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    Interlude


    There were no dedicated offices for the Divine Incursions Special Investigations Division in the government building they used. All that they were permitted was a special classified vault to store the division’s massive trove of documents. Meetings and post-briefings were carried out in whatever rooms happened to be empty at the time, with a whiteboard hanging outside the door that simply read MEETING IN PROGRESS. DO NOT ENTER. But that was enough to erect a barrier of silence within the building where the division was headquartered. A barrier that was suddenly broken by the sound of a knock at the door.


    “We’re in a meeting—!”


    Before Katagishi could even finish his reply, the door opened to reveal a man in a suit, whom Katagishi did not recognize. The man appeared to be in his early twenties, but he made a severe impression that seemed to clash with his youthful looks. The sharp glint in his eyes, and the way he stood straight with his feet shoulder width apart, reminded Katagishi of a police officer or a military man. Katagishi was standing inside the room with a bundle of files in his hand. The man glared at Katagishi and Katagishi’s junior partner, Rei Miyaki.


    “Your report on the unknown god, was that all? No irregularities again?” the man asked, his voice low and his tone accusatory.


    His gaze homed in on Miyaki. Katagishi took a step forward.


    “You had to have felt something while you were there!”


    “Not anything that would be included in a report.”


    The man sighed in what could have been interpreted as either scorn or disappointment.


    “I really expected more from you, at least, Miyaki.”


    “I’m sorry to have disappointed you, then,” Miyaki said and gave him an awkward smile. Katagishi tossed his files onto the table.


    “Sorry, but just who do you think you are? Didn’t you see the no entry sign on the door? Mind your own business; we’re not running some sort of sideshow here.”


    “Katagishi…,” Miyaki said, attempting to intervene.


    The unknown man glanced at Miyaki and shrugged.


    “Ask Miyaki who I am. She should know. If she remembers, that is,” the man said, before throwing the door open and exiting the room. The sound of the whiteboard clattering against the door could be heard from outside. Then Rokuhara, with his usual pallor, entered as the other man left.


    “What’s wrong? You look agitated.”


    Katagishi sighed deeply and pressed his hand to his forehead.


    “Some weirdo just barged in here spouting all sorts of crazy nonsense before storming off again.”


    “Weirdo? Do you mean Kiruma? The man who just left the room?”


    “You know him?”


    Rokuhara shrugged and gave him a knowing smile.


    “Of course I know him. He’s one of the department’s founding members. He’s been here longer than anyone, ever since the days of our precursor outfit, the Divine Incursions Task Force. Back when the division was under police jurisdiction.”


    “But that was twenty years ago. That would make him over forty, at the least.”


    “Not that you would be able to tell just from looking at him. Kiruma is the one who recruited me into Special Investigations. We don’t get much higher up the chain than him, although he’s a very mysterious person. I rarely have cause to meet him in my lowly position,” Rokuhara explained.


    Miyaki chimed in as well, seeming uncomfortable.


    “He really hasn’t changed at all, as far as looks go. Not in forever. It’s like he isn’t human.”


    “‘Not in forever’? You know him, too?”


    “I do. He was friends with my parents, apparently. Kiruma’s the one who paid for my schooling after my dad disappeared.”


    “I didn’t know you had it so rough.”


    “I’m hardly the first kid to lose a parent. Unlike other people, at least I had a patron to look out for me.”


    Katagishi glanced at the steel door.


    “Wait, I just told him to mind his own business, didn’t I? Like he’s not actually the boss!”


    “I’m pretty sure you swore at him, too.”


    Rokuhara patted Katagishi on the shoulder.


    “Relax, it doesn’t matter what you said to the boss, since it’s not like you can be demoted. You’re already at the bottom rung. The worst that could happen is you get slapped with another dangerous mission or two for making him angry.”


    “Gee, thanks, kick me while I’m already down, why don’t you?” Katagishi grumbled.


    Miyaki laughed out loud.


     


    The stern-faced man strode down the dim hallway. The fluorescent lights flickered audibly as he tugged a window’s blinds closed.


    “No irregularities, huh…?” he muttered softly. “We’ll just see about that.”


    Outside the window, the Tokyo sky unfolded, unchanged even after twenty years.
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    Prologue


    “The lid on the cauldron of hell will open.” That’s what they say. Young folks these days don’t remember that phrase.


    It sounds scary, but it’s not. The pools of blood, the mountain of needles. There are all sorts of stories about the stuff found in hell. That includes one about a cauldron, where people who did awful things in life are boiled as punishment for all eternity. The fires are kept lit around the clock so that the cauldron stays hot. Except for during Obon, that is, when the fires are extinguished and the lid is removed, so that even the worst reprobates of sinners can leave hell for the day and visit their descendants. A time of grace. In other words, if even the fierce ogres of hell take a day off, you, too, can take a break from the fields just this once. At least that’s what that phrase usually means.


    Not around here, though. Haven’t you noticed how warm it is here? Hot and steamy. Practically boiling, right? Usually, it’s nice and cool when you get up into the mountains like this. Have you seen anything strange around the village since you arrived? You haven’t? Are you sure? Well, that’s good. It isn’t the sort of thing you’d want to see. Hard to know whether those things are human or not. I’ve spent my whole life in this village, so I’ve had my fill of them. Been seeing them ever since I was a kid. I’m not quite sure how to describe them. They’re shaped like people, sure, but all burned and goopy and melting apart. I have no idea what they are, but one thing is for sure, they can’t be anything good. That mountain there is a volcano. It last erupted, they say, in my great-grandfather’s time. Apparently, the blazing crater had looked so inflamed and hideous that folks took to calling it the entrance to hell. I reckon you won’t believe me, not unless you see it for yourself, but there’s actually a huge lid up on top of the mountain. It’s a big round disk of iron, like a manhole. Odd, right? Volcanoes don’t usually come with covers. But the really odd part is how the lid is always rattling, all through the day and night. That volcano is supposed to be dormant, you see. So why does it make so much noise if it isn’t getting ready to erupt? As if a lid would do much good against a volcano in the first place. The whole thing gives me the willies. You know, that’s where those things came from. This may sound like an old person’s superstition to you, but get one good look at them and you’ll see what I mean. There is only one place creatures like that could have come from—and that place is hell. Yes, yes, exactly. They’re the sinners, boiling forever in the cauldron of hell. Don’t worry, though. If hell is real, that means God and Buddha must be real as well. I can see you don’t believe me. But go ahead and take a look for yourself. The place with the lid, at the top of the mountain, is surrounded by dense woods so it’s hard to see, but once you get up close, you can’t miss them. Standing there are two thick poles that are clearly not trees. And what do you suppose they are? I tell you, they’re arms! That’s right, they’re the arms of the guardian deity of our village, constantly pressing down on the lid, keeping it shut so that none of the bad things get out. It protects us, always vigilant, even during Obon, when both man and demon rest. So when the lid rattles, you won’t see any of us around here so much as bat an eye. That sound is just a reminder that the god is once again keeping us safe. It’s a blessing, really. Though I’m sure you don’t believe me.


    
      I


      Lying doesn’t pay.


      Kids hear that all the time in elementary school, but it took me twenty years to figure it out. Maybe if I hadn’t dropped out, I would have caught on sooner. Or perhaps if my dad hadn’t hanged himself like that, leaving behind all his debt. And then my honest, serious-minded mother and my older brother working themselves to the bone until they started coughing up blood and kicked the bucket, too—that probably didn’t help much, either. In the end, I figured, if I was going to make any money, I had better do it the dishonest way. Serves me right for thinking I’d be any good at it. The real kick in the butt, though, was getting myself caught by a detective like this.


      “Sadahito Uyuu. It says here you were born in year sixty of the Showa era. That would make you twenty years old now, a legal adult.”


      The detective narrowed his slightly slanted eyes even further. His skin was dark and tanned like leather, and I could tell he was a big guy even sitting down. I had the feeling I was dealing with a seasoned cop, someone who had worked his way up. The kind of hard-ass who wasn’t going to budge, no matter how much you tried to pull at his heartstrings.


      “You’re a con artist. You were running a spiritual scam; I’ve seen this MO before. First, you get them hooked by pretending to know about some personal tragedy or loss in their past, and then you shake them down by claiming to be some sort of psychic or guru. Real low-life stuff.”


      The detective pulled a glass ashtray closer. It made a low grating noise as it slid across the table. One good swing of that would be enough to crack my skull. If he even needed it. I bet his hands, under those black gloves he was wearing, were already callused from smacking around suspects. I looked away, deciding not to act like a smart aleck.


      “Well, if you threaten him like that, he’s not going to tell us anything, is he?” said the woman in glasses sitting next to the detective. She smiled sheepishly. The gesture seemed so out of place that I found myself speaking up before I had a chance to think twice.


      “Sorry, but who are you people? Are you really with the police?”


      The detective furrowed his brows and lit a cigarette. I waited for an answer, but the only thing that was forthcoming was tobacco smoke.


      “I mean you, I can believe, but nothing about the lady in glasses sitting next to you screams ‘cop’ to me. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s an elementary school teacher instead.”


      The woman just arched an eyebrow at me.


      “Fine, I was running a scam; you got me. You can see I’m not trying to talk my way out of it, though. So why haven’t you started questioning me yet? And where are my friends? I saw you pick up Hiromi, Tsubaki, and Komai, too. Why am I the only one here? And why were you so weird about blindfolding me on the way here, like some kind of political prisoner?”


      “You talk too much, you know that, kid?”


      The detective stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray. He stood up, scattering ash as he rose to his feet, before lowering the blinds and then heading for the door. I heard the cold click of the bolt in the lock. Looked like I had messed up. There might have been some way to smooth things over peacefully before, but not anymore.


      “Fine then, let’s get down to business.”


      The detective returned to his seat, folding his arms and staring down his nose at me. I stared back, trying not to give away just how much I was shitting my pants. The detective tossed a bundle of papers onto the desk.


      “This is the village where you were running your scam. Correct?”


      The detective’s gloved hand pointed to a red circle drawn on a map. I nodded. I decided not to mention it was only the latest place I had been operating.


      “I understand that you targeted well-off people in the village, telling them that you could see the hands of countless children behind their backs. What made you come up with that?”


      “What does it matter? It was just a scam. It was all nonsense.”


      The detective stared at me intently.


      “If it was just nonsense, there were plenty of simpler lies you could have told. From what I understand, you even went so far as to ask whether there was a shrine in the village dedicated to culled and aborted offspring?”


      “So what? I looked that up beforehand.”


      “Don’t lie to me,” he growled. I felt as if a knife were being held to my throat. “All documents related to the local beliefs of that village were deliberately disposed of. Even an experienced researcher would have been unable to unearth that information. There’s no way some random con artist stumbled onto it.”


      “Speaking of experts,” the woman said, raising her hand into the air with a smile.


      “Ryouko…,” the detective said, cautioning her.


      The woman ignored him and continued speaking.


      “You were spot on about me not being a policewoman. Not quite, though, when you said I was an elementary school teacher instead. I’m actually an associate professor of folklore studies.


      “Folklore studies?”


      I wondered what someone like that was doing with the police. And why was she taking part in my interrogation?


      “This is Kiruma. He’s a former homicide detective.”


      I nearly jumped out of my seat involuntarily.


      “Homicide? What the hell?! I didn’t kill anyone!”


      A heavy thud stopped me cold in my tracks. The detective, named Kiruma, had just slammed a single sheet of paper onto the table. I gulped when I saw what had been drawn on it.


      “Those ‘arms’ you saw. Did they look anything like this?”


      There were dry tracks of ink traced across the surface of the paper, which was sun bleached, like cellophane tape. Multiple arms, drawn with a coarse, bent brush, like light refracted through water. The short, malleable arms of children. I searched for something to say, trying to disguise my discomfort, but what escaped my throat instead was a retching groan, like I was about to vomit.


      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he said.


      “I told you so,” said the woman named Ryouko, the corners of her lips curving upward in satisfaction.


      “The god of the arms of light is currently dormant. Information on the god was suppressed, and population-related measures have been put into effect. There should have been zero risk of this secret escaping the village. So tell me, how did you know about this?”


      “You think a con man is gonna tell you the truth?” I spit out, but it was way too late at this point to act like a tough guy. I had already blown it, big-time. Kiruma ran a hand through his hair, which was brushed back from his forehead. He stood up, staring down at me threateningly. His towering height and stone-cold eyes were probably all it took to scare the more timid suspects into telling him whatever he wanted to hear.


      “I know you’re hiding something, Sadahito Uyuu,” he said. I pursed my lips. The careless truth could land a person in hot water, but a half-baked lie could make things even worse. Staying quiet didn’t seem like the best idea under the circumstances, but there wasn’t much else I could do. Then he added, “What if I told you there was a way this could all end without you getting carted off to prison?”


      “…What do I have to do?”


      Still standing, Kiruma lit a cigarette and then exhaled, almost angrily. The hazy smoke burned my eyes.


      “I used to be a homicide detective. In a way, I’m still fighting to prevent murders. Only, my suspects aren’t human anymore.”


      Ryouko removed several Polaroids from a brown envelope that was resting on her knee. She spread them out on the table. A massive arm, which stretched from one end of an old dilapidated pool to the other, the ridge of a mountain outlined in blazing flames, a bleak human shadow staring back aimlessly from the reservoir of a dam, an iron gate that loomed, upright, in the stairwell of a half-demolished multi-tenant building. A collection of bizarre photographs, like stills taken from horror movies.


      “Listen to me, Uyuu. There are things in this world that most people living a normal life would never believe. Entities far beyond human comprehension—things that can only be called gods.” Ryouko spoke quietly, like a teacher explaining something to a dull student. “There are strange and inviolable gods in this world. Spirits that surpass human understanding and defy our notions of good and evil. Entities that create fractures in mundane human reality. We call these terrific creatures, and the wonders that they beget, divine incursions.”


      “Divine incursions…”


      I repeated the words back to her, like an idiot. Which I guess is what I was. The rational thing to do in this situation would have been to shout that this was all fake. But from the moment I caught sight of those photographs, I had been rooted to my seat. My throat felt tight, and the tips of my fingers trembled.


      “As the name suggests, many of these incursions can have powerful, negative effects on human beings over the long term. Sometimes even resulting in deaths. We’re lucky if there’s even a body left behind.”


      Kiruma tapped his cigarette on the edge of the ashtray.


      “That’s why I was recruited here from Homicide.”


      “What is this, some kind of game…? Using taxpayer money to play make-believe with the monster of the week?”


      The detective’s lips twisted into a sneer, exposing his canines.


      “No, Sadahito Uyuu. This is the Divine Incursions Task Force. And we’ve brought you here to test your worth.”


      Just then, I noticed that the handcuffs and black blindfold that had been placed on me when I was dragged in there were still buried amid the pile of papers on the desk. It really doesn’t pay to lie. Not when, most of the time, the truth is a hell of a lot harder to handle than any lie.

    

    
      II


      I could smell grass. Burned and smoldering. This wasn’t the right season for burning the fields, so it must have been the vegetation up on the mountains, scorched by the heat of the sun. Wherever we were, it smelled rural. The old beater I had been tossed into came to a stop with a screech of its brakes. I soon heard another sound from close by, and then I was hit with a blast of warm, stuffy air.


      “Let me take those off.”


      The sweaty handcuffs slipped off my wrists, and the world around me came back into view. I could see grass plains, framed by the window of a station wagon, as well as the deeper green of mountains. Kiruma slipped the key to the handcuffs into the pocket of his suit. His button-up shirt and suspenders were dark in spots where they had already soaked through with sweat.


      “Aren’t you hot?”


      “I’d stand out too much if I took off my jacket.”


      “You couldn’t stand out any more than you already do in that heavy suit,” I was about to say, but then I caught sight of that steel devil, black and rigid, peeking out from inside Kiruma’s suit jacket. I guess I knew what would happen if I tried to run. As I got out of the car, I pretended I hadn’t seen the gun.


      “Where the hell are we?”


      “As if I’m going to tell you. Why do you think I went to the trouble of blindfolding you on the way here?”


      Stale heat settled around my shoulders and the base of my neck. It felt like carrying a person with a mild fever on my back. Hot air seemed to be wafting from the woods, which were so deep in hue, they looked more black than green. A burned stench hung in the air. I tried to tell myself there must be a bonfire burning somewhere, but it smelled more like animal fat being seared. A breeze billowed past, from higher up the mountain. The mass of trees shimmered in the heat, like I was seeing them through a pale screen of yellow film. The temperature only increased further once we entered the gloomy woods. It took only a few steps for sweat to begin trickling down Kiruma’s nape and soaking into his suit collar.


      “Hey, what are divine incursions exactly?”


      I expected Kiruma to ignore me, but he glanced over his shoulder, directing his sharp gaze my way.


      “Incursions were first recorded around the end of the Meiji and beginning of the Taisho era, when expanding transportation systems and communication networks began to reveal presences that only those living deep in the prefectural outskirts had been aware of. It was one of the factors that spurred humankind’s burgeoning distrust in the nature of the gods and eventual turn toward science over faith.”


      “You’re gonna have to dumb it down for me. I didn’t go to school much as a kid.”


      Kiruma’s slanted eyes widened slightly.


      “In short, there are things out there, throughout the country, that cause incidents that cannot be explained logically. Think of them like the goblins and ghosts from old tales, only far more dangerous, if that makes more sense to you. Things that have come to be seen as objects of reverence and fear, as gods.”


      “God? What, like some old dude with a robe and a beard?”


      “There is no one fixed form for the gods. Some resemble people or animals, some are like inorganic objects, and some have no form or appearance whatsoever.”


      While Kiruma spoke, I could hear a rattling sound, like a poorly fitted door. I figured there must be a cabin somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t see any signs of buildings or people. Just the dark forest, spreading outward like mist on either side.


      “What’s wrong?” Kiruma asked.


      I wiped the sweat beading on my forehead, trying to act casual.


      “It’s nothing… Anyway, if these things have been around for so long, wouldn’t it be better to just leave them alone? They can’t be causing that much harm, can they?”


      “Incursions can’t be categorized simply as good or evil, but just because they aren’t evil doesn’t mean they don’t cause harm.”


      Kiruma looked away. Several of the trees nearby looked gnarled and twisted, like the joints of an old man.


      “Some incursions have even destroyed entire villages.”


      “It sounds like you have to track down your suspects when a person dies, even when the suspects aren’t human. I guess it’s rough being a public servant.”


      There was a loud thud, like a door slamming angrily shut. Kiruma didn’t even flinch. He was standing right next to me; there was no way he wouldn’t have heard it. Which I guess means I didn’t hear anything, either, I told myself.


      Just as I was starting to think these woods might go on forever, the view finally opened up again. A rusted bridge, painted red, spanned a tawny river that cut through the middle of a village. There was a bus stop, with a corrugated tin roof, waiting at the end of the bridge. Beyond that stood several old buildings. There were sparse banners, stained from mud and rain, advertising hot spring baths in the area. It looked like a typically rustic country village. The kind of place with no work, where they had given up on trying to attract tourists.


      “Let’s head to the village hall first.”


      Kiruma gestured to the other side of the bridge with his chin. Even though we were close to the mountains and surrounded by shaded woods, the area did not feel even remotely cool. If anything, this place felt hotter than before. As we passed in front of the bus stop, I spotted a round metal placard, rusted and flaking, which read FORMER IRON MINES.


      “Iron mines…?” I murmured.


      Just then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a dark shadow flutter past. It wasn’t that it was backlit. It was all black, like it was doused in tar. I kept my eyes pointed forward, refusing to look. As long as I didn’t stare straight at it, I could pretend that it wasn’t there.


      The town hall was the shape and color of a cardboard box, impersonal and emotionless. As we stepped inside, we were hit by a blast of cool, stale air. Maybe it was to conserve electricity, but the lights in the reception had been dimmed to their lowest setting. The place felt like a mortuary.


      “I’m Detective Kiruma, with the prefectural police. I have a few questions for whoever’s in charge.”


      Kiruma withdrew his police badge and presented it to the woman at reception.


      “Prefectural police?” I said without thinking. I felt Kiruma jab me in the side.


      “I’m sorry… Who is this…?” the woman asked, directing her eyes at me instead of at the badge.


      Kiruma paused for a moment, and his eyes wandered. Apparently, this idiot hadn’t even thought up an excuse for what I was doing there. I sniffed loudly and then dropped my shoulders so that I was staring the woman right in the face. I wanted her to think I was as nasty and unreasonable as possible.


      “I’m the guy who blew the whistle on you people, that’s who! Thought you’d all get your stories straight behind my back, didn’t you?! Well, now I’m here to keep an eye on you!”


      The woman looked disgusted. “Just a moment,” she said, standing up from her seat. After she was gone, Kiruma slapped me on my slouched back.


      “How did you know there was a whistleblower?”


      “Who said I did? An insular village like this, though, doesn’t seem like the kind of place that would ask for help from outsiders. Not unless a stranger forced their hand.”


      Kiruma sighed in a mixture of exasperation and appreciation.


      “I couldn’t understand how anyone could possibly have gotten scammed by a young kid like you, but I think I’m starting to get the picture.”


      “Gee, thanks.”


      The woman returned, accompanied by an old man in a three-piece suit. Although we were inside and the air conditioner was running, a warm, sticky gust of air billowed past. Kiruma and I made ourselves at home in the common lounge space, sitting down across from the old man.


      “This hardly seems serious enough to merit a visit from the prefectural police… But, well, is this the person who called in the complaint?” the man said shortly, glancing my way.


      “My gram made the report. She can’t walk too good no more, so I came in her place.”


      Kiruma glared at me, clearly indicating that I should keep my trap shut from here on out.


      “According to the complaint we received, suspicious, shadowy black figures have been seen passing through the village,” Kiruma said.


      The old man averted his gaze in discomfort.


      “I can hardly account for the comings and goings of every single villager…”


      Kiruma stood up and lowered the window blinds.


      “I specialize in investigating…unusual incidents. I’ve handled several cases that most people would find hard to believe. Please. If you could just tell me what you know.”


      The old man fidgeted with his white hair.


      “Are you aware this place used to be an iron-mining town?”


      “I am. From what I understand, the mines were closed due to health and environmental issues, during the postwar economic boom.”


      “That was the official story. But that wasn’t the truth. The mines were closed due to the shadows you mentioned.”


      A drop of black liquid trickled down along one of the white blinds, soaking up the accumulated dust before dribbling onto the floor below. I could hear the droplets plunking onto the linoleum floor.


      “The migrants that worked in the mines began to speak of strange sightings. At first, no one took what they said seriously, but soon villagers began to speak of similar sightings.”


      “What exactly did they see?”


      “It’s hard to describe them, but these things were about the size and shape of an adult human. Their outlines, however, were vague and indistinct, black all over, like ink had been dumped over their heads. Dripping slobber from their bodies as they shuffled around the village, before disappearing to who knows where.”


      “Did they cause any actual harm?”


      “Not exactly, but just the sight of them was very unsettling. Whatever they were, you could tell immediately that it was nothing good.”


      With a low rumble, the AC unit pumped out cool air. The heat and humidity in the room fanned outward, as if mustering against the artificial breeze.


      “The shadows seemed to come from the direction of the mountain. Not long after the mine was closed, a group of men hiked up there to figure out what exactly the things were. They discovered a large round shaft at the very top of the mountain, which was belching out black dust from deep within. The dust seemed to closely resemble the substance of the shadows.”


      “What happened after that?”


      “This may sound pathetic, seeing as we had our own iron mines, but we had a steel lid brought in from elsewhere and fitted it to cover the hole. A priest from the old village shrine cleansed and blessed the area after the lid was in place.”


      The old man fell silent.


      “And then the sightings stopped?”


      “They did. But recently it seems people have started seeing shadows around the village once again.”


      “Do you have any ideas of what might have caused this?”


      “I think the lid must be getting old. Perhaps it deteriorated over time and has begun to crack. Sometimes we can hear rattling sounds coming from the mountain.”


      “Aren’t there any other measures in place, besides the lid?”


      “I don’t know if this could be described as a measure per se, but that shrine I mentioned earlier… The guardian deity of our village is a bit unusual, you see…”


      The old man lifted his hands and shrugged. Black hands behind him repeated the gesture, dark liquid splattering against my skin. I couldn’t take it anymore. I jumped to my feet, nearly flipping the table as I ran out of the room. I dashed down the hallway. I could hear moist footsteps chasing after me. The receptionist stared at me as she walked past in the other direction.


      Outside, the warm air enveloped me. I felt another sort of heat spiraling up my throat, and I doubled over to hurl. The tendons in my neck throbbed as a steaming torrent of bile spilled onto the hot asphalt with a sizzle, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten anything that morning. I was still dry heaving when I noticed another droplet land in the pool of sick at my feet. This droplet was dark. Very dark, not dark like the earth when it gets wet. It was right behind me, whatever it was, like a half-roasted human being. Black drool seeped out of the creature’s exposed gums, mingling with its half-liquefied chin before dribbling in strands from its jaw. Don’t look. Just don’t look. If I looked, I would have to admit it was there.


      “Uyuu!” At the sound of the voice, the shadow disappeared. As I looked up, I was confronted by the sight of Kiruma, who had run out of the building after me. He was staring down at me in surprise. “Did you throw up?”


      “Yeah, I probably got heatstroke or something…”


      Just then, I heard a rattle from somewhere close by and nearly jumped out of my skin before I could stop myself. Kiruma grabbed me by the shoulders to hold me steady, a puzzled look still on his face. That’s when I screwed up. I saw it. I let myself stare at the mountain head-on. Two massive arms were poking out from a thunderhead cloud that floated above the mountain, thrust in the direction of the peak. I could even see veins, visible beneath the skin. The swollen arteries twitched, as if the arms were desperately pushing against something. I tried to tell myself that I couldn’t see it, but it was far too late for that now.


      Lying doesn’t pay. Even I knew that.


      But lying was the only thing that had gotten me through life this far.

    

    
      III


      Kiruma held out a bottle of water with a look on his face like he was pointing the barrel of a gun my way. I took the bottle from him, rinsed out my mouth, and spit the water into the gutter at my feet. I could still taste acidity at the back of my teeth. I wish I had a cigarette to cover up the taste, but the police had confiscated my pack when I was arrested. Kiruma remained silent, waiting for me to speak. A guy like him probably wasn’t going to fall for another bluff.


      “One of my ancestors was supposedly some kind of shaman. Really just another con man. He went around to villages where people were sick to shake them down for cash with fake prayers. People died in all sorts of crazy ways back then, and he probably couldn’t get a real job. But then one day, he got sick himself and died while on the road… Or at least, that’s what my grandpa told me. But I know it’s not true. I’m just like that guy… I see things that I don’t want to see.”


      I shook my head. It felt like the black shadow from earlier was still at my side. Kiruma sighed deeply, still looking down at me.


      “They say the sins of the father are the sins of the son.” I shrugged. “Well, what did you see?”


      I had never admitted the things I could see before, not even to my own parents. But a guy with a badge running around chasing gods or whatever had to be just as crazy as me. I figured I might as well.


