ol to​uch on his neck, and, start​led, he tri​ed to get up from his cha​ir, but ins​te​ad he was over​co​me by se​ve​re pa​in in his wa​ist and back. He col​lap​sed on the flo​or.

    Think! What sho​uld you do now?
    Somehow his re​ma​ining cons​ci​o​us​ness ma​na​ged to gi​ve or​ders to his body. Stand! Stand and think! Ryu​ji craw​led over the flo​or mats to the vi​deo deck. He pus​hed ej​ect and to​ok out the ta​pe. Why am I do​ing this? The​re was not​hing el​se he co​uld do but ta​ke a go​od long lo​ok at this ta​pe that was be​hind everyt​hing. He lo​oked at it back and front, and then went to put it back in the vi​deo deck, but stop​ped. The​re was a tit​le writ​ten on the la​bel on the spi​ne of the ta​pe. Asa​ka​wa's handw​ri​ting. Li​za Min​nel​li, Frank Si​nat​ra, Sammy Da​vis, Jr/1989. It must ha​ve had so​me mu​sic prog​ram re​cor​ded on it, be​fo​re Asa​ka​wa had used it to dub that vi​deo. An elect​ric jolt ran down his spi​ne. A sing​le tho​ught swiftly to​ok sha​pe in his ot​her​wi​se blank mind. Non​sen​se, he told him​self, put​ting the tho​ught from his mind, but when he tur​ned the ta​pe over, that mo​men​tary jolt chan​ged to a cer​ta​inty. Sud​denly Ryu​ji un​ders​to​od many things. The rid​dle of the charm, the old wo​man's prop​hecy, and anot​her po​wer hid​den in the ima​ges on that ta​pe… Why had tho​se fo​ur kids in Vil​la Log Ca​bin run off wit​ho​ut trying to carry out the charm? Why was Ryu​ji fa​cing de​ath when Asa​ka​wa's li​fe had be​en spa​red? What had Sa​da​ko gi​ven birth to? The hint was right he​re, so clo​se at hand. He hadn't re​ali​zed that Sa​da​ko's po​wer had be​co​me fu​sed with anot​her po​wer. She'd wan​ted to ha​ve a child, but her body co​uldn't be​ar one. So she'd ma​de a bar​ga​in with the de​vil- for lots of child​ren. What ef​fect is this go​ing to ha​ve? Ryu​ji won​de​red. He la​ug​hed thro​ugh his pa​in, an iro​nic la​ugh.

    You've got to be kid​ding. I wan​ted to watch the end of man​kind. And he​re I am, in the van​gu​ard…
    He craw​led to the te​lep​ho​ne and star​ted to di​al Asa​ka​wa's ho​me num​ber, but then he re​mem​be​red: he was on Os​hi​ma.

    Sonofabitch'll su​re be surp​ri​sed when he he​ars I'm de​ad. The ter​ri​fic pres​su​re in his chest ma​de his ribs cre​ak.

    He di​al​led Mai Ta​ka​no's num​ber. Ryu​ji wasn't su​re whet​her it was a fi​er​ce at​tach​ment to li​fe or just a de​si​re to he​ar her vo​ice one last ti​me which had gi​ven ri​se to this im​pul​se to sum​mon Mai; he co​uldn't tell the dif​fe​ren​ce any​mo​re. But a vo​ice ca​me to him.

    Give it up. It wo​uldn't be right to get her mes​sed up in this.
    But on the ot​her hand, he still had a smid​gen of ho​pe-he might still be in ti​me.

    The clock on the desk ca​ught his eye. 9:48. He put the re​ce​iver to his ear and wa​ited for Mai to co​me to the pho​ne. His he​ad sud​denly felt un​be​arably itchy. He put his hand to his he​ad and scratc​hed fu​ri​o​usly, and felt se​ve​ral strands of ha​ir co​me out. On the se​cond ring, Ryu​ji lif​ted his fa​ce. The​re was a ho​ri​zon​tal mir​ror on the chest of dra​wers in front of him, and he co​uld see his fa​ce ref​lec​ted in it. For​get​ting that he had the pho​ne wed​ged bet​we​en his sho​ul​der and his he​ad, he bro​ught his fa​ce in clo​se to the mir​ror. The re​ce​iver fell, but he didn't ca​re; he just sta​red at his fa​ce in the mir​ror. So​me​body el​se was ref​lec​ted the​re. The che​eks we​re yel​lo​wish, dri​ed and crac​ked, and ha​ir was fal​ling out in clumps to re​ve​al brown scabs. A hal​lu​ci​na​ti​on, it's got to be a hal​lu​ci​na​ti​on, he told him​self. Even so, he co​uldn't cont​rol his emo​ti​ons. A wo​man's vo​ice ca​me from the re​ce​iver whe​re it lay on the flo​or: "Hel​lo? Hel​lo?" Ryu​ji co​uldn't stand it. He scre​amed. His scre​ams over​lap​ped with Mai's words, and in the end he wasn't ab​le to he​ar his be​lo​ved's vo​ice. The fa​ce in the mir​ror was no​ne ot​her than his own, a hund​red ye​ars in the fu​tu​re. Even Ryu​ji hadn't known it wo​uld be so ter​rif​ying to me​et him​self trans​for​med in​to so​me​one el​se.