      “Lots of shadows, like black, half-melted people. I saw them standing behind the old man in the village hall. Also…”


      I pointed toward the mountain, its silhouette like black ink on a brush pushed hard against a page, enough to break.


      “I can see two arms up there at the top of that mountain.”


      Kiruma’s eyes widened. There was probably more information he was keeping hidden. To test me, like when they try to make a psychic guess the card. Clearly the test wasn’t over yet. I had a feeling this job wouldn’t be done until we headed up to the top of the mountain, found this god or whatever it was, and identified the truth. I hung my head low, the sun’s powerful rays pecking at the cords in my neck.


      Just as I had expected, Kiruma and I soon found ourselves climbing up the road into the mountain. We were surrounded by gloomy woods, crumbling concrete block walls, and the remains of rusted red pylons scattered across the hills on either side. It was so hot and muggy that I had to wonder if the coal mines were still in operation. I stiffened up instinctually, as a shadow moved past the corner of my eye, only for Kiruma to hurry me onward from behind.


      “Don’t stand so close,” I said. “It casts a shadow. You’re so huge, it’s like standing underneath a human sundial.”


      Kiruma glared at me as he walked past, a surly look on his face. After walking for a little while longer, careful not to trip over trolley tracks buried in the dirt, I spotted something large, brown, and shaped like a liquor bottle.


      “What is that?”


      “A firing kiln. It’s rare to see one made of bricks.”


      Peering closer, I could make out an opening in the middle of the kiln tower, like a window.


      “They probably used it to process raw refractory materials, such as hydrated halloysite. The tower itself would have been made of fire-resistant bricks; hence why it’s still standing.”


      “You’re very knowledgeable for someone so young.”


      I almost jumped three feet into the air at the sudden sound of an unfamiliar voice. Turning to look, I caught sight of an old woman standing in the shadow of the kiln. She flashed her chipped teeth at us in a smile. This was definitely a living person.


      “Afternoon, ma’am. We’re actually here on an investigation right now,” Kiruma said, his tone professional. The woman’s smile broadened.


      “You must be investigating the sounds. Yes, we’ve been hearing them a lot lately.”


      Kiruma raised his eyebrows. A faint popping noise mingled with the murmuring of the trees and the creaking of the dry branches. I imagined a splinter growing inch by inch across the dull gray surface of steel. Air hissed through gaps in between the old woman’s teeth.


      “The God That Pushes the Lid—that’s what we call it.”


      I heard the same heavy clattering sound I had heard earlier.


      “This mountain used to be a volcano. It’s dormant now, but back in the day, it would erupt all the time, and the hills would fester with ruddy black lava. People used to say this mountain was the quickest route to hell.”


      A hole yawned open at the old woman’s feet, almost like the ground was made of foam. A festering shadow. I looked away.


      “There’s an old saying, ‘Hot food only burns until you swallow.’ Once the eruptions became infrequent, people grew greedy. They opened the mines even though they were told it was dangerous. Out of sight, out of mind. That’s when it began. When those black shadows began to show up. Straight from hell, that’s what people say.”


      Kiruma and I pursed our lips. The old woman’s expression grew softer.


      “We’ve got our own guardian deity in this village, though. We put a lid on top of the hole, and now, no matter what tries to well up from inside, the god holds down the lid and protects us. Before the mines, no one had ever seen the god before, but once the village really needed help, the god came down to protect us. It keeps those things from escaping the pits of hell.”


      I turned my eyes toward the mountain peak, which was hidden from view by a canopy of trees. Is that the god? Two arms, descending from the sky?


       


      After saying our good-byes, Kiruma and I began walking again.


      “Did you already know about this god that pushes the lid or whatever it’s called?”


      Kiruma nodded as we continued to make our way up the increasingly steep mountain road. A corroded chain lay on the ground by the shoulder of the road, buried in fallen leaves, with a metal sign attached to it that read MINE CLOSED and DO NOT ENTER. The farther up into the mountains we went, the hotter it grew.


      “If they already have their own guardian deity, shouldn’t we just let their god take care of things?”


      I was panting so much, it was hard to speak.


      “That’s certainly what the villagers seem to think,” Kiruma answered curtly.


      “All the more reason, then…”


      “What do you think?” A crow, hidden among the branches, suddenly took flight—a black shadow hanging over our heads. “Does it seem to you like the god is protecting this place?”


      The sound of wings flapping grew faint, but the shadow remained. The shadow wasn’t shaped like a bird. I pretended not to see.


      “I don’t know anything about gods.”


      “Trust your doubts. Don’t let witness statements fool you.”


      Kiruma didn’t say anything more. We hiked up the mountain in silence. Festering shadows pooled in the spaces between the tree trunks, their black sludge staining the slick ground darker than it already was. The sounds, like a rattling door, grew steadily louder. If the deity really is keeping them safe, I told myself, there’s no need for me to be so on edge. But the shadows, peeking out from in between the trees, continued to stoke my anxiety. Hot breath caressed the nape of my neck and the lobes of my ears. I was surrounded by human shapes so dripping and melted, it was impossible to know where their jaws ended and their necks began. Teeth bared in what looked like grins. And all the while, that clanging, banging, clattering sound. It this god was keeping them safe, then why did that sound make me feel just as sick as the shadows did?


      “We’re here.”


      I lifted my head at the sound of Kiruma’s voice. The shadows had vanished. But the heat still clung to me. The noise had gotten so loud, it vibrated like a tambour in my ear. The sound echoed between the trees, like someone desperately trying to hold a lid down on a pot that was ready to explode.


      “Can you hear that, too?”


      Kiruma nodded and began moving forward again, one step at a time. I followed. The dirt beneath us was black and blistered, like festering skin. Lava tracks, probably. The bark on the trees was peeling, making the trunks look like splotches of skin growing in through a burn. Through the intervals in the trees, I could see two columns, thicker than the rest. The arms. They dangled from above, trembling slightly. They seemed to be straining against something, veins pumped, muscles stiff. An open clearing had been carved out from the surrounding trees. That was where the arms ended, pressing hard against a lid that was embedded into the earth like a massive manhole cover. The lid bobbed up and down repeatedly, as if some force was trying to break free from below. Each time the lid jumped, the giant palms pressed back in response. I heard Kiruma gulp.


      “The god that pushes the lid…”


      “I guess you can see it now, too.”


      “Yeah.”


      The noise made my ears buzz. There was a dry, crisp, cracking sound as the fracture in the lid slowly grew. With each crack, a hazy cloud of what looked like soot was released off the surface of the lid and floated in the air. Shadows surrounded the lid, moving around it in circles in some sort of dance. The lid bucked upward, higher than before, and the arms holding the lid tensed. It looked like there were still some things only I could see clearly.


      “So much for ‘guardian deity’…”


      Kiruma glanced toward me. The shadows came to a halt, then turned their melted faces toward me in unison. The two giant arms, meanwhile, continued their effort on the lid. All their strength was concentrated into the two thumbs pressing at the center. It was just like when someone pressed down on the shell of a particularly hard walnut.


      “It’s not holding the lid down; it’s pushing through it. Like a door that opens inward.”


      The shadows flashed their teeth at me threateningly, black sputum dribbling from their mouths.


      “The arms are trying to crack the lid open and let out whatever is inside.”


      I heard a loud thud as the arms stopped pressing at the lid and floated upward. They hovered in the air while the lid continued to rattle and bounce, and then the hands slowly clenched into fists as they turned in our direction. Only the index fingers remained free. Like finger guns, one pointed at me and one at Kiruma. A cloud of soot erupted from the lid, and my vision went black.


       


      The next thing I knew, I was flat on my back in front of the parked station wagon, grass against my skin. It wasn’t until I felt the roughness of asphalt biting into my skin that I really processed that I was lying on the ground.


      “You finally awake?”


      Kiruma was staring down at me, a cigarette in one hand.


      “Where did the god go…?”


      “The god didn’t go anywhere. I dragged you back down the mountain after that thing pointed at you and you collapsed.”


      I got back to my feet. The craggy pieces of dirt that were sticking to the palms of my hands reminded me of lava tracks.


      “So what are you gonna do about it, then?”


      “I’ll ask them to place even more lids over the current one, several layers deep. And to keep reinforcing the lids regularly. Probably feed them some story. Tell them the god is doing its best, but it can’t manage all on its own.”


      “Wouldn’t it be better to let them know that the god’s not actually protecting them?”


      Kiruma shook his head.


      “I could try telling them, but do you really think they’d listen? Divine incursions are divine, as the name indicates. So long as there are people who believe in the gods, they will continue to exist. It’s far harder to change human belief than it is to manage a god. Sometimes makeshift measures are all we can do.”


      My shoulders slumped. Kiruma exhaled smoke. The haze floated like a bridge above the mountain.


      “I understand people, but supernatural matters fall outside my wheelhouse. I need someone on my side who can see the gods for what they really are.” Kiruma pointed at me, the cigarette still clutched between his fingers. “Consider this your official invitation to the Divine Incursions Task Force.”


      I saw things I wasn’t supposed to see. But if I stayed here, with the people who dealt with divine incursions, it was okay to look. I was sick of lying all the time anyway.


      “It’s not exactly like I can refuse, is it?”


      Kiruma responded with a sarcastic grin. I lifted my gaze to the sky. The two arms were still there, poised above the blue-black mountain, just like before.
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    Prologue


    Does fire scare you? You must have had a brush with flames before. It’s understandable. When a fire is blazing right in your face, it’s hard not to be afraid. But a little flame glowing softly in the night like this… It’s reassuring, don’t you think? Now darkness, that’s what’s really scary. It wasn’t until humankind discovered fire that we began to grow powerful and progress. Because we overcame the dark. Who knows what things lurk in the dark? Fearsome monsters. Once close friends, waiting to strike with sharp knives in their hands. But most frightening of all are the things you imagine are there when you can’t see well. Though once you get a good look at them, they turn out to be nothing to worry about. The woods in this village are deep and dense. People must have imagined every sort of awful thing lying in wait for them out there in the dark. Maybe that’s why the villagers turned toward the bright protection of the sun.


    Listen now, can you hear the festival music? The people have taken up torches and are hiking up to the shrine. We worship the sun in this village, so on festival days, we keep the place bright all night long. That way our god will think it is still day and will come down to visit us. You’re not scared of those flames, are you? What are you, some sort of wicked spirit? Relax, relax, I’m only joking. Honestly, you might have the right idea, being afraid, when they stoke the fire at the shrine like that. You saw how large our shrine is, didn’t you? And there are also the little minor shrines and wayside altars scattered around the woods. Why do you think there are so many of them? Well, long ago, wicked, evil little creatures lived in this place and demanded to be worshipped, just like the gods. But even when people worshipped them, that didn’t stop the creatures from doing wicked things. It got to the point when something had to be done about it. That’s when the villagers got the idea to bring in a god from far away, a bigger god, to banish the other creatures. But the sun god still needed to return home at night, and once it left, the wicked creatures it had been keeping at bay were free to roam. Evils, numerous and trifling, will always hide in the shadow of a great light. Don’t worry, though, I’m not trying to scare you. That was a long time ago.


    So ever since, our village has had its sun, even through the night. What? You don’t understand what I mean? Surely you’ve seen it shining, deep in the woods. Seen how the whole forest glows red like gently roiling fire. You’re right—I guess it’s not a sun so much as it’s a flame. The sun only makes things bright. Even the hottest sun is still not hot enough to burn most creatures alive. But not a flame. A flame burns away every wicked little creature in a single terrific blaze. All those minor shrines and wayside altars around the village are just empty shells now. The flame at the heart of those woods always burns, ensuring that evil cannot be done. Sorry? You want to know what those wicked creatures were like? To be honest…we’ve all forgotten. They’re only charcoal now. How is anyone supposed to tell what they once used to be?


    
      I


      It was high summer. The afternoon light streamed through the glass, heating the window frame up like a torture device. Ryouko’s elbow bumped into the sash as she reached out to close the curtain. She pulled her arm back sharply.


      “Ouch, that’s hot. You could burn yourself on that thing.”


      She pushed her glasses up onto the bridge of her nose to hide her embarrassment. It was hard to believe she really worked with the police. The task force offices were tucked away toward the back of the police station. All was quiet at the moment. Probably because Kiruma, who was always tense as nails, wasn’t there. Ryouko yanked the cream-colored curtains shut as she spoke.


      “So how did you enjoy your first job?”


      “The whole thing made no sense from start to finish,” Uyuu replied.


      “Very good answer,” Ryouko said, sounding like a teacher again. “It’s important not to try to shoehorn a plausible explanation onto situations that don’t make sense. You can overlook all sorts of possibilities when you do that. Not making sense is par for the course when it comes to divine incursions.”


      I shrugged. I hadn’t been praised by anyone in years. Probably not since my ma died.


      “There are a few things we have figured out, though. If you have any questions, don’t feel like you can’t ask. You are new, after all.”


      “Really? In that case, why does everyone here call you by your first name?”


      Ryouko blinked a few times in surprise and then smiled.


      “I prefer it that way. I’m not a very big fan of my last name.”


      “Is there something wrong with your name?” I asked. Ryouko didn’t answer. “What’s the first letter?”


      “…M.”


      “…Mitarai?”


      “That’s not very nice to all the Mitarais out there. But no, it’s nothing very unusual. In fact, it was an extremely common name where I come from, which is why it would be a hassle, were I to run into anyone I used to know.”


      Ryouko smiled uncomfortably and turned to face the bookshelf behind her. The shelves were packed with old books and files, as well as with what looked to be one of her personal photos in a standing frame. The photo appeared sun bleached and faded. A group of adults and children stood before an old traditional-style Japanese house. Among them was Ryouko, who was standing shoulder to shoulder with a man she must have been close to. I was more curious about the children at the front, though, than I was about whoever that man was. They looked like brother and sister, with tear-shaped moles underneath their eyes. The younger girl smiled shyly, while the boy’s face was as expressionless as a Noh mask. Before I had a chance to ask who they were, Kiruma barged into the room with a look on his face as if he had just come from a murder scene.


      “Uyuu, we’ve got a case.”


      Kiruma tossed a worn spiral notebook onto the desk. It was open to a page covered with sticky notes. Ryouko peeked at it from over my shoulder.


      “Where are you two off to this time?”


      “Who cares? It’s just gonna be more boogeyman nonsense wherever we go. I just hope it’s nowhere hot this time.”


      There was a photo glued along the ruled lines, a bright smear of light running through the center like a camera flash in pale darkness. At first, I thought whoever had snapped it must have just really sucked at taking photographs, but I don’t think that was it. The light in the photo must have been too powerful for whatever dinky disposable camera the person had used.


      “Sorry to break it to you, Uyuu, but where we’re headed might very well be the hottest place on earth,” Kiruma said curtly as he stared down his nose at me with a disgruntled expression on his face.


       


      Our minivan’s tire hit a large rock in the road, lurching into the air with a noisy kerthunk.


      “Who the hell taught you how to drive?!”


      Kiruma glared at me from the driver’s seat.


      “You’re welcome to get out and walk if you prefer.”


      And here I thought I was going to get to enjoy a nice, laid-back ride while the big guy did all the driving. Unfortunately for me, Kiruma seemed to have no idea what he was doing behind the wheel. It was almost like he was trying to run directly over every last stone and tree root poking out of the road, and every time he hit another obstacle, the car bounced into the air like a toy. At this rate, I was going to be battered and bruised before we even got to our destination. The minivan trundled along a mountain road, with the dark cascade of trees overhead and the black soil below combining to form a sort of tunnel. Light could barely reach the narrow road, and protruding branches scratched at the vehicle’s flanks. It reminded me, for some reason, of a birth canal. I suddenly spotted a little wayside shrine, tucked into a spot where the brush had been cleared away in the dismal gloom by the side of the road. The little shrine’s triangular roof had rotted away almost entirely, and the shide, the white paper streamer that had once adorned the shrine, was now in tatters, gone brown from exposure to the wind and rain. The reliquary doors on the shrine had been left open, but it was too dark and dirty to make out what was inside. Unfortunately, the minivan slowed down slightly as one of its tires got stuck on another root, giving me just enough time to get a good look. I really wish I hadn’t. The blackness inside wasn’t due to the shadows. What should have contained some sort of idol or Buddhist statue was instead sticky with black soot, as if a candle had toppled over and caused the walls to burn. The gutted wood had splintered and turned to coal.


      “Kiruma, about the god we’re here to investigate…”


      Before I could finish my sentence, a ray of light cut through the trees up ahead and Kiruma hit the brakes. The little shrine was already lost from sight by that point, buried in the undergrowth behind us. The view spread out before us included an old man, who appeared to be a villager, waving to us from the side of the road. Dark sweat stains were visible underneath his arms.


      Kiruma exited the car and flashed his badge. The man bowed, greeting Kiruma with stiff formality.


      “Thank you so much for coming all the way from Tokyo…”


      He seemed to be at a loss once his eyes fell on me. Judging from the look on his face, I think he suspected Kiruma had nabbed a random petty criminal on his way there.


      “Don’t worry—he’s with the force, too,” Kiruma said, no better at making up excuses than he was at driving.


      Kiruma clapped me on the back. Not sure what else I should do, I bowed. The man bowed back, confused.


       


      The man took the lead, guiding us deeper into the forest.


      “I heard there was some sort of shrine around here, dedicated to the guardian deity of the village? People have worshipped the god for a long time, haven’t they?” Kiruma asked the man.


      “That’s right. I suppose you could call it a sun god but not a normal sun god. You could find that anywhere…,” the man said, struggling to speak. It seemed like he was already short of breath.


      “You mean like Amaterasu Omikami? The Shinmei shrines are all dedicated to Amaterasu. The main shrine is at Ise, but there are branch shrines throughout the country,” Kiruma said.


      “You certainly know your stuff…,” I mumbled.


      I had no idea what either of them were talking about. I stared at a bird perched atop one of the trees as it pecked at a needlelike branch, while Kiruma whispered softly to me.


      “Amaterasu is the goddess of the sun in Japanese creation mythology. Early ancient emperors used her as the justification for their authority, probably because she had already been a famous and popular deity by that time. The Empress Jito, in particular. When Empress Jito’s son died and she ascended to the throne in his place, she established sun worship shrines throughout the country to equate herself with the goddess and consolidate power. You should have at least learned that much back in elementary school.”


      “I told you. I barely went to school.”


      Kiruma’s eyes grew wide. He glanced around uncomfortably.


      “Well, if you’re gonna be a con man, you should at least pick up the basics,” he said in a huff, before hurrying after the old man. The temperature in the area, meanwhile, seemed to be increasing dramatically. I heard a crisp p-pop, like the two claps made by supplicants about to pray at a shrine. Red dust, like minute insect carapaces, coated the undergrowth. A fire was burning somewhere.


      “We’re here.”


      The man came to a stop and pointed. Kiruma and I gasped. A crimson fire blazed brightly, causing the surrounding forest to glimmer softly. What was a fire like this doing burning so deep in the woods? Licks of flames scattered and danced in the air like butterflies taking flight, leaving behind a blurry haze in their wake. The sounds of dry branches burning and popping grew even louder.


      “What we call a sun god is more like a flame than a sun. The sun hides at night, but as you can see, the flames burn all day and night,” the man said a little sheepishly.


      He turned to face us. We were both at a loss for words. Yes, obviously it was a flame; there was no doubt about that. The sun usually stayed up in the sky, after all. This was already shaping up to be another huge shit show, just like the last village we went to.


      “We used to get all kinds of mischief around here. Wicked little creatures that were once worshipped as gods because people had no other choice. You must have seen some of the small shrines on your way here. The wickedness plagued the area until this light showed up one day in the heart of the forest. I think it was around the start of the Showa era. Everyone was surprised at first, but after it appeared, the mischief stopped. Our god protects the village now. It burned up every last one of those creatures in a single blaze.”


      The man brought his hands together in solemn prayer.


      “Well, isn’t that wonderful…?” I quipped. Kiruma jabbed me in the side with his elbow. What else was I supposed to say?


      The man smiled uncomfortably. “For some reason, though, lately, the light has been getting stronger. We’re worried something might have happened to the god. Maybe the bad things have come back and it’s fighting them? That’s why we asked you to come,” he said in a low voice.


      “Can you think of anything that might have triggered the change in the light?” Kiruma asked.


      The man shook his head.


      “What about these bad things, then? Can you think of any reason they would have shown up again?”


      “No, I’m sorry. I really don’t have a clue. Ever since I was a kid, everything’s been peaceful around here, and there are no records left that describe any of the bad things. The old folks around the village always just said it was better not to remember them.”


      As the man spoke, his face, visible in profile, was suddenly engulfed in flames. I cried out and took a step back. His head, which was draped in layers of fire like a scarlet veil, tilted ever so slightly in my direction.


      “Is something wrong?” he asked, the words emanating from a gaping black hole in the center of the blaze.


      Kiruma furrowed his brows and stared at me in confusion. Apparently, I was the only one who could see it.


      “What is it? Tell me. Is there something on my face?”


      The man’s head flickered with that fiery red, almost like a lit candle.

    

    
      II


      As we made our way back down the mountain, I heard water. I spotted a thin stream flowing between the underbrush.


      I was tempted to plunge my whole head into the stream to wash away the fiery mirage that still clung to the backs of my eyelids. The sun’s rays glittered like reflected fire on the surface of the water. I turned my head away.


      “Did you see something again?” Kiruma asked, sounding grumpy. His face looked like he was attending a funeral. I hesitated for a moment but remembered that Kiruma always looked that way. There was no need to cushion things for his sake.


      “That old man’s head earlier… It looked like it was burning.”


      “His…head was burning?”


      “Yeah, like a friggin’ candle. It started after he prayed to that forest fire.”


      Kiruma was silent. He seemed lost in thought.


      “What’s the point of telling you this stuff, though? It’s not like any of it is useful.”


      “Whether or not it will be useful will depend on how we move forward. It’s just like with witness statements. Sometimes what sounds like nonsense at first turns out to be true.”


      “That’s right. I forgot you were a cop.”


      Kiruma turned to face forward again with a sour expression on his face, just as expected. He kicked at some pebbles along the side of the road.


      “It all comes down to legwork at the end of the day. We have to gather more statements. The task force has already gotten in touch with our point of contact.”


      Whoever this point of contact was, I just prayed that his head wouldn’t be on fire when we got there. Of course, it was hard to know what to pray to while investigating freakish gods like these.


       


      Our next stop turned out to be an extremely normal-looking rural house. The name on the wooden nameplate outside the door read KUSAKABE. A desiccated potted aloe plant and a rusted bicycle had been left sitting out in front of the frosted sliding glass door. It was so dismal. Kiruma knocked forcefully several times, with the back of his fist. Like a debt collector. I heard someone call out timidly from inside, and a moment later, a thin young man who looked to be about college age appeared. From in between long bangs peeked a pale face as white as the candles placed on graves. I couldn’t help but imagine his head suddenly bursting into flames. Fortunately, nothing like that happened. The man bowed in greeting.


      Kusakabe ushered us into his foyer. Once we were inside, I smelled sickness. We slid our feet into indoor slippers, the soles adhering to the sticky floor. I could see fallen hair bunched up like lint in the corners of the hallway. Clearly someone had been sick there for a long time. Once we entered the living room, the smell only grew stronger. As expected, I caught sight of a homecare bed through the gap of a torn sliding paper door. A dry, withered old man lay atop the bed, bathed in the turgid sunlight that streamed in through the open curtains of the window. He was probably asleep. Kusakabe closed the partition, but the smell of excrement and rose-scented air freshener continued to permeate through the door.


      Kiruma sat down in the seat offered to him and cleared his throat, immediately getting down to business.


      “From what I understand, your family has been in charge of organizing the village festival for several generations,” Kiruma said. Kusakabe nodded indifferently, giving me the side-eye, as if wondering what I was doing there, just like everyone else.


      “Yes, that’s right. Though they stopped holding the festival back during my grandfather’s time…”


      “What was the festival like?”


      “That’s hard to explain… On festival days, everyone in the village would march back and forth between the woods and village with torches in their hands, to keep the place bright as day, all night long.”


      “Bright as day?”


      “Mm-hmm. The idea was for the god to get confused and come out despite it being night.”


      I heard a dry metallic wheezing coming from the other side of the partition. It must have been the old man, groaning. Kusakabe looked a little embarrassed, but I reached for the pitcher of barley tea out on the table, intentionally making noise as I dragged it my way.


      “Excuse me, where are my manners?”


      Kusakabe hurriedly set out three glasses and filled them with barley tea. Kiruma stepped on my foot underneath the table. Even though he was the one being oblivious right now. Kiruma picked up his glass, which was sweating condensation.


      “Well then…what day was the festival held on?”


      “There was no set date; it changed every year. From what I was told, it was held on whichever day the worst of the bad things showed up.”


      Kiruma frowned.


      “The bad things?”


      “The bad things. According to what they say, the whole reason this village began worshipping a sun god in the first place was because all sorts of nasty things would show up around here.”


      I could hear the old man in the other room muttering something in a thick, phlegmy voice, the sounds trickling through a hole in the yellowing partition. Kusakabe turned toward the door and raised his voice.


      “Grandpa, we have guests right now,” he said.


      “Now…”


      “That’s right, they’re here right now. Just wait a minute, okay?”


      The old man’s cough sounded wet.


      “I’m sorry, he’s gone a little senile these days.”


      Kiruma waved dismissively, urging Kusakabe not to worry.


      “What specifically did you mean by ‘nasty things’?”


      “To be honest, I really don’t know. Like spooky stuff you’d see on TV shows, I guess? Hauntings, animal spirits, that sort of thing?” Kusakabe said, placing his narrow chin in one hand as if considering. Was this guy really part of the family in charge of running the festival? He didn’t seem to know much about anything.


      “Aren’t there any records or old papers left around?”


      “There should be an old album left,” Kusakabe said, getting up from his seat and sliding open the partition to the other room.


      “N…ow…”


      The old man’s hands trembled where they lay atop the bed. His shadow grew deeper as the window lit him from behind, making him look like a charred black puppet.


      “Now? You want to go into the living room? We have guests right now. I’ll take you once they’ve gone,” Kusakabe said placatingly, fixing the man’s bed before returning.


      He was holding a thin album in his hand when he returned, about the size of a standard notebook. It resembled the kind sometimes given out for free at photo shops. I had seen them before, though I couldn’t remember ever getting photos taken with my own family. The pages were stuck together with old glue. Peeling them apart and opening the album revealed several sepia-colored photographs that had been pasted within.


      “Is this all?” I said without thinking, before stealing a glance at Kiruma.


      He stared down at the album wordlessly, apparently thinking the same thing. There weren’t that many photos to begin with, and the image quality of the photos that were there was atrocious. Maybe it was from trying to capture such a powerful light source in the dark, but I couldn’t make out much more than the outlines of forest underbrush and the washed-out fingertips of people holding the torches. Kusakabe must have come from a long line of terrible photographers. Or… Just then, an unpleasant possibility occurred to me. Why did Kusakabe seem to know so little about this village’s god and festival? And why were the only photos left all junk?