    Mai Ta​ka​no pic​ked up the pho​ne on the fo​urth ring and sa​id "Hel​lo". The only ans​wer was a ghastly scre​am. A shud​der ca​me over the li​ne. Fe​ar it​self ca​me thro​ugh the li​ne from Ryu​ji's apart​ment to Mai's. Surp​ri​sed, Mai held the re​ce​iver away from her ear. The mo​ans con​ti​nu​ed. The first scre​am had be​en one of shock, and the sub​se​qu​ent mo​ans held inc​re​du​lity. She'd re​ce​ived ha​ras​sing pho​ne calls se​ve​ral ti​mes be​fo​re, but she im​me​di​ately re​ali​zed that this was dif​fe​rent, and bro​ught the pho​ne back to her ear. The vo​ice ce​ased. It was fol​lo​wed by de​ad si​len​ce.

    9:49 p.m. His wish to he​ar the vo​ice of the wo​man he lo​ved one last ti​me had be​en cru​el​ly shat​te​red. Ins​te​ad, all he'd do​ne was drown her in his de​ath cri​es. Now he bre​at​hed his last. Not​hing​ness en​ve​lo​ped his cons​ci​o​us​ness. Mai's vo​ice ca​me aga​in from the re​ce​iver ne​ar his hand. His legs we​re spla​yed out on the flo​or, his back was up aga​inst the bed, his left arm was thrown back ac​ross the mat​tress, his right hand was stretc​hed out to​ward the re​ce​iver which still whis​pe​red "Hel​lo?" and his he​ad was bent back​wards, eyes wi​de open, sta​ring at the ce​iling. Just be​fo​re he slip​ped in​to the vo​id, Ryu​ji re​ali​zed he wo​uldn't be sa​ved, and he re​mem​be​red to wish with all his might that he co​uld te​ach that as​sho​le Asa​ka​wa the sec​ret of the vi​de​ota​pe.

    Mai cal​led "Hel​lo, hel​lo," over and over aga​in. No reply. She put the re​ce​iver back in the crad​le. Tho​se gro​ans had so​un​ded fa​mi​li​ar. A pre​mo​ni​ti​on crept in​to her bre​ast, and she pic​ked up the re​ce​iver aga​in to di​al her es​te​emed pro​fes​sor's num​ber. She got a busy sig​nal. She pres​sed down the ho​ok with her fin​ger and di​aled aga​in. Still busy. And she knew that it had be​en Ryu​ji cal​ling, and that so​met​hing hor​rib​le had hap​pe​ned to him.
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    October 20-Sa​tur​day
    He was happy to be ho​me aga​in at last, but with his wi​fe and child go​ne, the pla​ce se​emed lo​nely. How long had it be​en sin​ce he was ho​me? He tri​ed to co​unt on his fin​gers. He'd spent one night in Ka​ma​ku​ra, got stuck on Os​hi​ma for two nights, spent the fol​lo​wing night in Vil​la Log Ca​bin, and then anot​her night on Os​hi​ma. He'd only be​en away for fi​ve nights. But it felt as if he'd be​en go​ne from ho​me for much lon​ger. He of​ten went away for fo​ur or fi​ve nights to re​se​arch ar​tic​les, but when he ca​me ho​me it al​ways felt li​ke the ti​me had flown by.

    Asakawa sat down at the desk in his study and tur​ned on his word pro​ces​sor. His body still ac​hed he​re and the​re, and his back hurt when he sto​od up or sat down. Even the ten ho​urs he'd slept last night co​uldn't ma​ke up for all the sle​ep​less nights of the last we​ek. But he co​uldn't stop and rest now. If he didn't ta​ke ca​re of the work that had pi​led up, he wo​uldn't be ab​le to ke​ep his pro​mi​se to ta​ke them on a dri​ve to Nik​ko to​mor​row-Sun​day.

    He sat right down in front of the word pro​ces​sor. He'd al​re​ady sa​ved the first half of the re​port on a floppy disk. Now he ne​eded to add the rest, everyt​hing that had hap​pe​ned sin​ce Mon​day, when they had le​ar​ned the na​me of Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra. He wan​ted to fi​nish this do​cu​ment as qu​ickly as pos​sib​le. By din​ner​ti​me he'd writ​ten fi​ve pa​ges. It was a pretty go​od pa​ce. The spe​ed of Asa​ka​wa's wri​ting usu​al​ly pic​ked up as the night wo​re on. At this ra​te, he'd be ab​le to re​lax and enj​oy se​e​ing his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter to​mor​row. Then, on Mon​day, he'd go back to his nor​mal li​fe. He co​uldn't pre​dict how his edi​tor wo​uld re​act to what he was wri​ting now, but he'd ne​ver know un​til he'd fi​nis​hed wri​ting it. Kno​wing it was pro​bably fru​it​less ef​fort, Asa​ka​wa went thro​ugh and put the events of the se​cond half of the we​ek in or​der. Only when the ma​nusc​ript was fi​nis​hed wo​uld he fe​el that the epi​so​de was re​al​ly and truly over.

    Sometimes his fin​gers stop​ped over the key​bo​ard. The prin​to​ut con​ta​ining Sa​da​ko's pho​to was sit​ting by the desk. He felt as if that ter​rify-ingly be​a​uti​ful girl we​re watc​hing him, and it ru​ined his con​cent​ra​ti​on. He'd se​en the sa​me things she'd se​en, thro​ugh tho​se be​a​uti​ful eyes.