      “Wait, did they not leave any records behind on purpose…?”


      “Good eye!” Kusakabe said, cheerfully clapping a fist into his open palm.


      Kiruma and I made eye contact.


      “All of the photographs and procedures and stuff were actually disposed of intentionally, once they stopped holding the festival. Grandpa told me that he and the other villagers burned them all.”


      “Why?”


      “I’m not really sure, but religions are always telling us, believe and you will be saved, right? Well, apparently, the same thing applies to evil spirits. So long as people believe the creatures are still there, the creatures will continue to do wicked things. Which is why it’s supposedly better not to remember them at all or something like that.”


      That answer was just as vague as everything else Kusakabe had said so far.


      “But why did the village stop holding the festival in the first place?”


      “Supposedly, it wasn’t necessary anymore.”


      Kusakabe pried open the stiff leaves of the photo album once more and pointed at the last page. A person with a slender face was standing in the middle of the photo, wearing a kimono. It was hard to tell if they were a man or a woman. The photo had been taken in front of this very house.


      “One of my grandfather’s siblings was some kind of medium or something. They were the one who said we could stop holding the festival.”


      “Where is this person now?”


      “They actually vanished a long time ago…,” Kusakabe said, glancing down uncomfortably.


      “Unless they disposed of this person, too?” I said, whispering to Kiruma. I expected another jab to the side or kick to the shin, but Kiruma remained silent, his face serious. I would have rather been told I was wrong, even if it did involve getting punched or kicked. After a long moment of thought, Kiruma finally spoke again.


      “Do you know where any other records might still be found?”


      “Other than here…? Maybe at the graves deeper in the forest? I think the stones and tablets out that way might have had something written on them. I could probably show you the way.”


      Kusakabe hurriedly opened the partition into the other room, his slippers squeaking as he walked.


      “Grandpa, I’m going out for a little while.”


      “Now…”


      “I know, I know.”


      Powerful light streamed in through the window. I snapped my head up. I could see the old man, visible beyond Kusakabe’s shoulders. His head was burning as his grandson tucked him in, cloaked in a mantle of orange flame. I leaped to my feet. The open, dark cavern at the center of the flames was moving, but the man’s voice was too hoarse for me to make out what he said.


       


      We left the house accompanied by Kusakabe, who had shoved his feet into a pair of sandals. Even though the sun was beginning to set, it was still sweltering outside, leaving me feeling exhausted. It was like those flames were constantly hovering over our heads. I heard a wailing siren.


      “That sounds pretty close.”


      “There are a lot of sirens in the summer. I mean, some of it’s just because of all the old people in the village,” Kusakabe said evasively. “But I’m told it used to happen even more back when the festival was still held.”


      “What did? People dying?”


      This time I got a hard kick to the shin. I glared at Kiruma.


      “Police brutality!” I yelled.


      “Apparently, many people in my family used to pass away in summer. There was someone almost every year… I wonder if getting rid of the evil spirits is what finally put an end to that,” Kusakabe said, laughing uneasily.


      The road leading to the forest graveyard grew steadily steeper. The turgid evening light caused our shadows to extend, while obscure swashes of darkness seeped out from the edges of the forest, trickling into pools in the center of the road. Peering closer, I noticed light posts, like standing lanterns, half buried in the undergrowth.


      “Those were used during the festivals,” Kusakabe said, pointing toward the lanterns as we continued to walk.


      The shadows of the unlit lanterns grew longer, making the asphalt look wet and black. The trees seemed to murmur noisily. As I turned to face forward again, a spark of light, like a firefly, passed before our eyes. I heard a tiny crackling pop. As I stared at the writhing shadows and the errant spark, I remembered what the old man at Kusakabe’s house had said. “Now.” So that was what he had meant. Today must have been the day. The day of the festival.

    

    
      

      III


      Fire continued to dance in the corners of my eyes. Round, misshapen things writhed in the gaps between the trees, their surfaces scorched in patches, almost like dry, cracked earth. Kiruma and Kusakabe had pulled ahead of me slightly at some point. I quickened my pace, catching up to whisper in Kiruma’s ear.


      “Psst. Let’s get the hell out of here. There’s definitely something dangerous happening.”


      “Dangerous is part of our job,” Kiruma said brusquely, before quickening his pace.


      For a detective, Kiruma had garbage instincts. It was one thing to see something dangerous, but when the danger decided to sidle up right next you, that was a whole different story. Like a tiger. Just because it was safe to stare at them in a zoo didn’t mean you wanted them prowling loose around town.


      The woods fanned out toward the top of the hill, and the trees were replaced with a jumble of stones that were slightly shorter than knee height.


      “Are these…?” Kiruma asked. Kusakabe nodded.


      “They’re graves. Sort of. But a lot of them are memorials for people who just went missing. We still held services for them, though. In case they died alone somewhere, unmourned.”


      “They don’t look much like gravestones…”


      “There’s a rule in the village that we can’t make proper gravestones.”


      There was no use asking Kusakabe for details. Kiruma and I decided to take a closer look for ourselves. The stones had been worn down by wind and rain. They were blanched and unsettling, like old bones in the dirt. Kiruma narrowed his eyes.


      “I don’t see a single name on any of these.”


      Now that Kiruma mentioned it, he was right. In fact, there were no words at all etched onto the stones.


      “Maybe the writing wore off over time.”


      “But you’d think there would at least be a few letters left on the newest of the stones.”


      Kiruma turned around and spoke to Kusakabe.


      “What about that sibling of your grandfather’s that you mentioned? Which stone is theirs?”


      “Umm…”


      As usual, Kusakabe was no help.


      “If you tell us their name, we can search for it ourselves.”


      “I don’t know their name.”


      “You don’t know their name?” Kiruma was facing away from me, but I imagined the lines between his eyebrows growing deeper. “Why? Were they that far apart in age?”


      “I’m not really sure. I don’t know if they were older or younger, male or female.”


      “How is that possible…?” I whispered, before circling around behind the rows of gravestones. According to what Kusakabe had told us, there should have been some sort of monument around here, but I didn’t see anything like that. The only thing located behind the graves was an empty patch of grass and what looked like a stone lantern, smashed in half, amid the gloomy thicket of weeds.


      “What about this…?”


      Kiruma turned to look. As soon as he did so, everything went dark, like someone had suddenly blown out the lights. Thick, murky shadow dripped into being. I couldn’t see a single thing. The only sounds in the suffocating darkness were the pop and crackle of sparks. My pulse beat loudly in my ear.


      “Uyuu!”


      Kiruma’s voice yanked me back to my senses. As my eyes grew accustomed to the dark, I was able to make out his tan face coming my way. He somehow looked pale. Even though it was the height of summer, a cool chill like the touch of a dead man’s skin traced across the nape of my neck. I rubbed my arms.


      “What happened? The sun didn’t just set, did it…?”


      “Not in the blink of an eye like that. And where did Kusakabe go?”


      Kiruma furrowed his thick eyebrows. I began to detect blades of grass, sharp, like knives, and the hazy outline of stone fragments. We were in the same graveyard.


      “I told you! Didn’t I tell you? We should have gotten the hell out of this place when I said so. Or is this all part of the job, too?”


      Kiruma just hung his head quietly. Now I felt awkward. A burning smell began to waft from the darkness. I covered my nose.


      “It smells like something is burning. It smells like burnt human hair actually.”


      “How do you know what burnt human hair smells like?” Kiruma said, eyeing me suspiciously.


      “Relax, Sherlock. I’m not running around lighting people’s hair on fire, okay? And no one was lighting mine on fire, either.”


      Someone I used to run with messed up really bad once and got nabbed by some truly crazy people. They wound up burning their bangs off with a lighter, which is how I knew what it smelled like. I didn’t exactly try to help, but one time I got punched in the face and they just ran away, so I figured we were even. I didn’t really want to think about it. Fortunately, Kiruma didn’t ask for details, just patted me softly on the shoulder.


      “What’s that for?”


      “Nothing. But we’re not going to get anywhere just standing around. We should search for clues.”


      There was an explosion of sound just as Kiruma turned on his heel, like a swarm of cicadas simultaneously bursting into song. An overpowering, dazzling red light swelled up out of nowhere. Kiruma and I stood rooted to the spot, speechless. Where a moment ago there had been gravestones, a mass of flames now jostled in front of our eyes. No, it was people, all clothed in burial raiments. If they could even be called people. They sat on their knees, hands pressed together in prayer, their heads ablaze like candles from the neck up. Exactly like the villager I had seen.


      “Kiruma, are you seeing this, too…?”


      “Yeah…”


      The scarlet flames licked at the night, and empty caverns where their mouths should be issued a persistent stream of Buddhist prayer. The sounds penetrated though my eardrums and went straight to my brain, making my head spin. I felt Kiruma’s hand on my arm. He was in time to yank me back to reality. Kiruma pointed to a spot past the sparks, which floated in the air like butterfly scales. I could hear a roar in my ears like the wind. Something was sparkling beyond the grass, and it was coming this way, like a sun that had fallen down to earth. It looked like a giant person to me, engulfed entirely in brilliant red flames. Just as in the last village, I knew immediately that I was powerless in the face of this incomprehensible being. So this was the god of this village. The creature stopped. It had no eyes, but I could feel it staring at us.


      “Time to go.”


      Before I could answer, Kiruma grabbed me by the arm and began racing back down the hill. My feet felt like they were wobbling underneath me. It wasn’t just my imagination; the ground had turned disturbingly soft, as if overlaid with bestial innards. Sparks fell like rain from the trees around us. I could hear muffled groaning coming from overhead. There was no reason to look, but I couldn’t help myself. Countless arms and legs poked out from between the branches, writhing in flames. It was just awful. Kiruma suddenly came to a stop and let go of my hand. He was staring, wide-eyed, toward the bottom of the hill. A towering monument, like a massive gravestone, blocked the road. Words had been etched into the center.


      “‘The god in the flame’…?”


      Was that the name of this blazing giant? Kiruma circled around to the other side of the stone monument while he tried to catch his breath. I saw his face drain of color.


      “What? Did you find something?”


      I circled around the stone, following Kiruma. I gasped. A long litany of names had been etched into the other side of the stone. Some were common and familiar; others I was unsure how to even pronounce. One name in particular caught my eye.


      “Kusakabe…”


      The name appeared more than once. Looking closer, I realized the name Kusakabe was repeated multiple times, over and over. Did that have anything to do with the fact that the Kusakabe family had once been responsible for organizing the festival? Two images overlapped in my head. The countless list of names, which looked as if they had been clawed into the stone, and the flock of people in funeral raiments I had seen earlier, their heads burning like candles.


      “Of course…,” Kiruma said, covering his mouth with his hand. “Kusakabe said the god burned away the evil spirits the village had been forced to worship in the past, didn’t he?”


      “Yeah…”


      “And that they didn’t leave any records behind because it was all right to forget about the ‘bad things.’”


      “What’s your point?”


      A bead of sweat trickled down Kiruma’s jaw.


      “Maybe it doesn’t stop at the evil spirits. The god in the flames is the one responsible for burning those spirits away, so maybe it also snuffs out anyone still aware of its own existence. All those disappearances and suspicious deaths could have very well been people who were erased by the god. I know of other gods who do similar things.”


      “You’re joking…” I stared at the names etched in the stone. “So those people in the burial clothes…?”


      “From what Kusakabe told us, I think maybe every time the festival is held, someone from the village has to take on the role of shaman, or miko, to the god in the flame. Someone who shoulders the impurity of knowing what the evil spirits and the god are, on behalf of the entire village. And who will go on to pray, in perpetuity, for the god to burn impurity away in a single great blaze. Kusakabe’s family were the last ones to take on that role…”


      “But he said they don’t need the festival anymore, didn’t he? So why is this happening now?”


      “Probably because we showed up to investigate…”


      “What?”


      “Everyone could have just forgotten about the god and it would have been fine, but we had to go and stir the ashes. So now the god has returned to burn away the people who are aware of its existence.”


      The roar of the flames grew louder. Even without turning around, I could see the glare reflected off the ground beneath us. The god in the flame was right behind us. Kiruma placed his hands on my shoulders.


      “You run. This is my fault.”


      “What are you planning to do?”


      “It needs to get rid of whoever knows of its existence. This is my doing, so I’ll take responsibility. You just pretend to forget. That shouldn’t be too hard for a con man, right?”


      Kiruma finished speaking and promptly turned on his heel. The sounds of his footsteps grew distant and the flames even louder as I stood there, still not turning around. This was ridiculous. What was I supposed to do? I thought back to what Kiruma had said. What could I do, as a con man? I saw some branches lying on the ground. I picked one up, took off my shirt, and wrapped it around the stick. Next, I took out my lighter and flicked it several times. My hands were shaking, and I couldn’t get it to light. At last, a few sparks danced in the air, and the fabric caught fire. Holding my makeshift torch high in the air, I turned my eyes toward the top of the hill. Kiruma and the god were already far away. I ran after them. My palm stung from the heat. As I sprinted up the hill, I thrust the branch at the lanterns along either side of the road. There were no candles inside, but they lit up regardless, one after the next. Kiruma was at the top of the road, his back facing me, the hill bathed in red. Beyond him towered the giant flaming god. I lifted my torch high. Like some idiot city boy who had just joined in on a festival, with no clue about what was going on. At the core of the god’s flames, two holes, like eyes, grew wide and then slowly relaxed into slits. As soon as Kiruma turned around, the darkness disappeared.


       


      The next thing I knew, I was on the steep road again, in the evening light. Truncated gravestones were scattered around my feet. The stone monument stood out past the grass, reflecting the sun’s red glow, its outline hazy. There were no signs of flame. When I glanced at Kiruma, he looked as bewildered as I was.


      “Are you two nearly done yet?”


      It was Kusakabe, his voice as bland and sleepy as before. Dusk fell, as if nothing had occurred. Kiruma and I nodded vaguely at each other. After parting ways with Kusakabe, we headed toward the mountain road, where we had left the car. Kiruma spoke as he walked in front of me, more like he was talking to himself.


      “What did you do back there?”


      I kicked at the gravel at my feet as I answered.


      “I made a fire and lit the torches, so it looked like a festival was happening. If the problem was that we had come to investigate, then what if instead of an investigation, we had just come for the festival instead? To have some fun and then head home, none the wiser.”


      “You really are a con man,” Kiruma said, with a sigh. He looked like he couldn’t believe his ears.


      I shrugged. The quiet chirps of insects filtered through the trees. I had burned my shirt, so I was only wearing a tank top now. The chilly air nipped at my bare arms. Kiruma spoke, his back still facing me.


      “I’m sorry. I should have asked for your advice,” Kiruma said.


      At first, I wasn’t sure what to say. I kicked at the gravel again.


      “Since when do cops say sorry? You just worry about doing cop stuff.”


      “Fair enough. I’ll make up a story to feed the villagers, probably say that the increased light is proof that the faith is being properly upheld, or something like that. As for the task force… I’ll give them the whole story and then request that the investigation be closed and all records destroyed. Though whether they will comply is a different story.”


      Kiruma increased his pace. How many years had it been since someone had given me a genuine apology? I froze for a moment, as a streak of red light pierced between the treetops, but it was only the evening sun.


      Had I really fooled a god? No, probably not. I think maybe it knew and had just allowed itself to be fooled. People believed the lies they wanted to believe, and I guess gods were no different. Even if it was trying to be forgotten, deep down I think it still wanted to be believed in. I remembered how its eyes had narrowed in what seemed to be pleasure at the sight of the fake festival. The villagers had probably also realized, in some small way at least, the terrifying truth behind their guardian deity and were only pretending not to know.


      “The god in the flame…”


      Maybe Kusakabe’s ancestors would be in that space forever. Sacrificing themselves for the village’s sake, chanting a perpetual lie. It was hard to believe. I had always thought lies were meant to be selfish. Something just for yourself. At least, that’s what all my lies had been.
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    Prologue


    Did you hear the bells?


    Oh, wonderful! Really, how excellent! And you’re a student? Is this your first time visiting? Are you here on vacation? Oh, for a class? What do you study? Folklore studies! You must be here on fieldwork. Then you’ve picked just the place. You noticed the big bridge on your way here, didn’t you? Beautiful and red like the dragon god’s palace in the story of Urashima Taro. It’s been here since Edo times, so in a sense, it has a lot of historical significance, but it’s not a protected landmark or anything like that. It’s been renovated so many times over the years, after all. It used to be a lot simpler, actually, but it kept getting more extravagant every time they worked on it. Maybe if it had been left the way it was, it would have been made into a World Heritage Site, but some things are more important in life. Yes, exactly. We wanted it to be exquisite, so that people could enjoy looking up at it from down by the river. That’s right—it’s for the people down below, not for people crossing the bridge.


    You study folklore, so maybe you know about hitobashira—human pillars? Oh, come now, don’t make that face. This one is a nice story, not the scary kind. The river is calm these days, but it used to be a lot fiercer back in the day, and half the time when storms passed through, the bridge and embankments would get destroyed, leaving the village in a rough state. It happened constantly. Especially that big bridge, which was right where the riverbank turned a corner. They kept rebuilding it, but it just kept collapsing. People started to wonder if the river god was angry with them. So after some discussion, they came up with the idea of erecting a hitobashira—burying someone in sacrifice, so that the god would hear their prayers and the village would be safe. When it came to choosing someone to fulfill this important role, the villagers settled on the daughter of a poor family that lived on the outskirts of town. A family of drifters. Wandering shamans, who traveled from place to place, wherever there was sickness, offering their prayers. Apparently, this village was just where they had happened to wind up after the father himself got sick and they could no longer travel. The son of the local landlord was supposedly looking after them somehow or other.


    Maybe she felt indebted, but the daughter gladly agreed, saying she was happy to be of service to the village that had so warmly embraced a family of outsiders like them. The people of the village promptly carved an opening into the stone chamber of one of the bridge’s columns, erected a shrine at the opening, and interred the girl inside. By custom, human pillars were generally bound by the arms and legs. “Tie me up if you must, but let me hold the prayer bells my parents once used,” the girl had said. “So long as I am still alive, I will continue to ring the bells and pray for the village. Once the noise of the bells stops, you will know that I have gone to join the god and that it is time to finish the bridge.” See there? She was a good and purehearted girl, right up until the end.


    For seven days and seven nights, the sounds of kagura bells filled the village. But on the eighth night, after the bells had grown quiet, the girl’s parents must have been heartbroken. As honorable as her sacrifice was, their precious daughter was no more. The parents threw themselves into the river, as if to follow their child, never to be seen again. The people of the village finished the bridge, paying their deepest respects to the souls of the three. The river became incredibly calm after that, and the bridge and embankments were never destroyed again. What a wonderful blessing.


    After some time had passed, people in the village began claiming they could hear bells. At first, everyone was scared, but as no storms arrived, they soon grew to believe that the young girl was praying, even in death. Supposedly, when the landlord’s son died, he dedicated all his wealth to keeping the bridge and river beautiful, as a way of honoring the young girl as a god and expressing his gratitude to the family. The landlord’s family may be gone now, but the stories remain at least. Oh dear, did I say something wrong? You look so troubled. What’s that? Don’t I find the bells disturbing? Of course not. It’s a blessing! And the girl? Doesn’t she hold a grudge against the village for sacrificing her? Well, no, she doesn’t. But I suppose that’s what makes her a god.


    
      I


      As I placed my hand on the door to task force headquarters, I heard angry yelling coming from inside.


      “That’s far too dangerous!”


      The booming, guttural voice belonged to Kiruma. Apparently, I had chosen the wrong moment to show up.


      Peeking through a crack in the door, I could see Kiruma standing stiffly with his arms crossed. Ryouko stood facing him, along with some suit-clad people I had never seen before. Ryouko shook her head and spoke quietly.


      “You already knew the risks, Kiruma.”


      “And I have no problem when it comes to putting ourselves in danger. But this is going to put ordinary citizens at risk!”


      Another man spoke up in response. I could tell he was old even from behind, based on the gray streaks in his hair.


      “The ultimate purpose of the task force is to protect citizens from divine incursions. Merely cataloging the things accomplishes nothing. Sometimes the few must be sacrificed for the many!”


      I had no idea what they were talking about, but they were obviously having a heated argument. I decided it was best not to get involved. I removed my hand from the doorknob before anyone could notice me there. Just before the door shut, I heard Kiruma’s voice again.


      “If we capture the god in the flame, what will happen to the people of the village?!”


      Out in the hallway, it was quiet, a completely separate world from the angry tumult inside.


      “I wonder what they’re talking about…”


      I must have been stupid, allowing myself to get curious like that. It had nothing to do with me. Let the higher-ups think what they like; it was none of my business. All I need to focus on, I told myself, is living up to my end of the bargain so I can get cut loose from this monster-hunting gig as soon as possible. This seemed like a good time to have a smoke. I turned on my heel to leave, only to be confronted by a little girl who’d been standing directly behind me. I let out a little involuntary scream.


      “Where the hell did you come from? This ain’t some playground for kids.”


      I pressed my hand to my chest. It felt like my heart was about to explode. The girl stared back at me, unimpressed. She clutched a crumpled orange juice box in her hand as she spoke.


      “I came with my mommy. She told me to wait here for a little while…”


      “Your mommy? Who’s your mommy? What’s your name?”


      “My name is Rei Miyaki.”


      The girl’s hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She blinked her large eyes and then bowed. She looked to be about five or six years old, although she already seemed to have more sense in her head than I did.


      “Well, there ain’t no one named Miyaki around here.”


      Just then I remembered that Ryouko told me her last name began with an M.


      “Wait, are you Ryouko’s kid?”


      Rei Miyaki looked uneasy. I sucked at dealing with kids. I thrust my hands into the pockets of my jeans and fumbled for some change.


      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on in there, but it looks like it’s gonna take a while. Why don’t you go get yourself another juice?”


      “I’m not supposed to drink too much juice when it’s almost time for dinner.”


      I pressed a hundred-yen coin into the little girl’s hands and quickly made my escape.


      There was a smoking spot on the roof. I puffed away at my cigarette, the hazy smoke fading into summer clouds. Down in the business district below, a garbage truck announced itself with an annoyingly chipper tune. Everyone down there seemed so carefree. Not a clue in the world that there were people in here fighting right now about what they should do with a stable of gods. The door to the emergency stairwell opened, and Kiruma appeared. There was nothing carefree about him; that was for sure.


      “Uyuu, there you are. We’re done for today. We start a new case bright and early tomorrow morning, though.”


      Kiruma frowned, deep worry lines appearing between the eyebrows of his suntanned face.


      “Where are we headed this time?”


      “Where do you think? Another terrible village with another terrible god.”


      Kiruma was clearly annoyed. I decided not to ask any follow-up questions. It was better to let sleeping gods lie. Not that we had a choice at the end of the day. Kiruma’s face in profile, as he fished a cigarette from his pack, seemed vaguely familiar. As if I had recently seen a face just like it, somewhere before.


       


      We had boarded a bullet train before the sun was even up, switching buses several times after the train had arrived at its destination. The inside of the bus we were in at the moment, which was so old, it was a wonder it was still running at all, bounced and rattled with every little speck of gravel in the road. Tepid sunlight dyed the windows yellow, like a sick person’s snot. Kiruma was busy riffling through documents.


      “You were arguing about something yesterday, weren’t you?”


      Kiruma’s black-gloved hands came to a stop, mid-riffle. I expected him to either yell at me or say nothing, but instead he closed his file and exhaled heavily.


      “We were arguing about a new proposal, involving making use of the god in the flame.”


      “Making use of it? Use of what?! That thing didn’t even make sense!”


      “Yes, that’s what any normal person would think.” The lines between Kiruma’s brows relaxed slightly. “The higher-ups are apparently trying to find ways to harness incursions for the benefit of society. It’s a guardian deity that eliminates evil spirits as well as people who aware of its own existence. They probably think if they’re clever about it, they might be able to use it to neutralize even more dangerous gods.”


      “Are they out of their minds? There’s no way they would be able to think like that if they had seen that thing for themselves.”


      “Some of them have seen gods for themselves but still think it’s a good idea anyway. The whole situation is a mess.”


      “Now that you mention it, Ryouko seemed to be on their side, too. You would think she would know better, with a daughter that young…”


      “Daughter?”


      “I met her yesterday. She was waiting outside the task force office.”


      “I never heard anything about Ryouko having a kid.”


      Kiruma cocked his head, confused. The bus turned onto a mountain road. There were no other passengers on board. The only sound was the humming of the engine.


      “What about you—are you married?” I asked.


      “Why the sudden interest?” Kiruma said, flipping through his files again. “…But yeah, I’m married.”


      “No way! You’re messing with me.”


      Imagine being married to such a sourpuss. I’d feel like I was living in prison. But hey, maybe that’s what she was into.


      “I actually married into her family and took her name.”


      I almost laughed out loud. That wasn’t what I had expected to hear.


      “I guess we know who wears the pants in your family, then!”


      Kiruma whacked me upside the head with a corner of his file folder. I couldn’t imagine Officer Beatdown playing house. Outside the window, tree trunks rushed past in endless succession.


      Contrary to my expectations, the little village we eventually arrived at turned out to be somewhat touristy. Between the hard seat and the rattling of the bus, my body felt as stiff as an unused machine. I stretched as I disembarked from the bus and then detected the smell of a river somewhere nearby. It was a typical rural summer smell: water, teeming with mud and weeds, baking underneath the sun. Past the spattering of shops and homes, I spotted a red bridge. It was gorgeous and ornate, like drawings of the dragon god’s palace in picture books.


      “This looks like the most normal village we’ve been to yet.”


      “Let’s hope looks aren’t deceiving.”


      Kiruma shook his head, pessimistic. I heard the crisp ting of a small bell. There must have been a wind chime hanging up somewhere nearby. Once we were up close, the bridge seemed excessively large. Kiruma stopped in front of it, his eyes resting on an old freestanding wooden sign. I think it was the name of the bridge, but the streaky calligraphy was too hard for me to read. The sound of the wind chime seemed closer than before.


      “‘Bell-Laden Bridge’…”


      “I see you’re interested in the bridge.”


      The voice came out of nowhere. I jerked my head up in surprise, noticing a tiny old woman, no taller than Kiruma’s waist, standing close by.


      “Are you here to sightsee?”


      The name of a store, UMBRA, was printed on her apron, which was stained with what was possibly soy sauce. She must have been running some sort of eatery or gift shop nearby. Kiruma tried to look friendly as he turned to face the old woman.


      “Yes, that’s right. And this is my…my younger brother! He’s doing fieldwork for college. He majors in folklore studies.”


      “This young man is in college? Well, well, well…”


      The old woman seemed impressed, the expression on her face seeming to say, You can’t judge a book by its cover. Honesty was great and all, but Kiruma really needed to work on his lying.


      “Well, take a good look while you’re here. This bridge has quite the history, you know, stretching all the way back to Edo times.”


      It didn’t take Kiruma very long to forget his forced smile. His face instantly turned serious.


      “I heard there were legends of hitobashira attached to this bridge.”


      The woman looked a little taken aback but quickly recovered with a smile.