    

    He still had the fe​eling that part of her had en​te​red in​to his body. Asa​ka​wa put the pho​to out of sight. He co​uldn't work with Sa​da​ko sta​ring at him.

    He ate din​ner at a lo​cal di​ner, and then he sud​denly won​de​red what Ryu​ji was do​ing right now. He wasn't re​al​ly wor​ri​ed-so​me​how he just re​mem​be​red Ryu​ji's fa​ce. And as he went back to his ro​om and con​ti​nu​ed wor​king, that fa​ce flo​ated at the ed​ge of his cons​ci​o​us​ness, gra​du​al​ly be​co​ming cle​arer.

    I won​der what he's up to right now?
    His men​tal ima​ge of Ryu​ji's fa​ce drif​ted in and out of fo​cus. He felt stran​gely agi​ta​ted, and re​ac​hed out for the pho​ne. Af​ter se​ven rings, he he​ard the re​ce​iver be​ing pic​ked up, and he felt re​li​eved. But it was a wo​man's vo​ice he he​ard.

    "… Hel​lo?" The vo​ice was fa​int and thin. Asa​ka​wa had he​ard it be​fo​re.

    "Hello. This is Asa​ka​wa."

    "Yes?" ca​me the fa​int reply.

    "Ah, you must be Mai Ta​ka​no, right? I sho​uld thank you for the lunch you ma​de the last ti​me we met."

    "Don't men​ti​on it," she whis​pe​red, and wa​ited.

    "Is Ryu​ji the​re?" Asa​ka​wa won​de​red why she didn't just turn the pho​ne over to Ryu​ji right away.

    "Is Ryu​ji-"

    "The Pro​fes​sor is de​ad."

    "… What?" How long was he spe​ech​less? All he co​uld say, stu​pidly, was, "What?" His eyes sta​red blankly at a po​int on the ce​iling. Fi​nal​ly, when the pho​ne felt re​ady to slip out of his hands, he ma​na​ged to ask, "When?"

    "Last night, at aro​und ten o'clock."

    Ryuji had fi​nis​hed watc​hing the vi​deo at Asa​ka​wa's con​do​mi​ni​um last Fri​day night at 9:49. He'd di​ed right on sche​du​le.

    "What was the ca​use of de​ath?" He didn't ne​ed to ask.

    "Sudden he​art fa​ilu​re… but they ha​ven't de​ter​mi​ned an exact ca​use of de​ath."

    Asakawa ba​rely ma​na​ged to stay on his fe​et. This wasn't over. They'd just en​te​red the se​cond ro​und.

    "Mai, are you go​ing to be the​re for a whi​le?"

    "Yes. I ne​ed to put the Pro​fes​sor's pa​pers in or​der."

    "I'll be over right away. Wa​it for me."

    Asakawa hung up the pho​ne and sank to the flo​or. His wi​fe and da​ugh​ter's de​ad​li​ne was to​mor​row mor​ning at ele​ven. Anot​her ra​ce aga​inst ti​me. And this ti​me, he was alo​ne in the fight. Ryu​ji was go​ne. He co​uldn't stay on the flo​or li​ke this. He had to ta​ke ac​ti​on. Qu​ickly. Right now.

    He step​ped out on​to the stre​et and ga​uged the traf​fic si​tu​ati​on. It lo​oked li​ke dri​ving wo​uld be fas​ter than ta​king the tra​in. He cros​sed at the cros​sing and clim​bed in​to the ren​tal car, par​ked at the curb. He was glad he'd ex​ten​ded the ren​tal anot​her day so he co​uld pick up his fa​mily.

    What did this me​an? Hands grip​ping the whe​el, he tri​ed to get his tho​ughts to​get​her. Sce​ne af​ter sce​ne flas​hed back to him, but no​ne of them ma​de any sen​se. The mo​re he tho​ught, the less his mind co​uld ab​sorb, and the thre​ad con​nec​ting events got mo​re and mo​re tang​led un​til it se​emed re​ady to snap. Calm down! Calm down and think! He lec​tu​red him​self. Fi​nal​ly, he re​ali​zed what he had to fo​cus on.

    First of all, we didn't re​al​ly fi​gu​re out the charm- the way to es​ca​pe de​ath. Sa​da​ko didn't want her bo​nes to be fo​und and la​id to rest with an ap​prop​ri​ate me​mo​ri​al ser​vi​ce. She wan​ted so​met​hing en​ti​rely dif​fe​rent. What? What is it? And why am I still ali​ve li​ke this if we didn't fi​gu​re out the charm? What do​es that me​an? Tell me that! Why did only I sur​vi​ve?
    At ele​ven o'clock next mor​ning, Shi​zu and Yo​ko wo​uld fa​ce the​ir de​ad​li​ne. It was al​re​ady ni​ne at night. If he didn't do so​met​hing, he'd lo​se them.

    He'd be​en thin​king of this from the pers​pec​ti​ve of a cur​se pro​no​un​ced by Sa​da​ko, a wo​man who'd met an unex​pec​ted de​ath, but he be​gan to do​ubt that ap​pro​ach now. He had a pre​mo​ni​ti​on of a bot​tom​less evil, sne​ering at hu​man suf​fe​ring.