      “When you put it that way, it sounds scary, but it’s not what most people think. The story of the bridge is actually a story about connection, in a way. About looking out for each other and the bonds of community.”


      Looking out for each other? Kiruma and I cocked our heads. That was certainly an odd way to talk about the sinister act of human sacrifice.


      “The young girl who was interred inside the bridge originally came from outside the village. A wandering itinerant and extremely poor. But the son of the local landlord was apparently so moved by her plight that he decided to take care of her and her parents.”


      I stood up on my toes and whispered into Kiruma’s ear.


      “I bet it was more than just her plight he was interested in.”


      The kick I received to my calf almost knocked me over backward.


      “You two must be very close,” the woman said with a laugh. The old bat must have been more senile than I thought. Kiruma cleared his throat and continued.


      “So this young girl was the one made into a human pillar?”


      “Yes, she was. Because she wanted to pay the village back for all its kindness. The son of the landlord was sad at first, but the girl was very determined. In the end, he capitulated and arranged for everything. The girl entered the stone chamber in the column of the bridge of her own free will, carrying bells with her that she’d received from her parents.” The old woman held her hand up to her ears, as if listening for something. “She continues to ring her bells to this day. Proof that she still protects the village from floods and raging waters.”


      “Is that why it’s called the Bell-Laden Bridge?”


      “Yes, it is. Sometimes even tourists hear the bells. A sure sign of good luck!”


      I stared at the bridge, which was painted a vibrant red.


      “The bridge looks pretty new for something that’s supposedly been around so long.”


      “It’s been renovated several times over the years. It was just a small bridge at first, but it’s become grander over time. These renovations were all carried out by descendants of the original landlord, generation upon generation.”


      “You don’t say…”


      The base of the bridge was made of solid stone, its large, boorish supports at odds with the florid extravagance of the rest of the structure. I could see a girl in a high school uniform walking toward us from the other side of the bridge. Suddenly, a riotous explosion of bells began to clamor in my head. It felt like my eardrums were going to burst, like a wind chime going insane in a storm. Kiruma and the old woman continued carrying on with their conversation as if nothing was happening. But the sound was so loud, I couldn’t hear a word they were saying.


      “Not this again…”


      I was covering my ears and shaking my head back and forth when I noticed. It wasn’t just me this time. The girl in the school uniform, who had reached the center of the bridge by this point, had doubled over and was covering her ears, too. She lifted her head, and for a split second, we made eye contact. She glared at me and then stood up and raced the rest of the way across the bridge. She whispered something to me as she ran past. Even with the noise of the bells, I could hear her clearly.


      “You too?” she’d said.

    

    
      II


      Moments ago, the riverside had seemed so idyllic. It all looked different now. I had been so sure this village was the most normal we had been to yet, but it turned out this place was as nuts as the others. According to the woman’s story, it was only the one girl who had been sacrificed in the pillar. So then why were the bells so loud? Whatever. There was no way this bizarre sound could spell anything good.


      “Is there something wrong?” the old woman asked, staring up into my face with a smile. I could see her teeth, stained as yellow as her apron.


      “It’s nothing. My ears just started ringing…”


      “Ringing? Ringing like a bell?!” The old woman clapped her hands together as if she was praying at a shrine. “How wonderful! Honestly, it’s rare that anyone from outside the village gets to hear it.”


      The woman closed her eyelids halfway, putting on a show of listening. I smiled uncomfortably and took a step away from her. Kiruma grabbed me by the back of the shirt like a kitten by the scruff.


      “What did you hear?”


      He still sounded like he was interrogating a suspect, but I did catch a hint of concern in his eyes.


      “Bells. Did you hear them, too?”


      “…Sure, but I figured it was just a wind chime hanging from one of the houses.”


      “No, not like that. What I heard was dozens of bells, all ringing at once.”


      “It says ‘Bell-Laden’…,” Kiruma said, glancing at the old wooden sign. “There’s an idiom, you know. When a lot of people are clustered together in one place, they’re sometimes compared to the bell-laden kagura staffs used by shrine maidens during religious ceremonies.”


      “Oh?” I said simply. I didn’t like where this was heading.


      “You know…I wouldn’t mind seeing where the hitobashira was buried…,” Kiruma said, speaking to the old woman. She placed a hand against her cheek in thought.


      “Oh, but you would have to get Karigane’s permission for that.”


      “Karigane?”


      “The descendant of the original landlord who built that bridge. It’s still technically his private property, after all.”


      The old woman sounded reluctant. I inserted myself between her and Kiruma, making my face look like a dumb college student’s.


      “Oh no, but my professor is like a real big deal; he told me to go find out everything I could about this place. I think he wants to turn it into a book or something. I even heard him talking about some sort of tourism collab or something?”


      “He did, did he?!”


      It didn’t take the old woman long to change her tune. Maybe it was all that hometown pride, but people from mediocre towns like that one always made the easiest of marks.


      “I suppose I could show you to just the stone chamber. We’re allowed to show people that, after all.”


      The old woman quickly pulled off her apron. Kiruma glanced at me, displeased. I don’t know what his problem was—I was helping. I stared at the bridge while the old woman got ready. A young couple passed by. They stopped briefly and cupped their hands to their ears. A shopkeeper cooking piping-hot manjuu buns in a bamboo steamer in one of the gift shops did the same. This village was creepy. They all acted like the bells were normal, like the sound was some sort of good thing. We climbed down the levee, the old woman leading the way. The smells of earth and grass were stronger here, and summer weeds poked at the bottoms of my jeans. The still surface of the water glistened like the belly of a fish. Kiruma spoke in my ear as the old woman waddled on ahead of us.


      “Uyuu…”


      “Uyuu? Is that any way to speak to your brother?”


      “…Sadahito.”


      “Eww, how were you able to remember my first name so quick?”


      “A detective never forgets.”


      I kicked at the grass tangled around my feet.


      “Well, what’s your first name?”


      “You don’t need to know.”


      “Look, I’m not calling you ‘big bro,’ all right?”


      “…It’s Renjirou.”


      I definitely remembered seeing that name before on some documents at the task force. But wait. Was the last name on those documents Kiruma…?


      “This is it.”


      My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the old woman’s voice. There were rocks piled up around the base of the bridge, hidden among the teeming grass. It was a shrine, formed from stones piled into a grotto with a few wooden boards. I peeked inside. There was no floor inside, just a drafty-looking vent hole. Almost like a trap.


      “It’s like an ascetic chamber. Priests seeking to mummify themselves as sokushinbutsu, living Buddhas, would shut themselves up in stone chambers like these to chant the sutra, in an act of self-sacrifice…,” Kiruma said.


      “An ascetic? Why, yes, you’re right; in a way, that is what she did,” the old woman said. “What an admirable act, sacrificing herself for the sake of our god and village.”


      “If you don’t mind,” Kiruma said, pulling out a penlight and shining it into the hole. I gasped. I was covered in sweat from the heat, but now my sweat ran cold. I heard Kiruma groan as well. The chamber became steep and sloped inside. I could see all the way to the back wall. It was covered with gashes and red-brown smears. Like someone had clawed at it with bloodied hands. The base of the chamber was stagnant, chock-full of weeds, fallen leaves, and some sort of murky black liquid. A thin shard, like a light pink mollusk, floated in the murk. Instinctively, it made me think of a human fingernail. I heard the bells again.


      We left the base of the bridge behind and trudged back up the levee, our spirits deflated. The old woman had just shown us something awful. Kiruma whispered quietly in my ear.


      “Did you notice?”


      “Yeah…,” I said.


      “That chamber was too large. Enough for two people, maybe four if they were packed in tight. Self-sacrifice isn’t usually a group activity.”


      I stared back at Kiruma. That wasn’t what I had noticed.


      “But it wasn’t actually used for ascetic practices, right?” I asked dubiously.


      “Maybe not. But the really strange part was the slope inside. It looked as if it was made so that, once inside, no one would be able to get back out, not even by climbing. If the girl went in of her own free will, why would something like that have been necessary?”


      I imagined someone being forced inside, with boards and stones placed over the top like a lid. And then the sounds, all through the night, of whoever was inside trying to claw their way back out, only to be drowned out by the rushing of the river and the clamor of the bells. I shook off the unpleasant thought. The old woman, walking up ahead of us, came to a stop.


      “Oh, there’s the Karigane girl now.”


      A high school girl was standing in front of the bridge. My eyes went wide. It was the same girl I had seen covering her ears earlier.


      “Ah, is it a school day? You’ve come by at the perfect time! Is anyone in your family available right now? These two college students here came all the way from Tokyo to learn more about our bridge…,” the old woman told her cheerfully. The girl’s lips curled up in amused disdain.


      “Students?” She stared at Kiruma and me. Clearly, neither of us was going to pass for a college student. I expected her to tell us to get lost, but instead she snorted and took a step closer. “Fine, I’ll humor you, but you’ll have to treat me to some food.”


      Kiruma and I made eye contact. Kiruma sighed.


      “I can charge it to the expense account.”


      “You sure you want to deal with her? She seems like a brat…”


      “Like you’re one to talk.”


      I clucked my tongue. The three of us entered a café near the bridge. The decor was traditional Japanese, with an indigo-blue shop curtain, decorated with images of bells, hanging in the entrance in place of a door. At the girl’s suggestion, we sat down on stools toward the back.


      “Shaved ice, Blue Hawaii flavor, with soft-serve ice cream on top,” the girl said to the café worker, not even bothering to look at the menu. Kiruma added two iced coffees to the order. Once the girl saw that the worker had left, she crossed her legs on top of her seat. No respect.


      “I know you’re not students.”


      Kiruma remained unfazed.


      “What do we look like to you, then?”


      “A cop and…some unemployed bum?”


      “Bingo!” I said. Kiruma smacked me with the menu. The girl laughed, her expression softening. The worker came back with a tray carrying two iced coffees and a shaved ice.


      “That woman said your name was Karigane. Your family are the landlords here, correct?”


      “Yeah. We don’t actually own the land anymore, though. Country people are just obnoxious like that when it comes to status.”


      Karigane toppled her ice cream with her spoon, smushing it into the sea of blue ice below. Gross.


      “So what’s a cop doing here? Trying to solve a murder that happened hundreds of years ago?”


      “A murder?” Kiruma asked.


      “He knows what I’m talking about.”


      Karigane pointed at me with her spoon. I smacked it away with my hand.


      “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to point?”


      “You point at people all the time,” Kiruma reminded me.


      True, but there was no need to tell her that! Karigane laughed again.


      “I saw you go white as a ghost back at the bridge, you bum.”


      “So you did notice! But you reacted the same way.”


      “I couldn’t help it. I can hear it. What about you? Are you psychic or something?” I glanced away. Karigane slurped at her mixture of ice cream and Blue Hawaii. “I’m not psychic, it’s just because I’m a descendant of the original landlord.”


      Kiruma sipped his glass of iced coffee.


      “How is your family involved? Is it because they built the bridge?”


      “I guess, in a way. Didn’t anything about the legend of the bridge seem strange to you?”


      Kiruma looked confused. I answered in his place.


      “The part about her choosing to sacrifice herself was a lie, wasn’t it? They obviously just forced the poorest person in the village to do it.”


      “Yes, it was a lie, but the girl wasn’t chosen because she was poor. She was chosen because she refused to become the landlord’s son’s lover.”


      “See, I knew it,” I said.


      Karigane smirked and leaned back in her chair.


      “She kept ringing the bells hoping someone would come save her. Her parents heard it and tried to come to her aid, but the villagers caught them and drowned them in the river. That’s the real story.”


      “But why go to all the trouble of renovating the bridge afterward? Is that just to make the story seem more credible?”


      The smile vanished from Karigane’s face. Her features were naturally petite and pretty, but for some reason, she now looked very afraid.


      “For weeks, no, months afterward, the villagers kept hearing the bells. Even though the girl must have been long dead by that time. They became scared. Isn’t that hilarious? They had just murdered three people, but now they were frightened by some bells. Even after shoring up the stones around the chamber, they could still hear them. It wasn’t until they reinforced the bridge several times over, making it stronger, more solid, more ostentatious, that the sound finally stopped. And then the truth got twisted into that ridiculous story people tell, with the custom carrying on even to this day.”


      Kiruma was at a loss for words. This village was way worse than we had thought. Karigane wiped her mouth and sighed.


      “Lately, the bells have been growing louder again. What do you think it means?”


      Her tongue, which peeked out from between her teeth, was stained a monstrous blue.

    

    
      III


      As we left the café, the sky was streaked with evening light. The sight left a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, reminding me of all the scratches I had seen in the stone chamber. Karigane slung her navy-blue schoolbag over her shoulder as she spoke.


      “What are you going to do now?” she asked.


      “Continue our investigation,” Kiruma said, disheartened.


      “Oh… Then you should try heading to the other side of the bridge.”


      “What’s over there?”


      Karigane shook her head without answering.


      “Aren’t you going to ask us for help?” I blurted out suddenly, before I could stop myself.


      Kiruma and Karigane stared at me incredulously.


      “The sound of the bells is messing with you, isn’t it?!”


      The sight of Karigane, doubled over on the bridge, had been like looking in a mirror. I knew, better than anyone, how hard it was to be tormented by things that shouldn’t even be there.


      “It’s fine. We deserve to be cursed for what our ancestors did.”


      “But it’s not like you did any of it!”


      Karigane looked taken aback for a moment but then snorted again.


      “You’re pretty softhearted for an unemployed bum, you know that? Good luck out there,” she said before walking off, giving the bridge a wide berth along the way.


      “I don’t see what being unemployed has to do with anything…”


      I heard a muffled chortle. Dimples had formed on Kiruma’s leathery suntanned face. I didn’t even know he was capable of laughter.


      “What?”


      “Nothing. The task force is starting to rub off on you, that’s all.”


      Kiruma smacked me on my back. It felt like getting rear-ended by a truck.


       


      We returned to the riverbed in the dead of night. The water undulated, silent, like the body of a black snake. There were no passersby now, but even at this time of night, the red bridge shone, brilliant and bright, making me think of the gates to hell. I didn’t like the idea of walking along the bridge, but there was no other way across. While the rest of the village retained traces of the past, the bridge was solid and well built, making it seem out of place. I felt the surface push back stiffly against my feet with each step.


      “What do we do now?” I asked, speaking loudly to drown out the sound of bells.


      “Shhh. We don’t want anyone to notice us.” Kiruma waited until we had crossed the bridge, pulling out his penlight as he spoke. “Gods are created by faith. It may have been to ease their own conscience, but this legend has led to the girl who was sacrificed in the pillar being seen as a god. She’s probably bound to this place now, because of that.”


      “So…what, you want to release her? But how?”


      Kiruma pursed his lips. There was a large levee on the other side of the bridge. The wall of dirt blended into the surrounding darkness, its borders unclear. A soft cascade of bells mingled with the cries of the insects.


      “The quickest thing to do would probably be to expose the truth. Let people see that the girl didn’t join the god of her own free will. That would undo her apotheosis and possibly get people to start remembering that she was just a girl.”


      “Fat chance of that working. People believe what they want to believe. What do you think will happen if you blow the lid off all the awful things that happened? Do you think the villagers will just say, ‘Oh really, is that so,’ and immediately give up their faith?”


      “You’re probably right…”


      In fact, some of the villagers must have already realized the legend didn’t make sense. That was the whole point behind their exaggerated displays of faith. To avoid confronting their own shame. Kiruma flicked on his penlight.


      “What do you think Karigane wants us to see over here?”


      A band of light illuminated the dirt wall. There were numerous holes in the levee. Like a bee’s nest. No, like rows of coin lockers at a train station. The square holes were reinforced with stone, evenly spaced, and dug into the dirt. The holes were deep, the buried darkness inside making it seem as if they brimmed with black water.


      “What are those…?”


      “Yokoanabo. Tunnel tombs,” Kiruma replied, staring up at the wall in shock. “They were a type of burial chamber that was used in the Kofun period. It involved boring into the bedrock to create spaces to inter the dead, with an adjoining passage for entry and exit.”


      “Were there usually this many of them?”


      “Yes, they were generally collective tombs. A single hole could be used several times…but I had no idea they existed in this part of the country.”


      As I approached one of the holes, I felt something like hair poke out suddenly and tickle the tip of my nose. Kiruma spun around at the sound of my scream.


      “What happened?!”


      Now that the light was pointed my way, what I had thought was dried hair turned out to be some sort of woven straw mat.


      “What would something like this be doing here…?”


      Kiruma sighed, annoyed.


      “Floppers—itinerants who used to wander from area to area on foot, in search of work. They used to sleep in holes like these sometimes. It was fairly common until about twenty years ago.”


      Suddenly, the bells began clanging loudly again. It sounded like they were right in my ear. The air had cooled, but I couldn’t stop sweating. Why would whoever had slept here have left behind anything as important as their bedding?


      “Look…”


      I pointed at the mat, which Kiruma was now holding. Something fluttered from the straw, something greasier than hay.


      It was hairs, plucked hairs. Kiruma let go of the mat, which landed open on the gravel below. There was a hole in the middle, stained all around with blood. The bells rang. All the bells. They were wrong; there was no way this was some poor girl begging for help. It was a terrible sound, like distorted laughter. Sneering even as they pleaded for their lives. I could hear a heavy dragging sound coming from one of the holes, like someone was banging against the sides of the narrow stone passage, trying to force their way through. Kiruma pointed his light toward the sound and then immediately pointed it lower. The sound was coming from the hole beneath it as well. Sliding, scraping, ringing, the ringing of the bells. The crawling and the bells reverberated against each other.


      “What the hell is happening…?”


      Kiruma transferred his penlight into his left hand and reached into his jacket with his right. A face surfaced in the oval of light, peeping out from the chamber right next to me. A young girl’s face, swollen and engorged.


      “Mother, father…”


      Her swollen lips parted. She sobbed, her tongue protruding from her mouth, its tip laden with black-rusted bells. Jangling. A ghastly smile unfurled across the girl’s face. Her neck grew longer, grazing against my knee like clusters of ripe fruit dropping from a tree. Round shapes began to bloom from the depths of the other stone chambers, one after the next after the next. Countless withered human heads. All smiling, their tongues wagging in mockery, laden with bells. They rang the heavy cascade. The girl’s fallen head stared up at me.


      “Uyuu!”


      Kiruma yanked me back by the shoulder. An explosive bang drowned out the sound of the bells. A cartridge fell from the gun in Kiruma’s gun, a small round hole appearing in the girl’s forehead. Withered leaves and mud welled up from the tomb; overgrown fingernails clutched at the dirt wall. Bells were tied to the nails with string.


      “Time to go!”


      Kiruma grabbed my arm and began running. I heard the avalanche as the levee dirt crumbled. The tumbling of the bells. We ran toward the bridge without looking back.


      “What’s happening…?!”


      I heard bells jangle next to my face. We jumped, rolling out of the way. A long fingernail slashed through the air, removing a gash from one of the bridge pillars and sending debris flying.


      “Who cares, just get up!” Kiruma shouted.


      Oh, crap! I got back on my feet. A long shadow, like a mummy’s arm, slithered forward as the bells clanged. It was trying to wrap around one of the pillars. Maybe it couldn’t get onto the bridge. Kiruma and I ran as fast as we could, halfway across the bridge.


      “What the hell kind of a god is that?!”


      “Dammit, I had it all wrong. This is my fault…,” Kiruma said, his shoulders heaving.


      “What do you mean?”


      “It wasn’t the murdered girl after all. It’s a different god, a malevolent one.”


      The bridge rattled violently. I could hear bells, interlaced with the sound of water.


      “Remember, the god here used to make the river rage. Supposedly demanding sacrifices to stop it.”


      “You mean…”


      “Those tombs must have been where they placed their sacrifices long ago. And then more recently, where they let itinerant people sleep as well, for the god to devour.”


      I didn’t know what to say. This was the worst village we had been to yet.


      “What about the bells, though…?”


      “The girl’s parents came for her when she rang her bells to call for help. The laden god must have swallowed up the girl’s parents after the villagers drowned them in the river. That’s how it learned it could lure out even more sacrifices by ringing the bells.”


      “So the reason the bells have been growing louder is because the god is demanding a new sacrifice…”


      Countless heads suddenly rose up over the red balustrades running along the bridge’s side. Bells jangled. I thought it couldn’t get onto the bridge! Kiruma shoved me out of the way. A long glimmering claw grazed his side. I could see the red stain blossoming across his shirt in the darkness.


      “Kiruma!”


      Kiruma doubled over, the monster’s head rising into view behind him. Without missing a beat, I snatched up the fallen gun and fired off a single shot. The monster fell from the bridge. Asshole. I leaned over the balustrade and jumped, aiming for the thick grass directly below. The impact hit my legs hard, but I didn’t have time to worry about that. I could sense the creature getting back onto its feet, just meters away. I made a dash for the foot of the bridge. The clamoring bells chased after me. I had to reach the stone chamber underneath the bridge. I saw it, the wood and stone shrine! I quickened my pace, throwing myself to the ground directly in front of it. A shadow swooped over my head, with the sounds of the bells. The massive creature slid into the bottom of the hole, becoming a dark shadow writhing in the pit. I kicked the shrine over, wooden boards and stone raining down on the face that stared up at me.


      “Try some of your own medicine on for size!”


      I threw a large rock at the hole. I kept throwing rocks and pieces of wood until the sound of jingling bells finally stopped. And then I covered it all with dirt, stamping it down several times with my feet.


       


      At long last, the sky behind me began to grow light as morning sun pierced through the clouds. I couldn’t hear any bells. The collapsed shrine and stone chamber were hidden from sight amid the grass and weeds. I made my way back to the bridge, where I found Kiruma sitting on the ground.


      “Are you okay…?” I asked.


      Kiruma nodded. He had wrapped his torn jacket around the wound to stop the bleeding. The cut didn’t look too bad. I lent him my shoulder, and we finished crossing the bridge.


      The village was still sleeping, silent. The unblemished blue light of early morning made it look as if our surroundings were underwater. The first bus arrived just as we reached the stop. We were bloodstained and muddy. The driver eyed us with suspicion but still allowed us to board. We collapsed into the very last row of seats.


      “What are you gonna do about the village?”


      “If I report what happened, the task force will likely flag the god as malevolent and take steps to dispose of it.”


      “Can they do that?”


      “They’ve done so before using other gods, apparently. But I’m against it. If they mess with things they shouldn’t, they could wind up making things even worse.”


      “What if you don’t report it?”


      “The village will likely be left to its own devices, and the god might kill again.”


      I fell silent. There were some terrible people in that village. But some probably had no idea what was happening and just believed in the stories. And some, like Karigane, had probably resigned themselves to their fates. Kiruma seemed to know what I was thinking. The corners of his lips rose into a smile.


      “There’s not much people can do when it comes to the gods. Who are we to judge?”


      “So what’s the right answer, then?”


      “There is no right answer. But that doesn’t mean the questions don’t matter.”


      Kiruma removed his black gloves and ran his hand through his disheveled hair. He was wearing a thin wedding band on the ring finger of his left hand.


      “Hey, Kiruma… Do you have any kids?”


      “…I do.”


      “You shouldn’t be in such a rush to get yourself killed, then.”


      Kiruma turned away and stared out the window. Forget what that lady said; there was no way we looked anything like brothers. Only… I remembered my own brother making a face like that once, just before he finally worked himself to death. I decided not to think about that now. The bus took off, rumbling slightly as it drove away.
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    Prologue


    What is there to tell?


    I don’t know what good you think it will do, talking to an old man like me. We old folks are a superstitious lot. You can’t trust our memories, for a start. What’s that? You still want to hear what I have to say? Well, if you say so. My family has been rearing silkworms for generations. You know what silk is, right? We raised the silkworms from eggs to harvest the silk. It wasn’t just us. All the families around here used to keep silkworms. The sericulture business here was booming back then. We had literal mountains of mulberry trees in the area. But then, with all these synthetic fibers, people started slowly giving it up. By the time I was born, it was just us and a few other households. My dad was a stubborn man, you see. For him, it wasn’t a question of whether it was profitable; he took pride in raising the silkworms. We had a huge barn where the silkworms were all kept. Even on a clear day, if you listened to the silkworms munching together on mulberry leaves, it sounded like it was raining. I used to love that part. But to harvest the silk, you must kill the worms. They were so cute, the way they would roll around all plump and roly-poly, only to die stuffed into cold cocoons. Their deaths were sad, so I tried not to get too attached to them. My dad was committed to the trade. And in the end, we still needed to eat.


    One year, there was a very cold summer. The precious mulberry trees began to wither, and the business started to go under. That was the same year that my brother came out stillborn, which made my mom go a little off in the head. Such a dark time for us. While the humans were tightening our belts, the silkworms went on nibbling at their leaves without a care in the world. That sound that I used to love so much began to wear on my nerves. I remember asking my dad why he didn’t just give up all this silkworm nonsense. Most fathers would have probably smacked their kid upside the head for that, for being such a little brat, but my dad never raised a hand to me. He just shook his head obstinately. The kanji for silkworm is written by combining the symbols for heaven and insect. Did you know that? The silkworms are, in fact, the god of this village, and we must treat them with care and respect. That’s what he said to me. The look in his eyes when he said that was terrifying, I think I would have rather been smacked. But if my dad was acting strange, my mother was far, far worse. It had gotten to the point where she would dig up my stillborn brother’s grave, night after night after night. She would wrap him in some of the silk that my father had made and carry him into the barn, cooing to him softly. “You see, this is where your father works. One day when you get big, you’ll help out here with your older brother.” My little brother’s dead body was like a desiccated worm inside a silk cocoon. My dad was away from home a lot, helping in the fields of another village in order to support us. Whenever he came back, though, he would always say, “Stay away from the barn.” As if I needed to be told. All that was in there was my crazy mother and the silkworms, thin and sad, now barely given any mulberry leaves to eat. Once night came, I began to hear strange sounds coming from the direction of the barn. Splattering. Dragging. Like long tresses of hair and slabs of meat being smacked against the ground or hauled across the dirt. I knew my mother was in there, doing something. But I just waited underneath my covers for morning, like a pupa in a cocoon.


    Until one day, in the middle of the night, when I woke to the sound of thunderous rain. The sound reverberated through the dark, empty house. How could it be pouring rain so hard, when there hadn’t been a single cloud that day? When I opened the shutters to look, the sky was dry as a bone. That was when I realized, it was the sound of the silkworms feeding on the mulberry leaves. The sound was coming from the barn. Not the usual crisp ping, like taut raindrops percolating into dry earth. This was ferocious and sodden, like a dank and sultry evening storm. I went to the barn, even though I had been told not to. What else could I do? In the pitch-black darkness, I caught sight of a large shadow at one of the silkworm platforms toward the back. It was a cocoon. Massive. Large enough to hold a person in its grasp. I remembered how my mother had wrapped my brother’s dead corpse in silk. The cocoon trembled slightly. But not from within. Something was moving it from the outside. Something holding a white feather, like thin, fine gauze, turning the cocoon, little by little, bit by bit, helping it to grow bigger. The cocoon shook, like whatever was inside was trying to struggle… I don’t remember what happened after that. The next morning, the giant cocoon was gone from the barn. Only the silkworms remained. My mother was gone as well. She had disappeared, without a trace. What’s that? Did she abandon us? Who knows. Mothers abandon their children all the time. My father wasn’t surprised when he came back, though; it was like he knew before I even told him. All he said was, “Our god has protected us.” The silkworm business picked up after that, and everything started going great again. What’s that? You don’t think my story makes sense? Well, I told you it was no good listening to me. Just consider these the ramblings of a senile old man, and forget all about it. I never expected you to understand in the first place. God is watching, whether people know it or not. All that really matters is that we understand.