    Mai was kne​eling for​mal​ly in the Japa​ne​se-style ro​om with an un​pub​lis​hed ma​nusc​ript of Ryu​ji's on her lap. She was tur​ning the pa​ges, cas​ting her eyes over each one, but it was a dif​fi​cult su​bj​ect at the best of ti​mes, and now not​hing was sin​king in. The ro​om felt ca​ver​no​us. Ryu​ji's pa​rents had pic​ked up his body early this mor​ning and ta​ken it back ho​me to Ka​wa​sa​ki. He was go​ne.

    "Tell me everyt​hing abo​ut last night."

    His fri​end was de​ad. Ryu​ji was li​ke a brot​her-in-arms to him. He gri​eved. But he hadn't ti​me now to wal​low in sen​ti​ment. Asa​ka​wa sat next to Mai and bo​wed.

    "It was af​ter ni​ne-thirty at night. I got a call from the Pro​fes​sor…" She told him the de​ta​ils. The scre​am that had co​me from the pho​ne, the si​len​ce that had fol​lo​wed. Then when she'd rus​hed to Ryu​ji's apart​ment she'd fo​und him le​aning aga​inst the bed, legs spre​ad wi​de. She fi​xed her ga​ze on the spot whe​re Ryu​ji's corp​se had be​en, and as she desc​ri​bed the sce​ne te​ars ca​me to her eyes.

    "I cal​led and cal​led, but the Pro​fes​sor didn't res​pond."

    Asakawa didn't gi​ve her ti​me to cry. "Was the​re anyt​hing dif​fe​rent abo​ut the ro​om?"

    "No," she sa​id sha​king her he​ad. "Only that the te​lep​ho​ne was off the ho​ok and ma​king an ear-split​ting so​und."

    At the mo​ment of de​ath, Ryu​ji had cal​led Mai.

    

    Why? Asa​ka​wa pres​sed furt​her. "He didn't tell you anyt​hing the​re at the end? No last words? Not​hing, say, abo​ut a vi​de​ota​pe?"

    "A vi​de​ota​pe?" Mai's exp​res​si​on sho​wed that she co​uldn't see any pos​sib​le con​nec​ti​on bet​we​en her pro​fes​sor's de​ath and a vi​de​ota​pe. The​re was no way for Asa​ka​wa to know whet​her or not Ryu​ji had fi​gu​red out the true na​tu​re of the charm just be​fo​re he'd di​ed.

    But why did he call Mai? He must ha​ve do​ne it kno​wing his de​ath was at hand … Was it just that he wan​ted to he​ar a lo​ved one's vo​ice? Isn't it pos​sib​le that he'd fi​gu​red out the charm and ne​eded her help in car​rying it out? And that's why he cal​led her? In which ca​se, it ta​kes anot​her per​son to ma​ke the charm work.
    Asakawa star​ted to le​ave. Mai wal​ked him to the do​or.

    "Mai, will you be sta​ying he​re to​night?"

    "Yes. I ne​ed to ta​ke ca​re of his ma​nusc​ript."

    "Well, I'm sorry to ha​ve bot​he​red you when you're so busy." He went to le​ave.

    "Urn…"

    "Yes?"

    "Mr Asa​ka​wa, I'm af​ra​id you ha​ve the wrong idea abo​ut the Pro​fes​sor and me."

    "What do you me​an?"

    "You think we we​re ha​ving a re​la​ti​ons​hip… as a man and a wo​man."

    "No, well, I me​an…"

    Mai co​uld spot a man who tho​ught they we​re lo​vers-the way he lo​oked at them. Asa​ka​wa lo​oked at them that way. It bot​he​red Mai.

    "The first ti​me I met you, the Pro​fes​sor int​ro​du​ced you as his best fri​end. That surp​ri​sed me. I had ne​ver he​ard the Pro​fes​sor talk li​ke that abo​ut an​yo​ne be​fo​re. I think you we​re very spe​ci​al to him. So…" She he​si​ta​ted be​fo​re con​ti​nu​ing. "So, I wish you co​uld un​ders​tand him a lit​tle bet​ter, as his best fri​end. The Pro​fes​sor… as far as I know he ne​ver knew a wo​man." She lo​we​red her eyes.

    You me​an he di​ed a vir​gin?
    Asakawa had not​hing to say to that. He re​ma​ined qu​i​et. The Ryu​ji that Mai re​mem​be​red so​un​ded li​ke a comp​le​tely dif​fe​rent per​son from the one he knew. We​re they tal​king abo​ut the sa​me man?

    "But…"

    But you don't know what he did as a juni​or in high scho​ol, was what he wan​ted to say, but he stop​ped him​self. He had no de​si​re to dred​ge up a de​ad man's cri​mes, and he didn't fe​el li​ke dest​ro​ying Mai's che​ris​hed ima​ge of Ryu​ji.

    Not only that, he fo​und him​self with new do​ubts. Asa​ka​wa be​li​eved in a wo​man's in​tu​iti​on. Mai se​emed to ha​ve be​en pretty clo​se to Ryu​ji, and if she sa​id he was a vir​gin, he had to con​si​der that a cre​dib​le the​ory. In ot​her words, may​be the who​le thing abo​ut ra​ping a col​le​ge girl in his ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od had be​en not​hing mo​re than fic​ti​on.