    
      I


      The column of trees rushed past the window at high speed, like a flood.


      “Are you okay? You’re not feeling motion sickness, are you?” Ryouko asked, leaning forward. It felt strange to be sitting in the bullet train across from someone other than Kiruma.


      “Maybe something tangy will make you feel better.”


      Ryouko began peeling the frozen mandarin orange she bought from the attendant. A burst of frosty mist exploded off the skin’s surface, fogging up her glasses. She laughed self-consciously and handed me the fruit. It was turning out to be a laid-back trip. There was no way I would have felt this relaxed if Kiruma had been here. I wanted to ask why I wasn’t partnered with him this time, but I remembered the argument I had overhead at headquarters the other day and decided not to stick my nose where it didn’t belong.


      “Kiruma is away on another trip today, reporting to the higher-ups. And just when you guys were starting to get used to each other, too. I hope you don’t mind being stuck with me so suddenly,” Ryouko said, apparently able to tell what I had been thinking.


      “Of course not! This is way better than being stuck with Officer Beatdown.”


      “Don’t say that! Everyone’s been talking about what great partners you are. Although really, that’s mostly thanks to you, Uyuu.”


      “Me?”


      “Yes, you. Since you’ve arrived, you’ve already cracked the lid open on three previously unconfirmed divine incursion cases in a row. The higher-ups are very pleased, as well.”


      “Yeah, I bet they’re thrilled. Meanwhile, I’m about to lose my mind over here.”


      I bit at a segment of the mandarin Ryouko had given me. The piece of fruit, more like an icy capsule of frozen juice, exploded in my mouth. Ryouko smiled uncomfortably.


      “Your psychic abilities are a talent, Uyuu, just like intelligence or athletics. If you put those talents to good use, you can help people. The same is true for the gods.”


      “Tell me you’re joking. There’s nothing good about monsters, and there’s nothing good about being able to see them.”


      “That’s not true. In fact, the village I come from wouldn’t be what it is today if they hadn’t taken advantage of the gods.”


      Come again? Ryouko removed her glasses, wiping off the mist with the sleeve of her blouse.


      “There was a god in my village that protected people from illness. Ever since long ago, people like you, who are closer than normal to the divine, have taken care of the god. It’s how the village has been kept running.”


      “Is this some kind of parable?”


      “No, it’s just the truth.”


      Ryouko flashed a relaxed smile. I wasn’t sure what to say in response. I remembered how Ryouko kept her last name a secret.


      “…Does the reason you don’t like using your last name have anything to do with that village?”


      “It does. In our line of work, there are people who would recognize my name and know what it means.”


      “Your name. Is it…?”


      …Miyaki? I was about to ask, but Ryouko beat me to the punch.


      “It’s Mitsuhara. Mitsu as in ‘three.’ The families in my village are named according to numbers, from Ichihara, ‘one,’ to Tohara, ‘ten.’ The god we worship is known as the Lonely God. We, the villagers, come together to ensure that the god won’t be sad. Fascinating, no? There are a few in the village, though, who are against what we do. It’s something we’ll all need to discuss the next time I go back.”


      Ryouko’s eyes, behind her glasses, were sharp as knives. I was once again at a loss for words as the bullet train finally came to a stop.


       


      Task force work never brought us anywhere large enough for a bullet train to stop. As usual, we had to switch to a local line before finally making it to our intended village. A strange sight awaited us when we got there. Strange for summer, at least.


      “What the hell? It looks like New Year’s,” I blurted out.


      There were ornaments, what looked like literal New Year’s decorations, hanging up inside the open-air wooden train station. Bare branches festooned with round pink, orange, and purple ornaments, clumped together like buds. I was pretty sure I had seen ornaments like this before, once a long time ago, though after we became poor, we wouldn’t have had time for those kinds of holiday events. It must have been from back when my dad was still alive. I’m pretty sure the decorations in my memory had been made of mochi, dyed with food coloring. I reached out and touched one of the ornaments, before pulling my hand back sharply. The balls were dry and definitely did not feel like food. Ryouko chuckled.


      “Those are mayudama, cocoon-shaped mochi balls that people hang up on ‘Little New Year’ to pray for an abundant harvest. They’re shaped like cocoons because the custom originally came from silkworm-raising regions and were meant to represent a good silkworm yield, rather than harvest. Only, these ones seem to be made with real cocoons.”


      “You’re telling me this is what they make silk out of? But they feel all dry and scratchy, like old people fingers.”


      “What an awful turn of phrase.”


      Ryouko’s gentle, interrogatory tone reminded me of an elementary school teacher, just like when we first met. There was no trace of the unfathomable depths she had hinted at inside the bullet train.


      “This area used to be famous for silkworm production. See, look at all the mulberry trees.”


      Ryouko pointed outside, past the rusted train tracks. The leaves of the trees, which fluctuated like light through water, glittered with a luster that looked more staged than even artificial trees.


      “You really think there could be a divine incursion in a peaceful place like this?”


      “You never know from the outside. Besides, cocoons are a symbol of fecundity and vitality. Silkworms even feature in ancient Japanese myth. Both silkworms and cocoons have deep connections to religious belief.”


      “You really are a folklore studies professor, aren’t you?!”


      “I’m still just an associate professor.”


      Ryouko arched her brow playfully. Just then, a shadow lumbered into view from the direction of the station house.


      “You two. What are you doing here?” someone demanded. Their voice was sharp and guttural.


      Ryouko and I turned in the direction of the voice, coming face-to-face with an aggressive old man in an indigo shirt. Apparently, he worked at the station, though it was hard to believe anyone this old wouldn’t have retired by now. In fact, I probably would have found it easier to believe that he had gone senile and simply thought he still worked there. His attitude was pissing me off a little. By the way he was acting, you would almost think he was about to grab us.


      “None of your business, that’s what.”


      The old man’s rheumy eyes widened. Ryouko stepped forward to cut me off.


      “Uyuu, stop that! I’m so sorry about that. I’m actually an associate professor from a college in Tokyo. We’re here on fieldwork…”


      The old man calmed down once she produced a business card. It’s amazing what a little bit of authority can do.


      “I’m sorry, I know I should have gotten in touch with someone first, but we saw the cocoon decorations from the train and just decided in a hurry to get off. I try to expose my students to local culture whenever I can.”


      “Your students, huh…?”


      The old man glanced at me disdainfully before turning his eyes back toward Ryouko. His expression softened slightly.


      “I hate to burst your bubble, but you’re not gonna find any culture left in this place. Nothing but the worthless dregs now around here.”


      It seemed he was just unfriendly by nature. He waved a hand in the air, as if to chase us away, before trudging back to the station house.


      “What the hell was his problem?”


      Ryouko elbowed me in the side. Good thing Kiruma wasn’t here. If it had been him, he probably would have cracked a rib.


      “Just the worthless dregs, huh…?” Ryouko whispered as she passed through the unmanned turnstile.


      “I bet he just has it out for young people.”


      “I don’t think that’s it…”


      I followed Ryouko’s gaze, which led to an old bulletin board. It was covered with wanted posters and notices for local summer festivals, affixed to the board with rusted tacks. There was also one sheet of paper being held up with fresh cellophane tape. It featured a strange, vaguely off-putting drawing in the center, resembling a fetus curled up inside some sort of oval. Beneath it, I could see the remnants of another sheet, which had been haphazardly torn off the bulletin board. It was a fragment of the same drawing. From the look of it, the drawing had already been pulled off and reposted several times.


      “Ugh, gross… Do you think it’s an incursion?”


      “Who knows? But the image looks relatively modern. Perhaps it’s some sort of cult.”


      Ryouko stared closely at the poster for a few moments before setting off in the direction of the village. The oval shape reminded me of an eye, leaving me with the uneasy feeling that something was watching me from behind. The phrase middle of nowhere seemed tailor-made for places like this. The village was empty. Weeds poked out from broken asphalt, with a spattering of homes and empty shops, which could have easily been mistaken for abandoned buildings. After walking for a little while, I finally caught sight of a building that appeared to have people inside. Ryouko gestured with her eyes before approaching the amber sliding glass door. The door slid open before we even had a chance to reach out and touch it.


      “Customers?” asked the pudgy man who stood inside.


      He appeared to be around thirty but was wearing what looked like a child’s dinosaur print T-shirt. Ryouko nodded, taken slightly aback. The inside of the establishment was crowded, so much so that I wondered if the whole village was here. It seemed to be a laundromat, but a mah-jongg table had also been plopped down between the yellowing washing machines and dryers. An assortment of older men and women sat perched on round stools surrounding the table. This must have been the village gathering place. The pudgy man beckoned for Ryouko and me to come inside.


      “Momma, guests!”


      “What did I tell you about calling me momma in front of strangers?” said one of the gray-haired women sitting around the table, lifting her head. “You don’t seem like you’re here for us, though. Are you here to see the doctor?”


      “The doctor?” I asked.


      Everyone nodded.


      “You must have come pretty far.”


      “There’s usually a waiting list of several years.”


      “I had my rheumatism cured. It’s completely gone.”


      “We’re fortunate that such an acclaimed doctor was willing to come to a place like this.”


      Shared smiles rippled across the shop. I had to look away—it was too creepy. Even Ryouko had an uncomfortable but polite expression on her face. The gray-haired woman rose to her feet.


      “Well, if you’re here to see the doctor, you’re basically one of us. Take a load off. The congregation is at four o’clock. Do we have any iced coffee left?”


      The pudgy man who had opened the door wandered off toward the back of the shop to check. Everything was happening so fast. Congregation? What congregation? And who was the doctor? I remembered what Ryouko had said earlier. Maybe this was some sort of cult. One of the old people scooted farther back around the table, making room for us.


      “Go on, have a seat.”


      I took a step forward, not sure what else to do, when I felt something strange under the sole of my shoe. At first I thought maybe gravel had gotten into my shoe, but it felt too soft for that. I crouched down, undid the laces, and turned the sneaker upside down. A quivering sensation, like a wiggle of baby fingers, scurried across my wrist, as a deluge of small insects suddenly poured from my shoe. I screamed, kicking the shoe away from me. It hit a dryer, knocking down an old comic book from overhead. But all that clung to the shoe now was mud; there wasn’t a single bug. It had been another thing that only I could see. I pressed a hand to my chest, my heart ready to explode. The bugs had looked like caterpillars, only whiter and fatter. I never went to school much, but I knew what those white bugs were. My classmates had raised bugs like that for one of their lessons. They were silkworms.

    

    
      II


      Ryouko took one look at my pale face and then led me out of the laundromat. I snatched up the shoe I had thrown, leaving the shop with one foot still bare. The sun outside was hot, but my body felt cold. I could have sworn I felt something soft and squishy squirming against the bottom of my other foot, so I promptly took that shoe off, too, and tossed it away from me. Nothing emerged from inside. I could feel the suspicious eyes of the people in the laundromat, staring at me, but I ignored them, sitting down barefoot on the road outside. Pebbles and bits of twigs poked at the soles of my bare feet. Ryouko placed a hand on my shoulder and peered into my face.


      “Did you see something in there?”


      “Silkworms…swarming out of my shoe… They vanished right away.”


      Ryouko looked troubled. She walked over and retrieved my other shoe for me.


      “Do you think you can put them back on?”


      Reluctantly, I wedged my feet into the sneakers. The only sensation I felt now was the flat inside of the soles. Meanwhile, Ryouko stared down at me gently as I put my shoes back on without so much as a thank-you tossed in her direction. I couldn’t help but remember my own mother, seeing me off as I put my shoes on at the front door of the house.


      “You really can see them, can’t you?”


      “All I see is creepy stuff like this. I mean, what’s the point? It’s not like it gives us any leads.”


      “Oh, but it does. You said you saw silkworms, right? Between that and the cocoons at the station…we now know that the divine incursion in this region is somehow related to silkworm production. That is a substantial step forward.”


      “I guess that’s why you’re the associate professor and not me. I would have never made that connection.”


      “Work means making up for one another’s shortcoming. You see things, and I think of ways to best make use of what you see. That is the power of organizations and institutions.”


      Ryouko’s eyes once again glittered like blades behind her glasses. But there was nothing motherly about that look this time.


       


      Ryouko and I walked down a narrow road leading through the village.


      “We need to find this doctor the villagers mentioned. She said that they’re meeting at four o’clock. It shouldn’t be long now.”


      I kicked a small rock, my shoes only halfway on my feet.


      “You think it’s a cult, right? But that would mean it has nothing to do with the god here, wouldn’t it?”


      “It’s hard to say for sure. It is faith that creates gods, after all. All things are possible through faith, as they say.”


      Ryouko darted forward with a few quick little steps, punting the stone I had just kicked into the air. It flew away into a patch of bamboo, disappearing.


      “Goal!”


      “Real mature, Professor.”


      Ryouko pumped her fist in a victory pose.


      Like a lot of these rural places, the houses in the area, although old and humble, were also exceedingly large. Most were three stories tall, but the odd thing was, while the first floors of the houses appeared squat and flat, the second and third floors appeared strangely elongated. Like separate two-story houses that sprouted atop the squished little bungalows.


      “That’s how silkworm producers used to build their homes. The first floor is the living space, so the ceilings are lower, whereas the second and third are taller, in line with standards for silkworm racks. See, look over there. Do you see that long vertical window there?”


      There was a narrow window built into a white wall, just like Ryouko said, barely large enough for a human arm to pass through.


      “That’s a sweep window. The sash extends all the way to the floor, making it easy to sweep out dust and trash so that the silkworm racks can stay clean.”


      “Wait, so you’re telling me the house is built to insect standards instead of human? That makes it sound like the people are slaves to the bugs.”


      Though I guess that made sense, I added, if the god of this place was a silkworm. Ryouko pushed her hair, damp with sweat, off her forehead and laughed.


      “Most people think of gods as a higher form of existence than man, but in my opinion, it is the gods who are the slaves of men. Poor desperate creatures, willing to do most anything for the barest gruel of faith.”


      I pursed my lips together. Ryouko wouldn’t say that if she could see them. None of the monsters I had seen thus far had even been humanoid. This one was no different. I had been trying not to look, but glimpses of it poked out furtively, from in between the imposing houses. A massive, warped oval clump, resembling an egg. I prayed we wouldn’t get any closer, but prayers, of course, were pointless. The gods were not that merciful.


      Ryouko kept walking, bringing us steadily closer to the egg-shaped cocoon. I was so distracted by the misshapen sight that I didn’t notice at first that the road was now paved, the buildings around us growing slightly more modern. The local government must have spent a bit of money on this area. I also began spotting what looked like white, gossamer strands, tangled up along the road. I asked Ryouko about them, but she just made a funny face. It must have been something else that only I could see.


      After continuing for a little while longer, we came across a little prefab cabin. It looked like the kind of place that would be too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter. The wooden sign out front read COMMUNITY CENTER. A crowd of people had assembled out front. It was the same group of people who had been in the laundromat.


      The gray-haired lady, the one with the son in the dinosaur print T-shirt, glanced over her shoulder as we arrived.


      “Oh, there you are. Was everything all right?”


      Despite her apparent concern, the woman glanced at me with a strange look in her eye. Not that I could blame her. I did just rip off my shoes and run out of the laundromat screaming, after all. She probably thought I was crazy. “Yes, thank you,” Ryouko replied with a short bow of her head. The woman took a furtive little step toward us, leaning in to whisper into Ryouko’s ear.


      “So the boy. Is he also…?”


      I stayed silent. Obviously, I could see what she was getting at. Ryouko nodded in affirmation before pointing toward me.


      “He is. He’s my nephew. I think maybe city life got to be too much for him… I sure hope something can be done.”


      “Don’t worry, things are sure to get better. The doctor will know what to do.”


      Even though they had only just met, the woman patted Ryouko on the shoulder with kindred familiarity before rejoining the crowd of people. Ryouko shrugged.


      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you out as crazy.”


      “Don’t sweat it. Questioning goes a lot smoother with you than it does with Kiruma. By the way, do you think that guy over there is the doctor?”


      I pointed past the ring of villagers. A man with a relatively clean, put-together look was standing there, elevated above the greasy heads of the crowd. Even though it was midsummer, he wore a black suit, with his hair parted in the middle. There was obviously something different about him, compared to the villagers. In fact, with his thin smile, which resembled the grin of a Noh mask, the man barely looked human. He listened to the villagers congenially, bobbing his head up and down in studied fashion.


      “It’s good to see you again, ma’am. How is your hip treating you?”


      “I can finally run deliveries again. It’s all thanks to you, Doctor.”


      “Oh no, you have yourself to thank for that. I would hate to call it self-deception, that might give the wrong impression, but there is such a thing as strength in belief. A good dose of willpower can cure almost any illness. All I did was help the process along.”


      The man spread his arms out like a priest. The look in Ryouko’s eyes grew sharp again. I remained quiet, but I could feel my pulse quickening. I saw something, just behind the man, pulling at sticky strands attached to his back. Beyond that, a white cocoon sat ensconced atop the dingy prefab roof of the community center. What was it doing here?


      “Well, what do we have here?”


      The man turned his eyes our way. At first, his eyes seemed to rest on my face, but his gaze soon shifted past me, to the side. Turning, I spotted an old man in an indigo shirt, standing a short distance away. It was the same old man we had met at the station. The faces of the villagers suddenly grew stiff. One of the villagers, middle-aged, spoke.


      “What are you doing here again, you old fart? Why don’t you leave us alone and go back where you came from?”


      “Yes, why don’t you? It’s not like we’re bothering anyone,” said the gray-haired woman from before, her tone clipped.


      “Everyone, please, calm down,” said the man referred to as the doctor, attempting to soothe the villagers’ ruffled feathers before turning to face the old man once again.


      “You know, I’m always willing to listen. Why not tell me what ails you? I may be able to help.”


      The old man loudly cleared his throat, firing out a huge wad of phlegm that must have come straight from his gut. Some of the splash landed near my foot. Ugh, crazy old coot. The villagers stared at him with contempt, as well.


      “That’s the problem with these people mired in tradition…,” the gray-haired woman muttered. “Tell me, what has this god ever done?”


      The doctor took the woman’s hand, the thin smile still never leaving his face.


      “I don’t mind, so long as you all believe.”


      Ryouko whispered in my ear.


      “Watch closely now, Uyuu. Something is about to happen.”


      The man began rustling through his black leather bag.


      “Enough people are here; why don’t we just get started?”


      The man removed a plastic washbasin and a surgical scalpel from his bag. I stared at the two random items. Neither seemed to belong at a backwoods village community center like this.


      “Yuu, honey, would you come here a moment,” the gray-haired woman said, calling for her son. The man in the dinosaur print T-shirt thrust his arm out obediently.


      “It only hurts at first.”


      The doctor took the son’s arm and ran his scalpel along it. Ryouko and I gasped. Blood slithered down his arm like a snake, streaming into the basin with a muted plunk. The bright yellow plastic began filling with a brackish red color.


      “In ancient times, spoiled blood was known to be the source of all illness. Extracting the tainted blood allows illness to exit the body.”


      None of the villagers seemed to doubt what the man said. He cradled the goblet of blood, his eyes narrowing into slits. I felt like I was going to faint right there, but Ryouko clapped me on the shoulder, snapping me out of it. Apparently, she wanted me to get a good look. I peered closer, then quickly turned away. Countless white strands connected from the cocoon nestled atop the community center to the man’s back, as he held the scalpel and the basinful of blood in his hands. Sticky, viscous strands, like the threads surrounding a chrysalis waiting to emerge. What is happening here? Is this really a cult? Are they really creating a god? I took a step back, bumping into the old man from before. The old man was staring at “the doctor” like a hawk.


      “It’s too late. The Nourishing God is here.”


      Underneath the scorching sun, the old man’s hoarse voice was as cold as ice.

    

    
      III


      “The nourishing god…?” I asked, repeating what he had said.


      The old man just walked away, as if he saw no point in saying anything more. A shadow draped over me from behind. Turning back around, I came face-to-face with the man known as the doctor. He was standing so close, I nearly bumped into him with my nose.


      “I understand you two came all the way from the city just to meet me.” A cloying, metallic stench wafted from the washbasin of blood. I held my breath. “You must have found this shocking, seeing it for the first time. However, everyone here will assure you, the procedure is very effective.”


      The villagers nodded in unison. I wanted to get the hell out of there, but Ryouko held me fast by the arm. I guess she had other plans. Her fingers, digging into my skin, felt as cold as death. A thin smile, exactly like the doctor’s, appeared on her face.


      “Was that a form of bloodletting you just performed, Doctor?”


      “Bloodletting?” I whispered in Ryouko’s ear.


      “A type of treatment practiced long ago,” she explained. “Although it doesn’t usually involve making cuts with a scalpel.”


      “No, not exactly. This isn’t a medical treatment. All I do is help.”


      “Help what, exactly?” Ryouko asked. I noticed that she didn’t say who. The man’s smile remained fixed in place.


      “It’s difficult to explain, but if you have the time, it would be my pleasure to discuss the matter in more detail.”


      “…I don’t think my nephew has worked up the courage quite yet. We’ll restrain ourselves to just watching for today.”


      The cold fingers finally released my arm. Ryouko and the doctor stared at each other, those two thin smiles never leaving their faces. I felt like I was trapped between two monsters.


       


      After leaving the community center behind, Ryouko and I made our way down a street surrounded by densely packed mulberry trees. The path was nice and cool, the sun’s rays shielded by the mulberry leaves. I was still covered in goose bumps, though, and would have preferred the heat.


      “Did you see anything back there, Uyuu?” Ryouko asked, her eyes facing forward. Her tone of voice was as frigid as her fingers had been.


      “I saw something like a cocoon. And white threads. They seemed to be tangled around that man that everyone called the doctor.”


      “So it is silkworms. But the god here and that cult don’t seem very related. I suppose it’s possible they just chose a village with a similar object of worship by coincidence…”


      Warm sunlight streamed in through a break in the mulberry trees. I spotted some stonework running alongside an irrigation canal. The other side of the stacked stone wall was filled with withered grass and muddy water, with sheets of blue netting submerged beneath the water. There must have been rice terraces there long ago. The old man from the train station was sitting at the edge of the terrace. As we approached, he glanced up at me, a cigarette clutched between his yellowing teeth.


      “You again.”


      “What, did you miss me?”


      “Punk.”


      The old man exhaled a puff of smoke and sneered. His sneer looked a lot more natural than the smiles on Ryouko and the doctor’s faces earlier.


      “Seriously, though. What did you mean earlier? What’s the nourishing god?”


      The old man fell silent. In place of words, tobacco smoke drifted through the air and then disappeared. Eventually, the old man spoke.


      “An outsider wouldn’t understand.”


      “C’mon, don’t be like that.”


      “No, really, that’s just the way it is. But it doesn’t matter what anyone else says. All that matters is that we understand.”


      The old man stood up with his cigarette still in his mouth. Ryouko stared after him from behind as he walked away.


      “He said something about a nourishing god?”


      “Not that I have any idea what that means. Something to do with food?”


      “…There’s a lot we don’t know yet. It’s time we took a closer look.”


      Ryouko’s glasses reflected the sun’s light.


       


      By the time the sun had set, Ryouko and I were back in front of the community center once again.


      “We’re supposed to be public servants. Should we really be breaking and entering?”


      “You don’t have to be a public servant for breaking and entering to be wrong.”


      Without any further delay, Ryouko circled around to the back of the prefab cabin. The door there was secured with a rusted padlock, but after a little fiddling with a hairpin, which she took from her own hair, she soon had the lock open.


      “You’re an even worse hooligan than me.”


      “Glad that you approve. Now let’s head in.”


      Resigned, I followed Ryouko inside. Even in the dark of the night, the cocoon atop the roof glittered wanly like a fallen moon. Ryouko produced a flashlight. The inside of the cabin was fantastic. The walls of the narrow wooden hallway were covered with the same oval symbol we had seen at the station, but worse than that, red and white ligaments were plastered along the wall, meandering across each other in a complicated fashion, like fleshy veins and strands of silk. It felt like we were in the body of some giant beast. I wasn’t the only one seeing this. Ryouko had gone pale as well. I could hear a steady pulsing, like the beat of a heart, coming from somewhere deeper inside the community center. The red ligaments pulsated in time with the noise. Ryouko made her way farther down the hallway, never saying a word. With each step, I could feel something soft against the soles of my feet, reminding me of the bugs I had hallucinated coming out of my shoes earlier. A sliding door waited at the end of the hallway. As Ryouko placed her hand on the door, I heard something writhing and squirming nearby. The silken filaments bent under the weight as a legion of white bugs surged forward. Before I could stop her, Ryouko threw open the sliding door. I covered my nose as a hot, foul stench rushed out to greet us. What could only be described as a giant without skin, or a Kannon statue, cobbled together out of flesh and blood, awaited inside, a towering humanoid shape large enough for the top of its head to touch the ceiling above. It was made of overlapping slabs of pink meat. Exposed arteries convulsed rhythmically, while putrid steam and thick blood bubbled out from its jagged crevices. It remained ensconced in place, a clump of meat with capillary veins, like spiderwebs, extending out into the surrounding walls.


      “What is this…?”


      “Good evening, Professor Mitsuhara.”


      The voice was absurdly calm, given the circumstances. The light from Ryouko’s flashlight swept across the wall, coming to rest on the sliding door once again. The man who had been collecting blood from the villagers earlier, the doctor, was standing in the doorway. Where did he even come from? I flinched, but then I remembered the clump of meat towering behind my back and froze in place. Forward or back, there were monsters in my way. It took me a moment to realize that the man had just addressed Ryouko by her last name.


      “Yes, it’s been a while. I’m surprised that you remember me.”


      Ryouko’s voice sounded hard as steel. So she did know him, then?


      “You mean you’re surprised I remember you even after you implemented population-related measures. Don’t you?”


      The man’s narrow eyes distorted.


      “‘Population-related measures’…?” I repeated, confused.


      “He has no idea, does he? You’re as brazen as ever, Professor. I take it he’s not really your nephew, either.”


      I stole a glance at Ryouko. Her profile, illuminated in the reflected glow of the flashlight, was cold and white like the moon.


      “Who the hell is this guy? What is he talking about?”


      “He was the next in line to lead a shrine, in a certain village, that was dedicated to a divine incursion. The god of the shrine was dangerous, so the task force chose to neutralize it.”


      “It’s your organization that is really dangerous, if you ask me.” The man stepped forward, into the pulsating sea of arteries. “I imagine you, of all people, have figured out what I’m attempting to do here, Professor Mitsuhara.”


      “Of course. Those oval symbols and the fake treatments are just like the malevolent god from your original village. You’re creating changelings for the devouring god, in a near-perfect image of the people who give their blood.”


      The clump of meat released a belch of steam, the hot air toying at the nape of my neck. I managed to shake off my fear enough to speak.


      “But they said they were cured…”


      “Nobody has been cured of anything. He only created copies of the villagers by offering up their blood to the devouring god… I assume you killed the originals?”


      “Not a single person in the village has even noticed the switch. We can create a better community, a peaceful community, one that worships the one true god. What is so malevolent about that?”


      I was at a loss for words.


      “Nourishing, devouring. I see how the names are similar. That’s why you came to this village, isn’t it? To hijack faith in the nourishing god, in order to re-create your own?”


      “It is faith that creates gods. You’ve said so yourself, Professor.”


      The arteries in the walls undulated like serpents. The clump of meat began to writhe, tissues and arteries tearing apart with a horrendous noise and showering the room in corrupted blood. What was it going to do to us? It had no mouth. In place of screams, the meat-thing released a torrent of steam. It was unlike any creature I had seen before.


      “This disgusting, hollow thing is supposed to be a god…?” I blurted out.


      Suddenly, the red ligaments of flesh and blood were painted over in white. Strands of silk, illusory, like spinning light. They whirled in a vortex, capturing the clump of meat in their embrace. One of the strands crept toward the man’s feet. He cried out in surprise. In the twinkling of an eye, the strands enveloped both the meat-thing and the man, forming a cocoon that compressed tightly and then disappeared. The veins that had been plastered along the wall, the monster of flesh, the human man. They were gone now. All that was left was the empty hall, with its old tatami mats and stacked floor cushions. As if everything had been a dream.


      “Where did they go…?”


      The flashlight dropped from Ryouko’s hand, illuminating the floor. Several cocoon-shaped balls, more decorations, lay scattered across the tatami mat. As Ryouko and I stood there in shock, a shadow moved across the window. Something had plummeted off the roof, plump and white, like a bushy moth, before flying off into the night. We ran outside immediately, but whatever it was had already left. The cocoon on top of the roof was gone as well.


      “Was that the nourishing god…?” I whispered.


      “That it was,” answered a tired, raspy voice. “The Nourishing God usually stays huddled up inside its cocoon, but in times of troubles, it will emerge, assuming the form you just saw.”


      The voice caught me by surprise. My heart nearly leaped out of my throat. It was the old man from before, in the indigo shirt.


      “Were you following us?” Ryouko asked.


      “Not you. I was following our god.”


      The old man stared off into the distance.


      “The god’s true name is written with the characters for mulberry and nest. The silkworm god. For as long as we know, whenever anything terrible has happened in this village, anything beyond our ability to cope with, the Nourishing God has come down to wrap the trouble up in its cocoon and carry it away.”


      That explained why the doctor and that flesh monster had suddenly disappeared.


      “Where did the nourishing god go?”


      “Who knows? It always vanishes once its work is done. Maybe it feels too ashamed to face us.”


      “Why would it feel ashamed?”


      “It’s too diligent, too sincere. The nourishing god can take away our troubles, but it cannot fix them. Some might blame it for that, but we, at least, understand.”


      The nourishing god had removed the danger to the village, all while expecting nothing in return. Unless this old man’s faith was enough for it. Like the humble silkworm, which, in exchange for a few paltry mulberry leaves, soon passes away, leaving behind precious silk for its caretakers. Only the white threads were left behind now in the cobalt darkness, twinkling in the light of the moon and stars.


       


      We trudged along a footpath between the fields, our feet heavy. There was not a single streetlamp in sight. I exhaled loudly. It was so quiet, I was starting to feel like I might go mad.


      “So much just happened. But somehow it feels like we didn’t really do anything at all…”


      “Yes, we certainly got taken for a ride on this case.”


      “Well, who can complain? We are dealing with gods, after all.”


      “We did get something out of it, though. We learned that the nourishing god is a benevolent god and one that requires little in return for its services. If we play our cards right, we may be able to use it to eliminate other malevolent gods.”


      Ryouko’s voice sounded tired but determined. Play our cards right? How could she talk like that? Between that fanatic doctor, that ghoulish beast, and the silkworm god, one wrong move could have seen us ripped to pieces in the fallout.


      “Haven’t you ever heard of letting sleeping gods lie?”


      Ryouko chuckled, her face relaxing.


      “If only all gods stayed asleep. Come on, let’s head back and turn in our report.”


      I was eager to get back, too; that’s one thing we agreed on. By the time we reached the train station, the sky was finally starting to grow light. The poster on the bulletin board had been torn off again, probably the old man at the train station’s doing. Fortunately, the station hadn’t been closed for the night. That was probably his doing, as well. It didn’t really matter. I collapsed onto one of the empty benches. We still had a long wait until the first train of the day. All I wanted to do now was sleep, without remembering any of the horrible sights I had seen inside the community center and without considering the avalanche of questions racing through my head. Ryouko sat down next to me and sighed quietly. At long last, the vibrant morning sun began to gradually illuminate the sloping hills of the village. Even the withered rice terraces sparkled a brilliant orange, appearing like countless mirrors. Beautiful, in a way that served no purpose and offered no salvation.
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    Prologue


    “Do this to encounter the spirits of the dead!” There are all sorts of stories like that, right? Urban legends. Ghost stories traded back and forth at school. You know the kind. Stick a coin into a certain phone booth to telephone the spirit world and speak to the departed. Stare into a mirror at midnight and a ghost will appear. That sort of thing. I thought our village’s story was just more of the same at first. It wasn’t, though. Sure, you could just say we’re lying, too, but I’m telling you, it’s the truth.


    There’s a huge swamp in our village, shallow and stagnant, not the sort of place that attracts tourists. No one ever goes into the swamp. There’s even a bridge across it. A rotten suspension bridge that has been there since way back in the day. But if you do go to the swamp, that’s where you’ll find the dead. Sometimes people just start wandering out that way without realizing it; it’s been like that since forever. People who have lost spouses, children, that sort of thing, and then there would be a big ruckus while the rest of the village had to go and look for them. Just before I started kindergarten, my parents told me never to go anywhere near there, though, after some old man with no family died out there in the swamp.


    During my very first summer vacation after starting high school, a classmate of mine got into an accident with his family on the way back from a trip. The car was totaled, with my classmate and his dad receiving minor injuries, but the mother, I was told, had not been so lucky. The boy used to be obnoxiously cheerful, but he was like a different person after the accident, always acting depressed and withdrawn. By autumn, he had stopped studying for exams entirely and was obsessed with visiting the bridge instead. We had sort of been friends, so I tried talking to him about it, and that’s when he told me he was going to see his mother. According to what he told me, a pair of brothers once lived near the swamp, but the younger brother drowned before the bridge was finished.


    After the younger brother died, the older brother continued working on the bridge day in and day out, in his brother’s memory, until he eventually completed it. The younger brother became the guardian deity of the swamp and, out of pity for his brother, made it so the bridge would connect to the land of the dead. At least, that’s the story my friend told me. It made my skin crawl, hearing him ramble on breathlessly about it. He was never the type to be interested in old legends and stories before. I didn’t believe him, though. I figured he had gone crazy. That pissed him off so much, he told me to come and he would show me. That night, I went with him to the swamp. There was an old, weathered stone monument at the edge of the swamp, with the word UMBRA written on it. By day, the place was just a dirty, rancid swamp, but at night, it was laden with mist and reflected the moon’s light. Like the surface of a mirror. I could see my own younger brother, reflected on the water’s surface. How could that be? He had died when I was little, drowned in the ocean. It had happened long ago, but I recognized him immediately. He said my name and waved his hand; even his missing baby teeth were the same. My friend stared at me as I turned deathly pale, a look on his face as if to say, I told you so. I never saw his mother, though. Before I knew it, we were heading to the swamp together, almost like we had arranged it in advance. Who cared about studying for exams? And then it was almost winter when it happened. It was night out. I had lied about forgetting something at cram school and was on my way to the swamp once again. But while I was riding there on my bike, some old man with a haggard face called out for me to stop. It turned out to be my friend’s dad. He told me his son had been acting strange. Distracted all the time, never at home. Did I know anything? I hesitated, not sure if I should tell him about the swamp. Maybe he wanted to see his wife, too. Before I could decide, though, the man said something that changed everything.


    “I know the accident hit him hard, but I don’t know how much more I can take of him wandering the streets while his poor injured mother sits at home in need of help.”


    Wait, wasn’t his mother dead? Just then a woman poked her head out from behind the man and bowed, her face wrapped up in bandages like a mummy. Come to think of it, I was told the mother had not been so lucky, but no one actually said that she had died. But if she wasn’t dead, what about the mother my friend from class was meeting at the swamp? I quickly made up an excuse—saying I didn’t know what was wrong with him, but if he was still in shock from the accident, they should get him checked out at the hospital—before I turned back the way I had come and raced all the way home on my bicycle. The moment I arrived, I began tearing through the photo albums tucked away in our old dresser. Nothing. There wasn’t a single photograph of my younger brother inside. Maybe my parents just couldn’t bear to look and had thrown them all away, but if that was the case, there should have at least still been a portrait of him on the family altar. The only portraits on the altar, though, were of my grandma and grandpa. And come to think of it, didn’t they say that old man who died in the swamp didn’t have any family? Who had he been seeing, then, to lure him into the water to drown? I wasn’t sure. But after that, I didn’t go back to the swamp anymore. My classmate moved away not long after that, and I left for Tokyo to go to college. I never planned to come back, but my dad needed caring for, so here I am. But lately, after work is through, I sometimes find my feet wandering again in the direction of that swamp. I have this strange feeling that my brother is still there. As if he’s calling my name, through those missing baby teeth. The thing is, though, did I ever have a younger brother to begin with?


    
      

      I


      By the time we reached Tokyo, it was already night. The train platform teemed with the heat of the busy crowd, making it feel hotter and more humid on the platform than it did outside. I took a deep breath, as if to peel off the stale layer of air that still clung to me from that village.


      “Go home and get some rest. We made some great progress this trip.”


      Ryouko flashed me a smile as she passed through the turnstile. I was finding it harder to accept that smile at face value than I had before.


      “Hey, did you really mean what you said about making use of the nourishing god?”


      “That’s only under consideration for now. I’m on vacation, starting tomorrow. I’ll have to use some of my spare time to punch up the data.”


      “Some vacation.”


      “Such is the life of a researcher.”


      Ryouko began walking away. I knew stopping her would be more trouble than it was worth, but I couldn’t help myself.


      “What will happen to the village if its guardian deity is removed?” I said.


      Ryouko’s eyes widened.


      “I didn’t expect to hear something like that from you, Uyuu.”


      Honestly, I was a little surprised myself. I thought I was more self-centered than that.


      “I mean, I don’t really care about the village. But I’m worried about what might happen if you go around messing with gods.”


      Ryouko’s glasses had fogged up from the heat. She smiled, but her eyes, behind her glasses, remained perfectly still.


      “We already make use of gods to protect this country.”


      “You do?”


      “There was an incursion long ago that told the future. That’s how we’re able to find so many gods.”


      “When you say ‘long ago,’ how long ago? Is that god still…?”


      A train sidled up alongside the platform, spewing out a mob of passengers. The station filled with commotion and noise.


      “We’ll talk about it when I get back. I’m going to be very busy for a while. I’ve got to head home, see the relatives, and visit my husband’s grave. And of course, we still haven’t resolved all that fuss with the Rokuhara family yet… But sorry, that’s my own business, isn’t it?”


      I didn’t know that Ryouko’s husband was dead. I didn’t know anything really about the task force or the people on it. Ryouko turned back around, before the crowds had dwindled.


      “You know, Kiruma should be coming back from his trip today, too. If you wait around, you might be able to meet him.”


      “Yeah, like I really want to see that guy’s ugly mug after a long day of work.”


       


      I planted myself down on one of the platform benches. I was just tired, that’s all. It’s not like I was waiting for him or anything. I had a lot to think about, and my mind was definitely not up to the task. I counted the number of people pouring out of the trains by tapping my foot, lost track and gave up, and then started all over, again and again. It was almost the last train of the night when a familiar face finally emerged from a set of silver doors.


      “Uyuu?”


      Kiruma was carrying a little girl wearing a straw hat as he disembarked from the train.


      “You were supposed to be away on business, not off kidnapping little girls!”


      I felt a dull pain as Kiruma kicked me in the shin. I certainly hadn’t missed that. The little girl smacked Kiruma weakly on the arm.


      “No hitting, Daddy!”


      Kiruma winced. I barely recognized the look on his face.


      “Daddy?” I parroted.


      “My wife is in the hospital right now, so I had to leave my daughter with family for a little while. I just got back from picking her up. Or is it kidnapping to pick up your own daughter now?”


      Kiruma looked like a rugged ogre, with a face like tanned leather. I could see exactly zero family resemblance between him and the pale little girl with big round eyes. I did remember seeing her face somewhere before, though. That’s right, it was the kid I had run into in the hallway at task force headquarters! I jammed a finger in her face.


      “Rei Miyaki!”


      The little girl climbed down from Kiruma’s arms and bowed her head with a little demure bob. Kiruma glanced back and forth between us.


      “You two know each other?”


      “He bought me a juice box.”


      Kiruma made a face like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. That made two of us.


      “Are you sure you two are really father and daughter? You don’t look anything alike. I mean, your last names aren’t even the same.”


      “Yeah, well, sorry we don’t pass your inspection. But I told you, I took my wife’s name when we married. I still use my original name at work, though, to avoid hassle.”


      Rei Miyaki stared up at us quietly. As hard as it was to believe, I guess it was true. Kiruma sighed and loosened his necktie.


      “…Listen, did you eat dinner yet?” I shook my head. “Let me pay you back for the juice, then. Not that very much is going to be open at this time of night.”


      Kiruma took his daughter by the hand and quickly began walking away.


       


      We left the station and entered a narrow alleyway threaded underneath the elevated tracks. A single ramen restaurant was visible in the night. It was dirty and red in the glow of its own lights. It looked more forlorn than if its lights had been off.


      “This should do.”


      Kiruma and his daughter, Rei, slipped through the shop curtains as if they were used to going there.


      “Do you come here a lot?”


      “Not much else is open at this time of night, other than the bars.”


      Rei shook her head in a precocious fashion as we sat down at a table toward the back, a very grown-up look upon her face.


      “I don’t know why we don’t just go to an izakaya instead.”


      “Yeah, I’m sure they’d love to let a kid in,” Kiruma said as he set his daughter down on one of the high stools with a fatherly roll of the eyes. I peeled open the sticky, grease-stained menu. I had thought about ordering something pricey, since someone else was paying for it, but I had lost the urge. Instead, I asked the grumpy proprietor for a bowl of soy sauce broth ramen and a mini side of fried rice. Kiruma and Rei just ordered the ramen, with no sides.


      “You don’t eat much, do you?”


      At least not for such a hulking ogre, I wanted to add, but I decided to keep that part to myself.


      “I’ll have to finish off the rest of hers anyway.”


      “Nuh-uh, I’m gonna eat all of mine today!” Rei said, puffing out her cheeks. For once, she actually looked like a little kid. Kiruma tapped her lightly on the knees as she dangled her legs back and forth off the edge of the tall stool. “Knock it off before you hurt yourself.”


      Like he was one to talk, constantly sticking his neck out against dangerous monsters. Our ramen arrived quickly. Rei used her chopsticks to pluck a slice of char siu pork from her bowl and tossed it into mine.


      “What was that for?”


      “For the juice. Thank you!”


      Kiruma sighed.


      “She just doesn’t like char siu. You’re never going to grow up big and strong if you don’t eat.”


      “You probably just don’t want to wind up like your ogre father, I bet.”


      Kiruma kicked me underneath the table, where his daughter couldn’t see. I was lucky the two weren’t more alike; I don’t know if my shins could have taken it. The soy sauce broth was watery, and the fried rice was oily, but Rei cheerfully shoved her face into the steam like it was the most delicious food in the world. Kiruma wiped his daughter’s face, neglecting his own food. In the end, she would leave half of her bowl behind for him to deal with, just like he had said. I watched Kiruma as he slurped the now limp noodles with a sigh. I decided not to ask questions about gods and the task force just now. It was weird to think that, on a peaceful summer night like this, as an ordinary father-daughter moment unfolded, implacable gods continued to writhe just below the surface.


      “I wish I had never learned the truth,” I muttered, too soft for Kiruma and Rei to hear.


      By the time we left the restaurant, the lights in the station were already dark. Rei Miyaki rubbed her sleepy eyes. Kiruma hoisted her onto his back with a practiced move. She began to drift off immediately, like a switch had been flipped. With her cheek lying flat against his shoulder, eyes now closed, I could finally see a resemblance between father and daughter, around the bridge of the nose. We made our way down the street on foot, surrounded by sparse neon.


      “Kiruma, what made you want to marry into your wife’s family?” I asked.


      “I wanted to change my name.”


      “Why is that?”


      “I was born in a tiny fishing village. It wasn’t a great place. I wanted to leave all that behind as soon as I could.”


      Kiruma’s daughter began to slip off his shoulders. He adjusted her position. Ryouko had said something similar, about wanting to hide her last name because it gave away where she was from.


      “Was there an incursion involved? With your village?”


      “…There was.”


      “Oh man.”


      “I entered the police academy and became a detective because I wanted to get away from that place. But in the end, I wound up dealing with divine incursions anyway. Maybe it’s fate.”


      The crosswalk was red. Even though no one else was around, Kiruma dutifully came to a stop. The warm night breeze ruffled the tarps of a nearby construction site, causing the reflected neon light to quiver. The light changed, and Kiruma began walking again.


      “…Back when I was with Homicide, one of the cases I was put on involved a divine incursion. It was being treated like any other suspicious death, but I could tell it was no normal case. That’s how I attracted the attention of the task force.”


      I gave him a laugh for show.


      “That was dumb of you. If you hadn’t stuck your neck out, you would have been fine.”


      “Look who’s talking.”


      The corner of Kiruma’s mouth rose into a smirk. I clucked my tongue. Someone was having a cigarette in one of the back alleys. The smoke drifted our way, creating a bridge among the bristling high-rises. I wanted to smoke a cigarette myself but remembered Rei sleeping on Kiruma’s back and decided to hold off.


      “The Miyaki family…”


      Kiruma hesitated for a moment before continuing.


      “The Miyaki family was one of the founders of the task force. They’re a venerable household, whose involvement in the religious matters of the nation apparently stretches back for years. I don’t know many of the details myself.”


      “Even though you married into them?”


      “I’m just an adopted son-in-law.”


      “…Are you sure you’re not just being used by them?”


      “Maybe,” Kiruma admitted. “But even if I am, someone has to deal with the gods, so that more incidents don’t happen. As a former cop, I can’t stand by and pretend not to see what’s happening. And I know, as long as I’m on the job, that my wife and daughter are safe. That’s enough for me.”


      “Until you go and get yourself killed, making it all for nothing.”


      “I’ll try to make sure there’s someone to take care of them, in case anything should happen to me. I was the one who picked Rei’s name. It’s written with the character for courtesy. I thought she should grow up courteous and respectful, so that she would be blessed with good friends, good colleagues, and good bosses. Although I’m not so sure that’s working out so far.”


      I remembered the sight of Kiruma’s back while he was arguing with those people at task force headquarters. He was carrying a lot on his shoulders, not just his daughter. Dealing with strange gods and stranger people. I couldn’t even remember my own dad. I tried to picture him now but was unable to. Kiruma came to a stop at a three-way intersection.


      “I’m headed this way. What about you, Uyuu?”


      “I go the other way.”


      “See you later, then. Tomorrow, actually.”


      “You just got back from your trip; can’t you take a day off?!”


      “Not on the taxpayers’ dime, you sponge!” Kiruma double-checked that his daughter was still sleeping before he continued speaking. “The next god we’re facing is apparently known as the umbral god. I’ll fill you in on the details tomorrow.”


      “Umbral…?” I repeated.


      But Kiruma had already turned on his heel to walk away. A dilapidated building towered next to the intersection. A small vending machine and the flashlight of a night watchman glimmered like fireflies. Nothing had really changed. But compared to before I knew about the gods, it seemed like a different world.

    

    
      II


      A ghost town. That was the first phrase that floated into my head. Thick fog hovered over the village as we exited the bus. The air was the temperature of a dead man’s skin. I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms. Kiruma, who was standing next to me, looked unbothered.


      “Why is it so cold here?”


      “Maybe if you wore something other than that stupid Hawaiian shirt…”


      “What does my shirt have to do with anything?”


      “You always show up looking like a clown; how are we supposed to question people with you looking like that?”


      “Don’t blame me just because you suck at questioning people.”


      Kiruma kicked me in the shin. What happened to the nice, friendly Kiruma from last night, back when he was taking care of his daughter? I guessed my time with Ryouko had fooled me into letting my guard down. Kiruma snorted, as if he could tell what I was thinking.


      “Sorry, but you’re stuck with me again.”


      “Ryouko was no walk in the park, either. Is it just me, or is that lady scary?”


      Kiruma’s eyes widened. He exhaled heavily.


      “You finally noticed, huh?”


      “So it isn’t just me, then!”


      Kiruma picked up the pace, as if trying to brush off the topic.


      “Ryouko has already investigated this village, but apparently, she didn’t discover anything. That’s why she’s sending us in for a second look.”


      “But why? Isn’t that just a waste of time?”


      “Don’t ask me. Who knows what goes on in that woman’s head.”


      I shrugged.


      “Well, I’m glad I’m stuck with you again. But only by process of elimination. I’d rather not be here at all, if I had a choice.”


      “I can’t argue with that. Partner aside, it would be better not to have anything to do with the gods at all.”


      Kiruma continued walking. For once, he didn’t kick me in the shin. The road leading down the hill was shrouded in mist.


       


      The water reflected the color of the fog as we arrived at the swamp, like milk splattered over mud. The swamp was surrounded by dense and dreary woods. Dry reeds grew from the outskirts, and a wooden boat had been abandoned next to the water, belly-up. A tattered suspension bridge stretched from one end of the swamp to the other. One wrong step would probably be enough to wind up tumbling into the muddy swamp bed below.


      “I wouldn’t be surprised if something were to jump out of the water, even if there isn’t a divine incursion here,” I said, starting to freak myself out. Kiruma stared across the swamp, grim and silent. His mouth was tense, and his wide eyes were dry, almost as if he had forgotten to blink. I followed his gaze, but the only unusual thing I could see was a mossy stone marker.


      “Kiruma?” He finally seemed to snap out of it. “Is something wrong with that stone?”


      “Stone…?”


      I often saw things that no one else could see, but this was a first for me, not being able to see something that someone else could. I impatiently made my way over to the stone.


      “Right here!”


      Once I got closer, I saw that a word had been chiseled into the surface of the stone, but the grooves had filled with moss, making it difficult to read.


      “Bro…? Um bro?”


      Kiruma took a closer look, closed his eyes for a moment, and then sighed heavily.


      “It says ‘Umbra,’ you idiot.”


      “Don’t lie. That’s not even a word.”


      “It means ‘shade or shadow.’ It used to be an old word for ‘ghost.’”


      “Hold on, that’s like the name of the god you mentioned yesterday, isn’t it?”


      “Yes, though who knows why they would choose such an odd word.”


      “It’s because of the legend,” said an unfamiliar voice, interrupting us.


      I flinched. A young man was standing there. He was practically right on top of us. His long hair was frizzy and limp, while his shirt clung to his gaunt frame, making it seem as if he had risen straight up from the swamp.


      “Who the hell are you?”


      “I should be the one asking you that. You’re obviously not from the village.”


      “We’re here investigating the stories about this area…,” Kiruma answered with a frown.


      “Someone else like that showed up from Tokyo not too long ago. A woman in glasses. She looked like a teacher. Do you know her?” He must have been talking about Ryouko. The young man brushed us aside as he reached for the stone monument, scraping off the moss with his fingertips. “An investigation, huh? I guess people were bound to come eventually, considering how often it’s been happening.”


      “How often what has been happening?”


      “The mysterious deaths. You mean you didn’t know about them before you came?” Kiruma and I made eye contact. Then the man pointed toward the other side of the swamp. “Can you see anything there?”


      I peered in the direction the man was pointing, but all I could make out were reeds, billowing like freshly bleached locks of hair. Kiruma lowered his eyes without saying a word. The man shrugged.


      “The big guy here seems to know what I’m talking about,” the man said, pushing his hair back with an exhausted look. “Honestly, I’m almost at my wit’s end. If you can do anything about that, be my guest. Not that I expect much from the likes of you two.”


      “Yeah, what’s the magic word?” I said, taking an angry step forward, only for Kiruma to whack me on the back.


       


      “There aren’t any cafés around here, so this will have to do.”


      The man led us to a little wooden hut, which was apparently for people waiting for the bus. There was an enameled advertising bench covered in dust inside, the words on the backrest already faded. The man introduced himself as Kai, as he fished a cigarette out of his pocket.


      “How much do you two know?”


      “Well, we know people supposedly are able to see dead people at the bridge in the swamp,” Kiruma said, still standing in front of the bench.


      “Have a seat… But yeah, they say the bridge connects to the spirit world. It sounds like some kind of ghost story.”


      “Are the mysterious deaths you mentioned related?”


      “Probably. Legend goes that two brothers once lived near the swamp, a long time ago. The younger brother drowned while the bridge was still being built. The older brother finished the bridge after the other one died. After that, the younger brother transformed into a guardian deity and, out of pity, made it so that the bridge would connect to the land of the dead. I heard the story from one of my classmates.”


      “That’s why the stone is there?”


      Kai nodded.


      “My classmate went nuts, too. I don’t know where he went. Same thing happened to my dad. Something went wrong with his mind, and he developed dementia, started to wander off. I found him about half a year ago, drowned in the swamp.”


      “Who did your dad see in the swamp?”


      “…His son. He said he could see my dead younger brother.”


      Kai snapped his cigarette in half, even though there was still more than half of it left.


      “Waste of a good cigarette,” I blurted out without thinking. Kai gave me an exasperated smile, the kind you would usually save for a little kid.


      “Lately, I’ve started seeing my brother, too. He drowned. It happened back in second grade, around when his permanent teeth were starting to come in. I remember placing his baby teeth in the coffin with him. During the funeral, my mother cried. She said, ‘We never buried the baby teeth. You’re supposed to bury the baby teeth when they fall out. That must be why he died before the new ones came in.’”


      Kiruma closed his eyes. Maybe the story reminded him of his own daughter. I spoke up in his place.


      “Seeing the dead sounds pretty crazy, though. Are you sure it’s really your brother?”


      Kai pushed back his frizzy hair.


      “I didn’t believe it, either. Until I saw him. I was trying to avoid the swamp, but one day, before I knew it, my feet just started taking me there. He calls my name. With a little lisp, because of the missing teeth. I remember making fun of him for that. I remember everything…”


      Kai hung his head, shaking it back and forth. It really did seem like he was at his wit’s end. He stubbed out his broken cigarette in the ashtray and turned to leave.