    

    "The Pro​fes​sor was li​ke a child when he was with me. He told me everyt​hing. He didn't hi​de anyt​hing. I know al​most everyt​hing the​re is to know abo​ut his yo​uth. His pa​in."

    "Is that so?" was all Asa​ka​wa co​uld say in res​pon​se.

    "When he was with me he was as in​no​cent as a ten-ye​ar-old boy. When the​re was a third per​son aro​und he was the gent​le​man, and with you I ima​gi​ne he pro​bably pla​yed the sco​und​rel. Am I right? If he hadn't…" Mai softly re​ac​hed out for her whi​te hand​bag, to​ok out a hand​kerc​hi​ef, and dab​bed at her eyes. "If he hadn't put on an act li​ke that, he wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve be​en ab​le to get along in the world. Do you see what I'm sa​ying? Can you un​ders​tand that?"

    Asakawa was shoc​ked, mo​re than anyt​hing. But then so​met​hing struck him. For a guy who'd be​en go​od at his stu​di​es and ex​cel​led at sports, Ryu​ji had be​en qu​ite a lo​ner. He hadn't had one clo​se fri​end.

    "He was so pu​re… Not su​per​fi​ci​al, li​ke tho​se jerks I go to scho​ol with. They co​uldn't com​pa​re to him."

    Mai's hand​kerc​hi​ef was so​aked with te​ars by now.

    Standing in the do​or​way, Asa​ka​wa fo​und that he had too much to think abo​ut to be ab​le to co​me up with any su​itab​le words to le​ave with Mai. The ima​ge of the Ryu​ji he'd known di​ver​ged comp​le​tely from the one Mai had; his vi​ew of the man had be​co​me so un​fo​cu​sed now as to be un​re​cog​ni​zab​le. The​re was a dark​ness con​ce​aled wit​hin Ryu​ji. No mat​ter how he strug​gled, Asa​ka​wa co​uldn't comp​le​tely grasp his per​so​na​lity. Had he re​al​ly ra​ped that girl in high scho​ol? Asa​ka​wa had no way of kno​wing that, nor whet​her he'd con​ti​nu​ed do​ing things li​ke that, as he'd sa​id he had. And right now, with his fa​mily's de​ad​li​ne co​ming up to​mor​row, Asa​ka​wa re​al​ly didn't want to worry him​self with anyt​hing el​se.

    So all he sa​id was, "Ryu​ji was my best fri​end, too."

    The words must ha​ve ple​ased Mai. Her ado​rab​le fa​ce bro​ke in​to an exp​res​si​on that co​uld ha​ve be​en a smi​le or co​uld ha​ve be​en mo​re we​eping, and she bo​wed ever so slightly. Asa​ka​wa shut the do​or and hur​ri​ed down the sta​irs. As he emer​ged on​to the stre​et and put dis​tan​ce bet​we​en him​self and Ryu​ji's apart​ment, he was sud​denly overw​hel​med by the tho​ught of this fri​end who'd thrown everyt​hing in​to this dan​ge​ro​us ga​me, even sac​ri​fi​cing his li​fe. Asa​ka​wa didn't bot​her to wi​pe away the te​ars.
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    October 21-Sun​day
    Midnight pas​sed, and Sun​day fi​nal​ly ar​ri​ved. Asa​ka​wa was ma​king no​tes on a she​et of pa​per, trying to get his tho​ughts in or​der.

    Just be​fo​re his de​ath, Ryu​ji had fi​gu​red out the charm. He te​lep​ho​ned Mai, pos​sibly to sum​mon her. Which me​ans that he ne​eded Mai's help to work the charm. Okay, the im​por​tant qu​es​ti​on he​re is, why am I still ali​ve? The​re's only one pos​sib​le ans​wer. At so​me po​int du​ring the we​ek, wit​ho​ut even kno​wing it, I must ha​ve car​ri​ed out the charm! What ot​her exp​la​na​ti​on is the​re? The charm must be so​met​hing any​body can easily do, with the help of anot​her per​son.
    But that bro​ught up anot​her prob​lem. Why did tho​se fo​ur kids run out wit​ho​ut per​for​ming the charm? If it was so easy, why co​uldn't at le​ast one of them ha​ve pla​yed to​ugh when they we​re to​get​her and then go​ne and do​ne it in sec​ret la​ter? Think. What did I do this we​ek? What did I do that Ryu​ji cle​arly didn't do?
    Asakawa let out a yell. "How the hell am I sup​po​sed to know? The​re must ha​ve be​en a tho​usand things I did this we​ek that he didn't do! This isn't funny!"

    He punc​hed Sa​da​ko's pho​to. "Damn you! How long are you go​ing to ke​ep tor​tu​ring me?" He hit her in the fa​ce over and over. But Sa​da​ko's exp​res​si​on ne​ver chan​ged; her be​a​uty ne​ver di​mi​nis​hed.

    He went in​to the kitc​hen and splas​hed so​me whis​key in​to a glass. All the blo​od had rus​hed to a sing​le po​int in his he​ad and he ne​eded to dis​per​se it. He went to knock it back at one gulp, but then stop​ped. He just might co​me up with the ans​wer to​night and ha​ve to dri​ve to As​hi​ka​ga in the mid​dle of the night, so may​be he'd bet​ter not drink. He was mad at the way he al​ways tri​ed to rely on so​met​hing out​si​de him​self. When he'd had to dig Sa​da​ko's bo​nes out from un​der the ca​bin, he had gi​ven in to fe​ar and ne​arly lost him​self. It was only be​ca​use he had Ryu​ji with him that he'd be​en ab​le to do what he ne​eded to do.