      “Anyway, if you’re gonna do something, I hope you do it sooner rather than later. If you have any questions, you can usually find me at a shop called Kai’s Bicycles.” After a few steps, Kai stopped and looked back over his shoulder once more. “By the way, what do you think people see in that swamp if they haven’t lost anyone close to them?”


      The question confused me.


      “Nothing, right?”


      “Yeah, that’s what you would think.”


      Kai left without saying anything more. Kiruma dragged the tin can ashtray closer and pulled out a cigarette. I fished a cigarette out from my own pocket and sparked up my lighter. The cigarette smoke dissolved in the mist.


      “It looks like this village is worse off than we thought.”


      “Yes, it does.”


      Clutching his cigarette between his teeth, Kiruma picked up a newspaper that had been left in a corner of the shelter. His back was turned toward me, as if to shut me out. I peered over his shoulder at the paper, deciding not to ask what he had seen in the swamp.


      “Find anything interesting in there?”


      “It says the Soviets are working on a nuclear aircraft carrier.”


      “Is that bad?”


      “It could lead to full-out war.”


      “War? In that case, don’t we have more important things to do than dick around with some random gods in the middle of nowhere?”


      “Don’t be so sure,” Kiruma said, folding up the damp newspaper again. “The task force has been trying to find ways to make use of divine incursions. I think some of them would like to use them for more than just eliminating other malevolent gods in the future. The same thing could be happening in other countries, as well.”


      “Do other countries even have divine incursions?”


      “Don’t ask me. But so long as people have faith, I don’t see why not, even if the intrusions aren’t exactly the same.”


      The scale of what Kiruma was describing was too much for my brain to unpack. I exhaled, breathing out a puff of smoke. Ryouko’s words passed through my head.


      “It’s gods who are the slaves of men…”


      Kiruma glanced at me out of the corner of his eye but didn’t say anything; he only sighed.


      We were just starting to stand when a red light, smoldering like a boggart’s eye, began to pierce through the fog. Just when I thought that it was coming our way, an ambulance sped past, its red lights flashing. It was headed in the direction of the swamp. Kiruma and I exchanged glances. We chased after the sound of the siren, which was muted by the thick mist.


      Policemen were already putting up yellow tape by the time we got to the swamp. Paramedics, carrying a stretcher, pushed the officers aside, creating a small gap in the crowd. The onlookers murmured among themselves.


      “And they just lost the husband half a year ago…”


      Over their shoulders, I could see someone being dragged out of the swamp. It took two people to haul the body, which was stiff like a mannequin, out of the water. His shirt was now caked with mud from the swamp, his frizzy hair soaked. It was Kai. I heard Kiruma groan. As the ambulance took off, the full breadth of the stagnant swamp opened before us. I gasped. The word on the mossy stone marker at the edge of the swamp read UMBRA before, didn’t it? Now the word KAI was etched onto its surface. Like a gravestone that had stood there for decades.

    

    
      

      III


      Kai apparently died at the hospital. Kiruma was silent as we made our way toward the bicycle shop Kai had mentioned, his face ominous and ghastly. Kiruma used to be a cop. He probably felt responsible for what had happened. Honestly, he was starting to make me depressed. A vending machine sat by the side of the road. It looked so old, I worried that whatever was inside might have gone bad. I stuck a hundred-yen coin into the machine and then smacked Kiruma on the shoulder with the can of coffee that came tumbling out.


      “What?”


      “It’s not your fault, okay?”


      Kiruma’s eyes widened. He stared at the can and then took it from my hand.


      “I owe you one.”


      “You already paid me back. A bowl of ramen is worth a lot more than a juice box.”


      Kiruma hung his head and mumbled something quietly. Something about that being for Rei, I think.


      “Aren’t you going to drink something, too, Uyuu?”


      “Nah. That vending machine looked ancient. I don’t want to spend tonight on the toilet.”


      “Oh, but you expect me to drink it?!”


      Kiruma sucked his teeth loudly. I shrugged my shoulders. That was when I spotted Kai’s Bicycles. I clenched my teeth at the sight of the rusted shutter and the dismal green awning, which had collected a pouch of rain. The tire pump out front had fallen on its side. There was a woman slumped down in front of the shop, in her fifties or sixties. She hadn’t bothered to pick up the pump. Based on her frizzy hair and tired face, visible in profile, I assumed it was Kai’s mother. As we approached, the woman glanced up at us, no movement, except for her cloudy eyes.


      “Who are you?”


      I could see where Kai had gotten his standoffish manner from. Kiruma paused for a moment before telling her we were with the police. The woman’s mouth twisted up into a sneer.


      “Lots of police came around back when it was my husband, too. Now it’s my son. What? Do you think I did it?”


      Kiruma shook his head. The woman let out a long sigh, her face reminding me of Kai’s as he exhaled his cigarette smoke.


      “He said he could see his little brother. My husband said the same thing. Said he could see his son. He said all sorts of crazy things about gods, I don’t know.”


      The woman pressed her hands to her temples as if she was having a headache.


      “Sometimes trauma can resurface, even after long periods of time.”


      “There was no brother!” the woman screamed. “I almost had another child once. But I miscarried. He was never born. The only child I ever had just drowned in that swamp!”


      “What…?”


      Kiruma and I glanced at each other. The woman covered her face and sobbed. What Kai said, just before he died, suddenly flashed through my head. “What did people see if they had no one close to them?” If the umbral god wasn’t showing people visions of the dead, that changed everything. Kiruma’s face had gone pale.


      “We’re heading back to the swamp,” he said.


       


      Thick fog obstructed the evening light, painting the water’s edge white. Only the reeds reflected the mad crimson light from the sky, like needles tipped in blood. Kiruma clenched his teeth as he stared at the water’s surface. The swamp was dark and turbid with soil, a stagnant pool that had drained the lives of Kai and the other villagers. I screwed up my courage and spoke.


      “Kiruma. What did you see the first time we came here?”


      “Someone I had known, back in my hometown. He’s still alive, but something truly awful happened to him. His last name was written on that stone.”


      I glanced toward the mossy stone. Tree roots had wormed their way around its base, like exposed human intestines. The stone cast a shadow across the dark surface of the water, along with the weeping foliage of a fallen tree… No. It wasn’t foliage; it was hair. Hair, loose and long, dipping into the water to create a coiled shadow. As my eyes rose from the displaced image upon the surface of the water, I discovered a bone-white man sitting there, where the stone marker had stood. He was completely nude, cloaked in moldy green algae in place of clothes. His skin and his hair were white and slimy, like a boiled egg. His hands, which covered his face, were swollen and riddled with cuts. Before I could think about what I was doing, I was already racing forward, through the reeds. I heard Kiruma call my name from behind. Everything was dark. The white fog had turned black, surrounding me like smoke. As my feet came to a stop, the bone-white man lowered his hands, revealing clouded, milky eyes and a face covered in what looked like scratches from the branches. He pointed toward the swamp with a swollen finger. Turning my eyes in that direction, I saw a person floating face down underneath the dilapidated bridge. Their long hair radiated outward, moving slightly with each ripple of the swamp. Their mud-soaked kimono had come undone and looked as if it might slip off their body at any moment. I had to help them. I pushed through the weeds and headed farther into the swamp. Icy water wrapped around my shins like the hands of a dead man. No sooner had I registered the thought than I felt heavy all over, and my legs buckled out from beneath me.


      There was a muffled splash, and then my senses were gone. Black water enveloped my body, and I knew I had fallen into the swamp. Strangely, I felt no discomfort. Somehow, I managed to twist around to look at the thing that was on my back. The bone-white man was pushing me down toward the bottom of the swamp. His palms were cold and distended. Like the hands of a person who had drowned to death.


      “You were murdered, weren’t you?”


      I was underwater, but my voice rang out clearly. The younger brother from that story must have been killed at the swamp by the older brother. I didn’t know why. Whatever the reason, he had become a monster now. A monster that lured the villagers with visions, drowning them to death as he had once been drowned. To those who had lost someone close to them, he showed the faces of the dead. And for those who hadn’t, he made them believe they had their own brother. A younger brother like him.


      “Do you really want to kill people that bad…?”


      The umbral god stared down me. His eyebrows sagged in disappointment, and his bloated lips parted.


      “You have nothing…”


      Before I could think about what he meant, I felt myself being dragged up with incredible force.


      “Uyuu!”


      As soon as I was free from the water and the cold air embraced me, I felt the pain. I gagged, vomiting up swamp water. My eyes and nose were on fire, and I could feel gritty mud permeating throughout my mouth.


      “What the hell were you thinking?! Running forward and diving into the swamp like that…”


      Kiruma had pulled me out. He was nearly out of his mind with panic. The look on his face was kind of hilarious.


      “Sorry…”


      I spit out some more dirt and stood up. But no sooner had I recovered than I was hit with a new wave of terror. The bone-white man was still there, staring at us with his milky eyes! I pushed away Kiruma’s hand as he tried to help me up and pointed a finger at the umbral god.


      “Gah! It’s still there!”


      “What’s where…?”


      The umbral god was right in front of us, but Kiruma couldn’t seem to see it. It looked like we didn’t have any choice but to run. But if we didn’t do something about the god, it would just call us back at some point like it did to Kai. Just then, something slithered up silently to the pale god’s feet, like a snake. He glanced down with milky eyes. While the man was caked with algae and grime, the thread was unblemished, pure white light. It quickly coiled around him like a cocoon. And then the thread unraveled, dispersing into air. All that was left, once the thread had vanished, was the stone marker from before. Kiruma glanced back and forth between the stone and me, looking confused. I breathed out and then shook my head.


      “Never mind, I guess it’s over.”


      “What’s over?”


      Kiruma frowned in confusion and then smacked me on the back. The weight caused more dirty water to sputter out of my mouth. I laughed. It was false courage, but I needed false courage right now. The only word now etched into the stone was UMBRA, just as when we had arrived.


       


      Kiruma and I made our way through the darkened village. My clothes were soaked, and I felt so cold, I wouldn’t be surprised if I froze my nuts off. I thought it was supposed to be summer. Kiruma spoke, his voice low.


      “What did you see back there? I haven’t seen any more visions, since you said it was over.”


      “…I saw the same god from the last village.”


      The white thread that had enveloped the umbral god must have been from the nourishing god.


      “Ryouko mentioned something about using it to get rid of malevolent gods, but I didn’t think they were really going to do it, not yet at least. I mean, we only just found the thing…”


      Kiruma glanced down, his face dark.


      “I wouldn’t put it past them.”


      “Is that really a good idea, though? Taking advantage of a god?”


      “I haven’t told you this, but apparently, the task force already makes use of some gods. There’s one that predicts the future, for instance.”


      That was what Ryouko had told me.


      “The god that tells the future… What is it like?”


      “I don’t have many details, but I’ve heard it referred to as the bovine god before.”


      I didn’t ask more questions.


      I could see Kai’s Bicycles at the end of the street. Its shutter was closed. Kai’s mother said that her other child had been miscarried. And Kiruma said that his friend from the village, the one that he saw, was still alive.


      “I think the umbral god was murdered. By his own brother,” I murmured. “I don’t think that the umbral god was showing people images of the dead. I think it was showing them people they saw as objects of guilt or regret.”


      “…I think you might be right.”


      As we walked past Kai’s Bicycles, I quickened my pace.


      “I didn’t see anything at all. Ryouko probably didn’t, either. Maybe I’m just a bad person, after all. Like, what if I didn’t see anything because I don’t feel like I owe anyone an apology for anything I’ve done?”


      I tried to laugh off the seriousness of what I was saying, but Kiruma didn’t even crack a smile.


      “A genuinely bad person wouldn’t ask themselves something like that.” After a long silence, Kiruma spoke up again. “You’re definitely not the same as Ryouko and the others. The idea of using the gods scares you.”


      “I ain’t scared!”


      “No, it’s a good thing. Don’t try to take advantage of the gods; don’t even think about it. The gods are too much for men to handle.”


      I could see the bus shelter at the top of the hill. Just hours ago, Kai had been there, still alive. My cigarettes had gotten wet in the swamp, but I doubted I could have brought myself to smoke one right now anyway.
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    Prologue


    The village I came from was terrible. And I’ll probably turn out terrible in the end, too. It’s in the blood. That’s what always terrified me so much. The people in my village were all swarthy skinned. It was a fishing village, and the sun shone year-round. Ever since I was old enough to remember, my skin had been dark, too. None of the children in the village were pale. I remember a song the fishermen used to sing, out on the beach.


    Spring tide, neap tide. The tide comes in and the road vanishes, the tide goes and the road appears. The tide has Four Tails. It comes as it’s called.


    Even the children lisped along as they joined the adults in untangling the fish-scale-speckled nets. Myself included. Both of us. He was a skinny kid, too skinny, tan like a piece of dried fish, like all the other kids. Of all the boys our age, I was the tallest and he was the shortest. He always stuck close to me when the mean older boys tried to mess with him. No one ever messed with me. Because of my size and the angry look in my eyes. At some point, after I had chased the older boys away a few times, he just started following me around whenever. He was like my younger brother, even though we were the same age. He was from one of the four magnate families, the great houses of the village, just like I was. But there was nothing great about them. We were supposed to have the power to call god, but that wasn’t really true. We were just being fattened on the other villagers, in preparation for the day we would be eaten ourselves. That was the whole reason for the magnate houses. I was twelve when I finally learned this.


    There’s a special festival in my village, held only once every few decades. One day, my friend came to me to tell me he had been chosen for a very important role in the festival. “I’m going to be the Spiral!” he’d said. I knew that was what we called the oracle of our village and that the Spiral was chosen from among the four great houses. I didn’t know anything else. I was just happy to see my friend be so proud when usually he trembled in my shadow.


    The day for the festival came. I still remember the furious ringing of the bell and how the waves at the beach glittered in the evening, like a sea of blood. The adults held the shimenawa—a sacred rope used to mark off divine space—forming a line like an imaginary train as they made their way toward the cliff. My friend stood at the center of the line. He was supposed to be a priest now, but he looked more like an old-time convict being carted away. He glanced my way as he was surrounded by the adults, and he smiled slightly. The rest of us, the children, were told not to come any closer, but I snuck off on my own and made my way down behind the cliff. There was a whirlpool at the base of the cliff. If anyone fell in there, there was no coming back out. I had heard of people dying out there before, fishermen who had misread the tides or children who had gone to play in the caves without telling an adult. As the sun sank, the black waves groaned like leviathan beasts. The adults waggled the shimenawa back and forth before the entrance to the cave. I thought I heard a scream, mixed in with the spraying foam, and ran toward the sound of the voice. That’s when I saw the Spiral. Its eyes, nose, and mouth, like empty hollows, skin so macerated and white, I could hardly believe they had come from our village. And I saw something else, behind the Spiral. I ran. The rocky ground sliced into the soles of my feet, every step was torture as the salty tide lapped at the open wounds, but I ran as fast and as hard as I could until I was finally at the beach. Once I was back on the sandy dunes, I realized that my footprints trailed all the way from the caves, staining the ground red. Paranoid that someone would follow me, I began running again. My footprints quickly vanished underneath the waves. In the aftermath of the festival, the ocean at night looked quieter and more radiant than usual. I knew now how terrible our village was. The next day my friend was gone; I never saw him again. None of the other children spoke about him, though sometimes the adults would mention the Spiral. I tried heading back to the caves several times but never made it far enough in the end. The tide always blocked my way. If only I hadn’t run that day. But in the end, I wound up running even farther.


    Even after I made my way to Tokyo, my skin remained the same swarthy shade. A reminder that, no matter how far I ran, I would always be one of them. The whole reason I became a detective in the first place was to put as much distance between myself and those awful things as I could. People called me dedicated and hardworking, but I always told them they were wrong. I wasn’t being humble. Nothing I do will ever erase the fact that I abandoned my friend that day. Just by existing, I am terrible.


    One day a case involving a suspicious death landed on my desk. Not that unusual when you work in Homicide. My fellow officers worked the case the ordinary way, but I realized there was something different about this one. This crime had not been committed by human hands. I had seen the shadow of a god in the cave that day. The memory returned to me now. I let only one person in on what I was thinking. One of my bosses, someone who had looked out for me ever since I was a rookie. That must have been my fatal mistake. As we were on the verge of solving the case, a flurry of people I had never seen before suddenly invaded the department, snatching up every last file related to the case before singling me out and leading me into a separate room. It was one of the interrogation rooms. I was familiar with it by now, but this was my first time being on the other side of the table. The woman in glasses who sat down across from me told me that her name was Ryouko.


    “Your name is Renjirou Kiruma, correct?”


    Ryouko grinned. And then she guessed where I was from.


    “How did you know that?”


    “It’s my specialty. I am an expert in all things related to gods and faith. I believe you know what I am talking about. How else would you have known that this case was not the work of human hands?”


    I pursed my lips.


    “Kiruma is one of the four great magnate families of your village, said to have the power to call the gods. Maybe that’s how this case found you.”


    “Are you saying that it’s my fault this happened…?”


    “Not this time, no. But there’s no guarantee that will be true the next time.”


    My mind felt blank. If what this woman said was true, if nothing had changed even after I left the village, then maybe, whereas I thought I was solving cases, I was actually just creating more victims along the way. I laced my fingers together to keep my hands from shaking. Ryouko smiled, as if she could see what I was thinking.


    “Would you like to try using your power to protect people instead?”


    And that was how I joined the task force. I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. I went about my work, still in the dark, until one day one of the higher-ups approached me with an offer of marriage to his daughter. The man’s name was Miyaki, one of the founding members of the task force. A family with deep and unfathomable secrets, as deep and unfathomable as my own village. I agreed. It would give me a chance to change my name, to penetrate deeper into the organization and get my hands on more information, and hopefully, to allow me to prevent more incidents from happening. I knew they were using me as a pawn. My wife didn’t have any inside information about her family; she was just a normal, if sickly, young woman. She was pale and gentle, with large round eyes, the complete opposite of the people from my village. No matter how bad my day had been, I always felt a surge of relief when I saw her again. I’m thankful my daughter, Rei, came out looking like her mother instead of like me.


    I was born into that terrible village, with the power to attract the gods. And now I do the kind of work that I do. I doubt there’s a decent end waiting for me out there. But so be it. That almost feels right. Just so long as my wife and daughter don’t suffer the consequences. And Uyuu, too. Lately, I’ve started to realize just how much he reminds me of that skinny kid who used to follow me around. He’s a moron, yeah, a mumbo-jumbo charlatan, and a thug. But he’s really not a bad guy. I hope he gets to lead a decent life once this is all over. I want to do what I can to make that happen. What else can I do for him, after all? Pray?


    
      I


      The boat’s propeller chopped through the surface of the ocean with a shrill whine.


      “Would you shut the hell up!”


      Kiruma, who was sitting behind me, glared at me sharply. Apparently, he had been speaking to me, although I couldn’t hear him.


      “Not you. The boat! The stupid boat!”


      Kiruma wrapped his arm around the boat’s handrail, looking annoyed. Despite the fierce sun beating down on us and the unbroken expanse of water, the scene felt somehow desolate. Maybe it was the spray coming off the propeller, which left a hazy mist in the air. This was a modified shipping boat, though it didn’t seem like much had actually been changed. It was just ferrying people back and forth on its deck now, instead of raw fish. We had been getting on and off trains since morning in order to make it to this boat, of which there was apparently only one per day. I didn’t know much about where we were headed, just that it was sure to be nowhere good. I spoke to Kiruma, raising my voice to a shout.


      “Can’t they do something about the noise?!”


      “Do what? It’s not like there’s a harbor in the village large enough to handle a bigger boat.”


      “Besides, we shouldn’t complain. Don’t forget, travel expenses are on the taxpayers’ dime!”


      “Suck-up,” I shot back, before realizing Kiruma hadn’t been the one speaking. Glancing to the side, I saw a woman dressed in black, now standing smack-dab between Kiruma and myself. I nearly fell upside down.


      “Who the hell are you?”


      “Hi. The name’s Reizei.”


      “No, seriously, who the hell are you?!”


      Kiruma sighed.


      “Reizei is with the task force. She’ll be joining us this time. This case might be too much for just the two of us to handle.”


      “Is this place really that dangerous? Actually, forget about that. How long have you been here?!”


      “Since we boarded the boat.”


      “Well, you could have said something!”


      Reizei chuckled. Maybe it was her somber one-piece dress or her pale mole-speckled face, but she looked as if she had just come from a funeral. Kiruma patted me on the shoulder.


      “This is Uyuu, the charlatan we told you about. He can really see them.”


      “My condolences.”


      “Now you’re just making fun of me.”


      What was it with the women on the task force? Although I guess you’d have to be a little strange to stick with this line of work.


      “Reizei is a folklore scholar, like Ryouko. She also writes for occult tabloids sometimes.”


      “Please don’t lump me in with her.”


      Kiruma sighed. Reizei saddled closer.


      “Have you met Ryouko yet?” she asked.


      “Yeah, unfortunately. That woman scares me.”


      “So you do know her, then! Did you know her husband was also on the task force…? Until he went missing, that is. Right after he and Ryouko had a ‘difference of opinion.’”


      I gulped. Ryouko had mentioned going to visit her husband’s grave. Either way, missing or dead, it wasn’t hard too hard to imagine a cover-up.


      “Save the tall tales for your tabloids. We’re almost there.”


      Kiruma squinted, tense. It didn’t look like it was from the glare of the sun, either. I had learned to spot those subtle differences. We had known each other for a while now, whether I liked it or not.


      “Kiruma. About this village we’re headed to…”


      “It’s the village where I was born.” I wasn’t sure what to say. Kiruma stared at the choppy waves, releasing a heavy sigh. “I finally made up my mind while we were in the last village. I have to face this place at some point.”


      “Are you sure? I mean, it’s your hometown. If it’s dedicated to whatever god we’re here for…”


      “Don’t worry. I’m ready to see the place destroyed, if that’s what it takes.”


      I decided to leave it at that. I was thankful now for the ear-churning roar of the propeller. Mingled in with the sounds of the propeller, though, I could hear children singing. Spring tide, neap tide… It was strange. The engine and the waves were so loud, yet I could hear the voices clearly, as if the singing were coming from right next to me. Kiruma and Reizei were talking about something else. It seemed like I was the only one who could hear the song. Leaning over the handrail, I saw a white rope floating between the waves. The rope looked too fine to be used for tying up a boat. Something about its shape was also strange. I realized it was a piece of shimenawa, the holy festoons used at shrines. What is something like that doing in the water? The severed rope bobbed up and down, agitating the waves like a little arm.


       


      As soon as the boat came to a stop, the air sweeping over the water changed. The salty breeze grew sticky, carrying a stench with it like a sweaty invalid. The jaws of the reef yawned wide like a shark’s teeth. White shadows seemed to congregate around a few of the boulders ensconced among the waves.


      Sand trickled into my sneakers as soon as I climbed out of the boat and got onto shore. The feeling was coarse and unpleasantly heavy.


      Reizei wobbled slightly in her heeled pumps as Kiruma lent her a hand in getting out of the boat. I glanced around, but I couldn’t find whoever had been singing.


      “That’s weird. Where are the kids…?” Reizei glanced at me, confused. “I heard kids singing while we were on the boat.”


      Kiruma’s eyes widened.


      “What were they singing?”


      “I didn’t really understand it, something about ‘spring tide’ and ‘neap tide’…” Kiruma’s eyes went even wider. “Is that bad?”


      “No, not bad. I just heard that song a lot when I was a kid.”


      The boat we had arrived on left again, almost like it was running away. We were stuck here now until tomorrow. As the boat disappeared out of sight, teeming black shadows suddenly convened farther up the coast. It was the villagers, all swarthy and tanned just like Kiruma, staring at us from above. The looks on their faces were unforgiving, as if they had come to remove the contamination in their midst. Their eyes traveled as one. Their teeth and the whites of their eyes were the only light in the sea of dusky skin. They seemed to move in synchronized fashion, like a colony of insects.


      “Well, this is interesting…,” Reizei murmured, unfazed.


      Kiruma took a step forward. One of the women in the crowd took a step forward as well.


      “Renjirou?” she said.


      Kiruma nodded, the look on his face as if he had just been handed a death sentence.


      “Yes, it’s been a long time… I’m back.”


      It was hard to believe, the way the villagers’ faces softened instantly, and they welcomed us in.


       


      We were surrounded by the villagers as we made our way from the beach up to the harbor area. I could barely see a thing. The woman who had spoken to Kiruma was smiling from ear to ear. Her eyes seemed to get lost in her suntanned face.


      “How many years has it been? At least ten, right? I thought I’d never see you again, not for as long as I lived. You should have told me you were coming.”


      “I’m sorry. I came suddenly, for work.”


      “You mean you’re not just here for a visit? I’m afraid we don’t have any criminals for you to arrest around here.”


      “There’s more to being a detective than just arresting criminals,” Kiruma responded, his face dour.


      “Who’s the lady?” I whispered in his ear.


      “…That’s my mother.”


      Clearly his relationship with his mother wasn’t good. Not just his mother, actually, the whole village. I continued to ramble on, intentionally trying not to make a big deal of things.


      “So, what, you’re the second child?”


      People whose names ended in jirou were usually the second-born son in a family.


      “I’m the oldest, actually… There was supposedly going to be a child before me, but it ended up being miscarried.”


      “Oh… Well then, that’s a stupid name.”


      Kiruma’s lips finally curled up into a smile. We continued making our way up the slope, pushed forward by the crowd of villagers. The smell of the tide grew fainter, and I realized we were entering a forest, the road gradually becoming surrounded by trees. I could barely see Reizei, even though she was right behind me, lost in the sea of dark-skinned villagers. Kiruma’s mother spoke to her son as she led the pack.


      “Who are these other two with you?”


      “They’re colleagues from work.”


      “You don’t say. They certainly don’t look like police.”


      The woman never so much as glanced at Reizei and me, addressing herself only to Kiruma. The other villagers remained silent, shuffling along in droves. It almost reminded me of a funeral procession.


       


      Once we had reached the top of the hill, the villagers suddenly split off to the left and right. At last, I could see my surroundings again. I recoiled at the strange sight that awaited us. A rock was resting in the middle of a clearing that had been carved out from the surrounding forest, smashed into four pieces by some incredible strength. The brutal cross section of rock blossomed outward, dark and shaded beneath the foliage of the trees. A shimenawa was looped around the four promontories of the split rock, connecting outward to four cardinal pillars that had been erected like grave markers. Each of these pillars was inscribed with a name: KIRUMA, UETO, MASU, and ESATO.


      “Kiruma…” I repeated the name through closed lips.


      Kiruma’s mother inhaled sharply. She let out a long stream of air, like a whistle. Then she arched her back toward the sky like a longbow and shouted in proclamation.


      “The child of Kiruma has returned!”


      “Kiruma has returned!”