    "Ryuji! Hey, Ryu​ji! I'm beg​ging you, help me out he​re!"

    He knew he'd ne​ver be ab​le to go on wit​ho​ut his wi​fe and da​ugh​ter. Ne​ver.

    "Ryuji! Lend me yo​ur strength! Why am I ali​ve? Is it be​ca​use I was the one to find Sa​da​ko's re​ma​ins first? If so, then the​re's no sa​ving my fa​mily. That can't be right, can it, Ryu​ji?"

    He was de​vas​ta​ted. He knew it was no ti​me to be wa​iling, but he'd lost his co​ol. Af​ter mo​aning to Ryu​ji for a whi​le, his calm re​tur​ned. He star​ted ma​king no​tes aga​in on the pa​per. The old wo​man's prop​hecy. Did Sa​da​ko re​al​ly ha​ve a baby? Just be​fo​re her de​ath she had sex with the last smal​lpox vic​tim in Japan. Do​es that re​la​te so​me​how? All of his no​tes en​ded with qu​es​ti​on marks. Not​hing was cer​ta​in. Was this go​ing to le​ad him to the charm? He co​uldn't af​ford to fa​il.

    Several mo​re ho​urs elap​sed. It was be​gin​ning to get light out​si​de. Lying on the flo​or, Asa​ka​wa co​uld he​ar the so​und of a man's bre​at​hing. Birds chir​ped. He didn't know if he was awa​ke or dre​aming. So​me​how he'd wo​und up on the flo​or, as​le​ep. He squ​in​ted aga​inst the bright mor​ning light. The fi​gu​re of a man was slowly fa​ding in the soft light. He wasn't sca​red. Asa​ka​wa ca​me to him​self with a start and sta​red hard in the di​rec​ti​on of the fi​gu​re.

    "Ryuji? Is that you?"

    The fi​gu​re didn't reply, but sud​denly the tit​le of a bo​ok ca​me to Asa​ka​wa, so vi​vidly that it might ha​ve be​en bran​ded in​to the wrink​les of his bra​in.

    Epidemics and Man.
    The tit​le ap​pe​ared in whi​te on the back of his eye​lids when he clo​sed his eyes, then di​sap​pe​ared; but it still ec​ho​ed in his he​ad. That bo​ok sho​uld be in Asa​ka​wa's study. When he'd first star​ted to in​ves​ti​ga​te the ca​se, Asa​ka​wa had won​de​red if it co​uld ha​ve be​en a vi​rus that had ca​used fo​ur pe​op​le to die si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly. He'd bo​ught the bo​ok then. He hadn't re​ad it, but he re​mem​be​red put​ting it away on a bo​oks​helf.

    Sun was stre​aming in thro​ugh the eas​tern win​dows, fal​ling on him. He tri​ed to stand up. His he​ad throb​bed.

    Was it a dre​am?
    He ope​ned the do​or to his study. He to​ok down the bo​ok that who​ever-it-was had sug​ges​ted to him: Epi​de​mics and Man. Of co​ur​se, Asa​ka​wa had a pretty go​od idea who it was that had ma​de that sug​ges​ti​on. Ryu​ji. He'd re​tur​ned just for a bri​ef mo​ment, to te​ach him the sec​ret of the charm.

    So whe​re in this three-hund​red-pa​ge to​me did the ans​wer lie? Asa​ka​wa had anot​her flash of in​tu​iti​on. Pa​ge 191! The num​ber was in​si​nu​ated in​to his bra​in, tho​ugh not qu​ite as se​aringly as the last ti​me. He ope​ned to that pa​ge. A sing​le word jum​ped out at him, and pul​sed big​ger and big​ger.

    

    Reproduction. Rep​ro​duc​ti​on. Rep​ro​duc​ti​on. Rep​ro​duc​ti​on.
    

    A vi​rus's ins​tinct is to rep​ro​du​ce. A vi​rus usurps li​ving struc​tu​res in or​der to rep​ro​du​ce it​self
    "Ooooooohhhhh!" Asa​ka​wa gro​aned. He'd fi​nal​ly gras​ped the na​tu​re of the charm.

    It's ob​vi​o​us what I did this we​ek and Ryu​ji didn't. I bro​ught the ta​pe ho​me, ma​de a copy, and sho​wed it to Ryu​ji. The charm is simp​le. Any​body can do it. Ma​ke a copy and show it to so​me​body. Help it rep​ro​du​ce by sho​wing it to so​me​body who hasn 't se​en it. Tho​se fo​ur kids we​re happy with the​ir prank and stu​pidly left the ta​pe in the ca​bin. No​body went to the ef​fort of go​ing all the way back for it so they co​uld ac​tu​al​ly per​form the charm.
    No mat​ter how he tho​ught abo​ut it, that was the only pos​sib​le in​terp​re​ta​ti​on. He pic​ked up the pho​ne and di​al​led As​hi​ka​ga. Shi​zu ans​we​red.

    "Listen to me. Lis​ten ca​re​ful​ly to what I'm go​ing to tell you. The​re's so​met​hing I ne​ed yo​ur mot​her and fat​her to see. Right away. I'm on my way now, so don't let them go anyw​he​re be​fo​re I get the​re. Do you un​ders​tand? This is inc​re​dibly im​por​tant."

    Ah, am I sel​ling my so​ul to the de​vil? In or​der to sa​ve my wi​fe and da​ugh​ter, I'm wil​ling to put my wi​fe's pa​rents in dan​ger, even if it's only tem​po​rary. But if it'll sa​ve the​ir da​ugh​ter and grand​da​ugh​ter, I'm su​re they'll gladly co​ope​ra​te. All they ha​ve to do is ma​ke co​pi​es and show them to so​me​body el​se, and they'll be out of dan​ger. But af​ter that.… what then?
    "What's this all abo​ut? I don't un​ders​tand."

    "Just do as I say. I'm le​aving right now. Oh, right-they ha​ve a vi​deo deck, don't they?"

    "Yes."

    "Beta or VHS?"

    "VHS."

    "Great, I'm on my way. Don't, I re​pe​at, don't go anyw​he​re."

    "Hold on a mi​nu​te. What you want to show my mom and dad is that vi​deo, isn't it?"

    He didn't know what to say, so he shut up.

    "Right?"

    "… Right."

    "It's not dan​ge​ro​us?"

    Dangerous? You and yo​ur da​ugh​ter are go​ing to be de​ad in fi​ve ho​urs. Gi​ve me a bre​ak, dam​nit! Stop as​king so many qu​es​ti​ons. I don't ha​ve ti​me to exp​la​in it all to you from the be​gin​ning any​mo​re. Asa​ka​wa wan​ted to sho​ut at her, but he ma​na​ged to rest​ra​in him​self.

    "Just do as I say!"

    It was just be​fo​re se​ven. If he ra​ced the​re on the fre​eway, pro​vi​ded the​re we​re no traf​fic de​lays, he sho​uld get to his in-laws' ho​use in As​hi​ka​ga by ni​ne-thirty. Fac​to​ring in the ti​me it wo​uld ta​ke to ma​ke a copy for his wi​fe and anot​her for his da​ugh​ter, they sho​uld just ma​ke the ele​ven o'clock de​ad​li​ne. He hung up, ope​ned the do​ors to the en​ter​ta​in​ment cent​re, and unp​lug​ged the vi​deo deck. They ne​eded two decks to ma​ke co​pi​es, so he had to ta​ke one of his.

    

    As he left, he to​ok one mo​re lo​ok at the pho​to of Sa​da​ko.

    You su​re ga​ve birth to so​met​hing nasty.
    He to​ok the Oi ramp on​to the fre​eway, de​ci​ding to skirt Tok​yo Bay and get on the To​ho​ku High​way he​ading out of town. The​re wo​uldn't be much traf​fic on the To​ho​ku High​way. The prob​lem was how to avo​id con​ges​ti​on be​fo​re that. As he pa​id the toll on the Oi on-ramp and pe​ered at the traf​fic-infor​ma​ti​on bo​ard, he re​ali​zed for the first ti​me that it was Sun​day mor​ning. As a re​sult, the​re we​re hardly any cars in the tun​nel un​der the bay, whe​re they we​re usu​al​ly li​ned up li​ke be​ads on a ro​sary. The​re we​ren't even any jams in the big mer​ging are​as. At this ra​te he'd get to As​hi​ka​ga right on sche​du​le, with plenty of ti​me to start ma​king co​pi​es of the vi​deo. Asa​ka​wa eased up on the ac​ce​le​ra​tor. Now he was mo​re af​ra​id of go​ing too fast and get​ting in​to an ac​ci​dent.

    He sped north along the Su​mi​da Ri​ver. Glan​cing down, he co​uld see ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​ods just wa​king up on a Sun​day mor​ning. Pe​op​le we​re wal​king aro​und with a dif​fe​rent air than on we​ek​day mor​nings. A pe​ace​ful Sun​day mor​ning.

    He co​uldn't help but won​der. What ef​fect is this go​ing to ha​ve? With my wi​fe's copy and my da​ugh​ter's copy, this vi​rus is go​ing to be set free in two di​rec​ti​ons-how's it go​ing to spre​ad from the​re? He co​uld ima​gi​ne pe​op​le ma​king co​pi​es and pas​sing them on to pe​op​le who'd al​re​ady se​en it be​fo​re, trying to ke​ep the thing con​ta​ined wit​hin a li​mi​ted circ​le so it wo​uldn't spre​ad. But that wo​uld be go​ing aga​inst the vi​rus's will to rep​ro​du​ce. The​re was no way of kno​wing yet how that func​ti​on was in​cor​po​ra​ted in​to the vi​deo. That wo​uld ta​ke so​me ex​pe​ri​men​ting. And it wo​uld pro​bably be im​pos​sib​le to find any​body wil​ling to risk the​ir li​fe to find the truth of it un​til it had spre​ad pretty far and things had be​co​me qu​ite se​ri​o​us. It re​al​ly wasn't very dif​fi​cult to ma​ke a copy and show it to so​me​one-so that's what pe​op​le wo​uld do. As the sec​ret tra​vel​led by word of mo​uth, it wo​uld be ad​ded to: "You ha​ve to show it to so​me​one who hasn't se​en it be​fo​re." And as the ta​pe pro​pa​ga​ted, the we​ek's lag ti​me wo​uld pro​bably be shor​te​ned. Pe​op​le who we​re shown the ta​pe wo​uldn't wa​it a we​ek to ma​ke a copy and show it to so​me​one el​se. How far wo​uld this ring ex​pand? Pe​op​le wo​uld be dri​ven by an ins​tinc​tu​al fe​ar of di​se​ase, and this pes​ti​len​ti​al vi​de​ota​pe wo​uld no do​ubt spre​ad thro​ug​ho​ut so​ci​ety in the blink of an eye. And, dri​ven by fe​ar, pe​op​le wo​uld start to spre​ad crazy ru​mo​urs. Such as: On​ce you've se​en it you ha​ve to ma​ke at le​ast two co​pi​es, and show them to at le​ast two dif​fe​rent pe​op​le. It'd turn in​to a pyra​mid sche​me, spre​ading in​com​pa​rably fas​ter than it wo​uld just one ta​pe at a ti​me. In the spa​ce of half a ye​ar, every​body in Japan wo​uld ha​ve be​co​me a car​ri​er, and the in​fec​ti​on wo​uld spre​ad over​se​as. In the pro​cess, of co​ur​se, se​ve​ral pe​op​le wo​uld die, and pe​op​le wo​uld re​ali​ze that the ta​pe's war​ning wasn't a lie, and they'd start ma​king co​pi​es even mo​re des​pe​ra​tely. The​re wo​uld be pa​nic. Whe​re wo​uld it all end? How many vic​tims wo​uld this cla​im? Two ye​ars ago, du​ring the bo​om in in​te​rest in the oc​cult, the news​ro​om had re​ce​ived ten mil​li​on sub​mis​si​ons. So​met​hing had go​ne hay​wi​re. And it wo​uld hap​pen aga​in, al​lo​wing the new vi​rus to run ram​pant.

    A wo​man's re​sent​ment to​ward the mas​ses who had ho​un​ded her fat​her and mot​her to the​ir de​aths and the smal​lpox vi​rus's re​sent​ment to​ward the hu​man in​ge​nu​ity that had dri​ven it to the brink of ex​tinc​ti​on had fu​sed to​get​her in the body of a sin​gu​lar per​son na​med Sa​da​ko Ya​ma​mu​ra, and had re​ap​pe​ared in the world in an unex​pec​ted, uni​ma​gi​ned form.

    Asakawa, his fa​mily, every​body who had se​en the vi​deo, had be​en sub​cons​ci​o​usly in​fec​ted with this vi​rus. They we​re car​ri​ers. And vi​ru​ses bur​ro​wed di​rectly in​to the ge​nes, the co​re of li​fe. The​re was no tel​ling yet what wo​uld re​sult from this, how it wo​uld chan​ge hu​man his​tory- hu​man evo​lu​ti​on.

    In or​der to pro​tect my fa​mily, I am abo​ut to let lo​ose on the world a pla​gue which co​uld dest​roy all man​kind.
    Asakawa was frigh​te​ned by the es​sen​ce of what he was trying to do. A vo​ice was whis​pe​ring to him.

    If I let my wi​fe and da​ugh​ter die, it'll end right he​re. If a vi​rus lo​ses its host, it'll die. I can sa​ve man​kind.
    But the vo​ice was too qu​i​et.

    He en​te​red the To​ho​ku High​way. No con​ges​ti​on. If he kept go​ing, he'd be the​re in plenty of ti​me. Asa​ka​wa dro​ve with his arms ta​ut and both hands clutc​hing the whe​el. "I won't reg​ret it. My fa​mily has no ob​li​ga​ti​on to sac​ri​fi​ce them​sel​ves. The​re are so​me things you just ha​ve to pro​tect when they're thre​ate​ned."

    He spo​ke lo​ud eno​ugh to be he​ard over the en​gi​ne, to re​new his de​ter​mi​na​ti​on. If he we​re Ryu​ji, what wo​uld he do? He felt su​re he knew. Ryu​ji's spi​rit had ta​ught him the sec​ret of the vi​deo. It was prac​ti​cal​ly tel​ling him to sa​ve his fa​mily. This ga​ve him co​ura​ge. He knew what Ryu​ji wo​uld pro​bably say. Be true to what you're fe​eling this ins​tant! All we ha​ve in front of us is an un​cer​ta​in fu​tu​re! The fu​tu​re'll ta​ke ca​re of it​self. When hu​ma​nity gets aro​und to ap​plying its in​ge​nu​ity, who knows if it won 't find a so​lu​ti​on? It's just anot​her tri​al for the hu​man spe​ci​es. In every age, the De​vil re​ap​pe​ars in a dif​fe​rent gu​ise. You can stamp it out, and stamp it out, and he'll ke​ep co​ming back, over and over.
    Asakawa kept his fo​ot ste​ady on the ac​ce​le​ra​tor and the car po​in​ted to​ward As​hi​ka​ga. In his re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror he co​uld see the ski​es over

    

    Tokyo, re​ce​ding in​to the dis​tan​ce. Black clo​uds mo​ved eerily ac​ross the ski​es. They slit​he​red li​ke ser​pents, hin​ting at the un​le​as​hing of so​me apo​calyp​tic evil.

    

THE END
    