      Thunderous shouts rose up from the villagers on either side of us. They repeated themselves, over and over, their booming cries shaking the forest. “Kiruma has returned! Kiruma has returned!” What is wrong with these people? I glanced around, dumbfounded. I could see cold sweat trickling down Reizei’s brow, as well. Kiruma only stared at his mother, his face set. She bent backward again and shouted once more.


      “The reigning Spiral is nearly at the end of his life!”


      I had no idea what that meant, but the villagers repeated it back to her. Kiruma’s head jerked up in surprise.


      “He has served our god with dedication! Oh, how I mourn!”


      “Oh, how we mourn!”


      The woman shook her head back and forth, her eyes and mouth wide in the imitation of a sob. The villagers repeated this same dumb show, no trace of actual grief visible on their faces. Their dry, mechanical shrieks roiled across the forest. I could see why Kiruma disliked this place so much. There was something deeply wrong here.

    

    
      

      II


      I thought the noise and madness would last forever, but once it finally came to an end, the three of us were invited to Kiruma’s childhood home. I still felt dazed, the villagers’ shouts seeming to echo in my ears. The split stone, the pillar with Kiruma’s name written on it, and the shouted proclamations of the villagers. I had seen more strange villages, more bizarre gods and weirdo villagers than I cared to at this point, but none had been quite as strange as here. Was this really where Kiruma had grown up? The woman calmly led the way. She did kind of resemble Kiruma, with her thick eyebrows and partially slanted eyes.


      We soon arrived at a massive wooden house. The roof was covered in white stains that looked like dried jizz. Probably from the salt breeze. Reizei craned her head upward to stare at the trimmed hedges as she spoke.


      “Are these daphniphyllums?”


      For the first time, Kiruma’s mother directed her eyes toward someone other than her son.


      “I’m impressed you recognize them. We all grow them here, because of how hardy they are against the tidal breeze.”


      The woman tugged at the crooked sliding front door. It rattled futilely. Kiruma opened it for her.


      “See, it opens right away for you. Ungrateful door.”


      The woman wiped the sweat off her brow as she stepped inside the home. From behind, she looked like any ordinary mother. The house was ridiculously spacious inside. A long black hallway extended hypnotically from the entryway. There were too many sliding partitions on either side to count. We removed our shoes. I tucked my dirty sneakers away in the corner. They seemed so out of place here.


      “We’ll have soumen. Come, Renjirou, you can help. You other two can wait in the guest room.”


      The woman hurried off down the hallway, flinging open one of the sliding paper doors as she walked past. Kiruma patted my shoulder softly and then disappeared into the back along with his mother. The frosted glass windows in the guest room were tightly sealed, leaving the air inside stale. It was a quiet and oppressive space, like the waiting room at a crematorium. The room was decorated in traditional Japanese style, the air conditioner the only modern, out-of-place element. Reizei quickly retrieved one of the floor pillows stacked up by the side of the table and sat down on the floor. I sat down cross-legged next to her.


      “This village is nuts.”


      “Yes, I thought a fishing village would be a little more bright and cheerful.”


      Reizei spread out her skirt and repositioned her legs. I looked away.


      “Look at this house, though. These people seem loaded.”


      “They must be an important family in the village. Their name was written on one of those pillars.”


      “What do you think those pillars were, like the local version of a bronze statue? There was also something that looked like a shimenawa on it, though.”


      “Yes, there was.”


      Reizei ran a hand along the edge of the table, staring at the dirt that was left behind on her fingertips.


      “What are you, the judgmental mother-in-law?”


      “Dear, oh dear, so much dust! It’s not actually dust, though. It’s sand.”


      She was right; the grime that had collected on the balls of her fingers was actually tawny sand.


      “I heard the sea breeze is nasty stuff. It probably carries in the sand, too.”


      “You know there was a book about that.”


      “If you say so.”


      “It was about a man who arrives at a village and is captured by the people there and forced to live in a hole.”


      “Great.”


      The door slid open, and Kiruma and his mother appeared. Kiruma was holding a glass bowl, and his mother was holding a tray. The bowl was filled with a heaping mound of soumen noodles, while the tray was loaded with tempura. Canned mandarin orange slices had been piled up on top of the noodles.


      “Fruit on noodles. The rich really do live different.”


      “Moron,” Kiruma said, placing the bowl on the table. Reizei craned her neck upward.


      “Will you be joining us, too, Mrs. Kiruma?”


      “Me? Eat with outsiders? Of course not. Besides, I must go wake Renjirou’s father.”


      “Where is he now?” Kiruma asked, glancing at his mother out of the corner of his eye.


      “Taking a nap. He has to help prepare for the festival tonight.”


      “When will the festival be held?”


      “As soon as the Spiral’s body gives out. The Uetos are up next. I need to speak with someone over there, as well.”


      The woman set the tempura down and promptly turned on her heel. Kiruma passed out chopsticks and bowls of dipping broth before taking a seat across from us.


      “Sorry. I know this village is crazy.”


      “I mean, it’s not your fault.”


      “So you agree that it’s crazy,” Reizei said.


      I glared at her, and she shrugged. We began slurping our soumen noodles. I wasn’t sure if I should let the cold noodle broth and the mandarins mix, but I dunked the mandarins in the broth and wound up regretting it—the salty sweetness. Reizei nibbled a piece of seaweed tempura.


      “Are you ready to tell us more about this village now?”


      Kiruma’s bowl of broth still had noodles floating in it. He pushed his bowl away and dragged the ashtray at the edge of the table closer.


      “There’s a lot I don’t know myself. I ran away before trying to learn the whole truth; that’s my fault. Plus, there were probably a lot of things, habits of thinking, that just seemed normal from the inside. So you should take what I say with a grain of salt.”


      Kiruma flicked his lighter and lit his cigarette. He stared at the smoke with a furrowed brow, as if praying.


      “For as long as I know, four families have been responsible for the festival rites in this village. My own family, the Uetos, the Masus, and the Esatos.”


      “Those are the names that were written on those stone pillars.”


      “What do you mean by ‘rites’? Your mother mentioned something about there being a festival.”


      “Since we’re here on a case, you’ve probably figured this much out by now, but this village worships a unique god. It’s known as the tidecall god, said to calm rough waters and bring bountiful hauls. So far, that’s pretty normal stuff.”


      “Since we’re here, though, I’m guessing there’s more to it than just that.”


      “There is also a priestlike figure, known as the Spiral. An oracle said to receive revelations from the tidecall god.”


      “Spiral? You mean like a whirlpool?”


      “Or transcendent, like a spire,” Reizei added.


      “Both, probably. The festival ends with whoever was chosen as the next Spiral being led off toward the whirlpool down by the cliff. After that, the new Spiral becomes a messenger of the god and no longer has anything to do with the villagers.”


      “As a way to preserve the mystique, I imagine.”


      “Yeah, something smells fishy.”


      Reizei set down her chopsticks.


      “You said the next Spiral. Does everyone take turns?”


      “In a way. Once the previous Spiral dies, the next is chosen in order from among the four houses. Assuming nothing has changed since I left…the current Spiral is an Esato.”


      Kiruma looked troubled. The soumen noodles had swelled up inside my stomach, and I didn’t feel hungry anymore. As I pulled out one of my own cigarettes, Reizei extended a hand.


      “Mind sharing? I forgot to buy a pack before getting on the boat.”


      “Yeah, sure. This is my first time having someone bum a smoke off me, though. Usually, I’m the one doing the mooching.”


      “Glad I could be your first.”


      “Would you two get serious?”


      The lines in Kiruma’s brow finally relaxed a little. He seemed to have been having a tough time, ever since we got to this place. I couldn’t think of the right words to say to him. The breeze from the air conditioner churned the smoke from our three cigarettes. Reizei spoke, blowing smoke up at the wood grain of the ceiling.


      “What else does this festival involve?”


      “The villagers lead the next Spiral to the sea caves, carrying a shimenawa with them and ringing bells as they go. Only a few select individuals go beyond that point, so it’s not entirely clear what happens in the end…”


      “It’s clear enough,” Reizei said, pushing her long hair away from her face. “The tidecall god clearly has a strong association with life and death.”


      “What makes you say that?”


      “Your mother said that everyone in the village plants daphniphyllum bushes. The daphniphyllum puts out new leaves before the old ones drop, making it a symbol of succession and generational change.”


      “Kind of like the Spiral.”


      “Exactly. There’s also its name. The tidecall. As the god seems to reside in the ocean, part of the name probably refers to the calling of the god itself, but you said they ring bells during the festival, didn’t you?”


      “Yes, but a lot of festivals involve bells, don’t they?”


      “There is actually an old custom of raising the dead by shouting their name and ringing bells in their ears.”


      “Who knew necromancy was so easy!”


      “The people in question likely weren’t dead, only in near-death stupors. There was no such thing as autopsies back in the day. The practice was known as soul calling.”


      Ash dropped from the tip of Kiruma’s cigarette. “Of course,” he murmured, his voice coming out low and gravelly in the empty guest room. I shook my head.


      “I’m still not seeing the whole picture, though. What about the god—what is it actually like? And what does it need the Spiral for?”


      “We don’t know at this stage. But that’s what we’re going to find out. It looks like we’ve arrived just in time for the festival.”


      Kiruma nodded, with a heavy head.


      “They won’t let outsiders in, but hopefully my being here will help.”


      “And if it doesn’t?”


      “If it doesn’t, then I guess it’s your turn,” Reizei said with a wink. “You’re the one who can see them, after all.”


      “See them and then some…”


      But I didn’t tell them the rest. That ever since we had arrived at Kiruma’s house, I could hear the children singing, just like I had on the boat.

    

    
      III


      Preparations for the festival were apparently being carried out in the clearing we saw before, where the stone and the pillars were found. The idea of dealing with the villagers again made me depressed. The three of us made our way up the road again, now illuminated by gummy evening light. I finally got a good look at the village, which I had been unable to see while we were surrounded by the villagers. White patinas of salt bloomed across everything, the old houses, the telephone poles, even the rusted scraps by the side of the road. We soon reached the top of the gloomy forest road. The villagers had already assembled.


      “I don’t see any palanquins or lanterns,” Reizei said.


      She was right; the typical signs of a festival were all missing. The villagers sat on the bare ground, diligently twining together lengths of white rope. The rope was thick like a snake, but most of the people here were probably fishermen and used to making rope. Their hands paused when they noticed us. Their white eyes in a sea of dark faces fixed on us with a stagnant light, as if to ask what we were doing there. Before I could speak, Kiruma stepped forward. The villagers murmured loudly.


      “It’s the Kiruma boy.”


      “Why did you bring these riffraff here?”


      Kiruma was like a statue, never so much as flinching. Someone stood up from the crowd. He was thin and somber looking. Too thin really; I didn’t see how he could be a fisherman. But his skin was dark, like everyone else in the village.


      “Why come back after all this time?”


      “Esato…,” someone else said from behind him.


      That was one of the names etched into the pillars. This man must have been from one of the magnate families as well.


      “Let me guess. You figured it was safe now, since it won’t be the Kiruma family’s turn anytime soon.”


      “I’m here on work…”


      “With your badge and gun? Who do you think you’re going to arrest? All of us?”


      “I’m just here to investigate.”


      “Well, let me make it easy for you. We’re the criminals, and the villagers are the victims. Did you forget what our ancestors did? This is our responsibility. They’re the ones who discovered the god in the first place.”


      Reizei, who was standing next to me, narrowed her eyes. Esato moved closer, and Kiruma took a step back.


      “You better man up, Kiruma. Ueto’s parents died at sea. Did you even know that? It’s Ueto’s turn to be the Spiral, but at this rate, the whole family is going to die out.”


      Kiruma’s face went pale. I stepped in between the two, shoving back against Esato’s thin belly. He staggered immediately.


      “Uyuu, stop!”


      Kiruma finally shook off his paralysis. Esato stared at me with hostility in his eyes.


      “Stay out of this. You’re not even from here. You don’t even know what we’re talking about.”


      “No, I don’t know. But I don’t like your freaking attitude!”


      “Uyuu!”


      “Stop, please, not before the festival…,” said a new, quiet voice. It was a woman’s.


      The woman was leaning against one of the pillars. Her skin, which protruded from her indigo skirt and blouse, seemed slightly paler than that of the other villagers. Kiruma’s lips moved softly.


      “Ueto…,” he said.


      The woman smiled at him weakly. Esato gave up and walked away. Reizei approached me, taking his place.


      “Look at you, you little hoodlum! Good job, though.”


      Reizei flashed me a thumbs-up, just like the lowlife she was. I softened my voice.


      “Ueto’s the one who’s supposed to become the next Spiral, right?”


      “Yeah, and that guy just said something about the family dying out.”


      “Eavesdropper.”


      Kiruma and the woman stood facing each other. Kiruma hung his head awkwardly, while the woman named Ueto silently toyed with the sandals at her feet.


      “Is it just me, or does this feel a little awkward?”


      “Maybe they used to be a thing?”


      “You think?”


      I suddenly felt eyes on my back. Turning around, I spotted Esato and the other villagers, staring at me hard enough to burn a hole through my back. Reizei took the opportunity to approach the pillars, inspecting the stone and ropes without any reservation. Kiruma seemed like the safer bet right now. I headed toward him, ignoring the other villagers.


      “Renjirou, how many years has it been? I didn’t think you’d come back,” said the woman named Ueto shyly. Maybe Reizei was right, and they had been a thing.


      “Yeah. Is…is what Esato said about your parents true?”


      “It is. Their boat capsized at sea. They put subcontractors in charge of the processing and went out in one of the boats for themselves. They were used to bad weather, so they must have gotten careless. My younger brother was with them, too.”


      “That’s awful… How are you getting by?”


      “Everyone helps out. I am an Ueto, after all.”


      Ueto went to step closer, but her sandal slipped off her foot and slid Kiruma’s way. He crouched down and picked it up, passing it back to her.


      “I mean, it’s fine.”


      Ueto placed her bare foot back onto the ground as she stared at the sandal clutched in her hand.


      “Did you hear? I’m going to be the next Spiral. Really, it’s fine. That’s just what I have to do. But…” She tossed the sandal away and clutched Kiruma’s arm. “Are you really going to go back to Tokyo again? Can’t you stay here?”


      Ueto’s back was facing me so I couldn’t see her face, but judging from the way her voice broke and the look of dismay on Kiruma’s face, I knew it wasn’t good.


      “When I become the Spiral, the Ueto house will vanish. If there was a child, though, maybe they would wait.”


      “What are you saying…?”


      “Renjirou, please. All of us from the families. We’re all the same. It doesn’t matter if you go to Tokyo; we’re all still…”


      …sinners, I heard her say. But I stubbed my toe on something and fell headfirst in dramatic fashion. Dammit. It was the shimenawa, still lying on the ground. The villagers were probably all staring at me again. Kiruma and Ueto looked down at me in surprise. I grinned up at them foolishly.


      “H-hey…”


      The woman released Kiruma’s arm and quickly stepped back. Other people nearby started lighting bonfires, sparks drifting toward us on the wind. Kiruma sighed in exasperation.


      “Can’t you stay still for one second?”


      The sleeve of his button-up shirt was wrinkled in the shape of a woman’s hand.


      “As soon as you start acting like a dad. You don’t want me to tell Rei on you, do you?”


      Kiruma whacked me on the back. I stumbled forward, coming to a stop in front of where Ueto now stood, with a flinch.


      “Oh. He already has a child…”


      She smiled weakly. Backlit by the bonfires, like a ghost.


       


      “I don’t understand it,” Reizei said as she stared up at the stains on the ceiling.


      We were back at Kiruma’s house, seated around the low table in the guest room. It felt like we were holding a war council deep behind enemy lines.


      “Well, you’re the folklorist; you better figure out something.”


      “But it doesn’t make sense.” Reizei grabbed one of my smokes, acting as if they belonged to her. “Being chosen to support a god is supposed to be a big honor, even if sometimes that honor is all for show. That doesn’t seem to be the case with the Spiral, though. She was acting like it was some sort of punishment or duty, that she was only going along with because she had to.”


      “Yeah…”


      The way those ropes were tied around the rock did remind me of prisoners tied up in a row.


      “Kiruma, how did your families become so powerful in this village?” Reizei asked.


      Kiruma crossed his arms, his face impassive.


      “The four magnate houses, including my own, were outsiders at first.”


      “Then you became great houses?”


      “I believe it happened in the Edo or Meiji period. I don’t know the details.”


      “What comes after Meiji again?” I asked, interrupting. “Showa?”


      “Moron,” Kiruma said, shaking his head.


      “And what comes after Showa?” Reizei asked, chiming in as well.


      “Don’t you start, too. How is anyone supposed to know the name of eras that haven’t even happened yet?” Kiruma said, scolding her.


      Reizei acted shocked. What a strange lady.


      “In any case, when our ancestors first came to this village, they apparently shared new technology and fishing techniques that weren’t known here yet. As a result, the village prospered, and the four families grew to be idolized. Because of that, though, the families grew proud.”


      Kiruma stubbed his cigarette out in the glass ashtray.


      “They decided to set foot into the caves, down by the rocks. A forbidden area where the villagers never ventured. That was where they found the tidecall god.”


      My mouth was hanging open as I listened. My tongue and my lips felt dry.


      “Reizei was right when she said it doesn’t make sense. The tidecall god is incomprehensible. Supposedly that was why an oracle was needed, someone who could plumb the god’s depths and determine whether it poses a danger to the village.”


      “And so responsibility fell to the four houses who discovered the god?”


      “But that’s complete bull! Why should a bunch of kids be responsible for what their parents did?”


      Kiruma didn’t answer; he just stared at his own cigarette butt in the ashtray, now crushed like a worm. Reizei uncrossed and recrossed her legs.


      “In any case, if we’re going to get to the truth, it doesn’t look like we have any option other than to participate in the festival.”


      Kiruma’s face grew darker. Just then, the sliding paper door to the guest room opened. Kiruma’s mother appeared before us.


      “Renjirou, the Ueto girl is out.”


      “Out?”


      “She hung herself at home. By the time the doctor arrived, she was already gone.”


      Kiruma trembled, his face pale and white. The face of Kiruma’s mother, meanwhile, was as expressionless as a Noh mask underneath the fluorescent light. Not that I expected any normal emotion from her in the first place, but wasn’t Ueto supposed to be the next Spiral? Why wasn’t Kiruma’s mother more upset? Reizei was the first to break the silence.


      “What about the festival?” she said, cutting straight to the point. Kiruma’s mother cocked her head, her face just as expressionless as before.


      “Yes, about that. Are either of you named Reizei, by any chance?”

    

    
      IV


      As we exited the house, the sounds of crashing waves filled the air. No, not waves. They were the voices of the villagers. Their shouts echoed across the village, just like they had shouted at the stone and pillars when we first arrived.


      “The Ueto family has been extinguished! Oh, how we mourn!”


      “Oh, how we mourn!”


      “They have served our village with such dedication!”


      From the hedges and the walls, from the shadows of the telephone poles, mouths agape, eyes wide, the villagers shouted their proclamations in unison. Kiruma, Reizei, and I climbed the forest road again, Kiruma’s parents leading the way. The mad commotion made it nearly impossible to think, but I had to try. Ueto was dead. I glanced at Kiruma out of the corner of my eye, worried for him, but he just trudged along beside me, silent and tense. Was he in shock? Or was something else driving him on, some sense of duty? But there were bigger problems right now. Reizei spoke, from the rear of the group.


      “I’m sorry, but what does all this have to do with me?”


      Kiruma’s parents continued forward, silent. The shouts of the villagers echoed around us like crows. Once we’d reached the top of the hill, I gasped in surprise. I heard Kiruma groan, as well.


      “Just great…,” Reizei muttered, her face pinched.


      The four cardinal pillars glowed red in the light of the fires, as if they had been doused with blood. The names on the pillars read KIRUMA, MASU, ESATO, and finally, REIZEI.


      “Is this supposed to be a prank…?”


      I realized that my voice was shaking. The wailing finally stopped, and the villagers turned as one to stare at Reizei. Kiruma’s father, a stocky and well-muscled man, turned toward us as well, and he spoke to Reizei.


      “Well, now. There you have it.”


      “‘There you have it’…?!” Kiruma hissed through clenched teeth. Kiruma’s mother smiled stiffly, trying to mollify her son.


      “Well, when it’s your turn, it’s your turn, right?”


      The two elder Kirumas laughed loudly. Kiruma’s eyes flew open wide, and he punched his father hard. The man went flying, crashing into one of the pillars. The forest shook from the impact; the villagers shifted with a murmuring rush. They surrounded us with the singularity of a swarm of insects. I doubted we were going to be able to break through so many, but it didn’t look like we had a choice. I balled my hands up into fists. Reizei, however, spoke calmly.


      “In other words, I’m to be the next Spiral, correct? Are you sure? Isn’t that too important a role to give to an outsider?” she asked.


      Kiruma’s mother’s eyes darted back and forth between her fallen husband and Reizei.


      “Yes. Well, I mean, if that’s what the god decided…”


      The villagers nodded in unison. Reizei sighed and then nodded as well.


      “I guess it can’t be helped.”


      Was she serious? Kiruma froze, looking shocked as well. The villagers took a step back, as if the thread of tension had been cut. Kiruma’s father returned to his feet, rubbing his sore cheek.


      “I’m glad that someone can see reason. You could learn a thing or two from your friend here, Renjirou.”


      The man chuckled sheepishly, as if this was some sort of father-son spat that he was embarrassed for people to see. The whole gesture seemed bizarre and wildly out of place.


      “We’ll need to get ready immediately, then. I didn’t mention this before, but the Spiral passed away at the same time as the Ueto girl. Oh, how I mourn! Oh, how I mourn!”


      The villagers began fake sobbing along with Kiruma’s mother. The commotion served as a distraction while I sidled up to Reizei.


      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!”


      “Don’t worry, I’m not planning to get sacrificed, either. But there’s no way we were going to get away under the circumstances. It’s to our advantage to pretend to go along with things for now. Besides, this is our chance to uncover the truth behind the tidecall god.”


      Reizei was just as insane as the rest of them. She motioned for me and Kiruma to come closer.


      “Fortunately for us, Kiruma, you’re a member of one of the four houses. You’ll probably be involved in the festival rites. Wait until the time is right and then make your move.”


      “What move? What is that supposed to mean…?” Kiruma said.


      He wiped cold sweat from his brow. Despite what he said, he nodded as if his mind was made up. The villagers called for Reizei to join them. She whispered in our ears one more time before heading over to their side. Kiruma lowered his voice and spoke to me as well.


      “Uyuu, there’s a shortcut from the beach to the caves. Wait for us there.”


      The shadows of the villagers seemed to stretch and squirm, distorting in the light of the burning fires. All the while, Esato stared at us with dull, lifeless eyes.


       


      The sea at night writhed like the soft underbelly of a massive black dragon. I listened to the sounds of the waves approaching and breaking on the rocks as I made my way toward the caves just like Kiruma had told me. The shoreline petered out partway, and the only way forward was to cross along the rocks that jutted out between the waves. There were two whirlpools visible in the water, side by side like the eyes of a monster. If I slipped and fell in, it would all be over for me. The sand that clung to the bottoms of my sneakers absorbed the seawater, making my feet feel heavy like lead. I did not breathe as I made my way across the rocks.


      Eventually I arrived at the spot I had seen from the boat, where the rocks were shaped like the jaws of a shark. There was, in fact, a hollowed-out space beyond the rocks, which must have been the caves. The fierce spray from the waves bombarded me like shotgun pellets. I had no idea what the hell I was doing there. As I rubbed my freezing arms, I heard footsteps coming from deeper inside the cave. I waited with bated breath to see what would happen. I spotted several people in the dark shadows, carrying some sort of board. There was something piled on top of it. I was imagining a stretcher, carrying a dead body, when suddenly the shadows grew bright. Not from new light. Numerous human figures, all dressed in white kimonos, had suddenly spilled out from the mouth of the cave. They stood in place, never moving a muscle. They didn’t seem human. In contrast to the villagers, they were pale and white, as if they had not seen the sun for decades. Their skin was red and blistered in places, as if from cuts, or bedsores, or maybe just exposure to the tide. Some were missing arms or noses; some were blind. They reminded me of drowned corpses, like the umbral god. No wonder Kiruma had gone so pale back in the umbral god’s village. But unlike the umbral god, these white shadows sported hollow, empty smiles on their faces. I clutched at the top of one of the rocks, almost falling into the water. There was no way forward, and there was no way back.


      “Dammit, where are they…?” I said, cursing out loud.


      Just then, I heard the ringing of bells mingling with the waves. And singing. Spring tide, neap tide. The tide comes in and the road vanishes, the tide goes and the road appears. The tide has Four Tails. It comes as it’s called. It was the same song I had heard on the boat. But this time it wasn’t children singing. It was the villagers. I craned my neck and turned my eyes toward the beach. Red specks of flame were strewn across the dark shoreline, bobbing up and down like flower petals carried on the waves. The villagers must have been waving their torches in the air. They were almost here; I was going to have to hide inside the cave soon. I screwed up my courage and took another peek. The shadows had vanished.


      The glow from the flames crept into the cave, gliding along the walls. The sounds of footsteps, the bells, and the singing reverberated off the stone walls before growing quiet. The villagers had apparently placed their torches against the walls. I heard a fiery whoosh, and the cave was bathed in light. I could see the feet of the villagers, reflected in the cave’s tide pool. Reizei was in their midst, now dressed in a white kimono. It was the same clothing I had seen on the human figures earlier. I glanced around, searching for Kiruma. He was there, too, standing next to Esato, at the front of the crowd of villagers. The voice of Kiruma’s mother echoed inside the cave.


      “It will feel a little cold, but don’t worry. We’ll pull you right up.”


      I could see an old shimenawa floating in the tide pool. Peering closer, I spotted rusted metal ties, wedged into the ground at even intervals. What did Kiruma’s mother mean, “pull you up”? The villagers surrounded Reizei, like some kind of criminal. I started to get a bad feeling about this. What if they are tying people up with those ropes and then tossing them into the ocean? I pictured the villagers waiting until the person got sucked into the whirlpool, half drowned and foaming at the mouth, before finally pulling them out. But why would they do such a thing? The villagers began attaching the shimenawa they had brought with them to the spikes in the ground. I crept forward quietly. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized I hadn’t decided on any sort of signal with Kiruma. That stupid cop never plans ahead. How am I supposed to know when to leap out? I strained my ears, picking up a faint whispering voice. It was Esato, speaking quietly to Kiruma, who stood next to him.


      “Kiruma, I know you’re up to something again. You’ve caused enough trouble for yourself already. I know how you hid and went to the caves when it was my little brother’s turn. What were you going to do if the god had shown up?”


      Supposedly the Esato family had provided the last Spiral. So it was his little brother? Kiruma’s face was illuminated in the reflected glow of the bonfires.


      “Maybe you can live this way, but I can’t.”


      Suddenly, a thunderous boom rang out inside the cave. The villagers attaching the shimenawa to the ground panicked. At first, I thought the tidecall god had come, but that wasn’t it.


      “Nobody move!”


      Kiruma was pointing his gun at the cave ceiling. I never even saw him draw it. Pieces of stone rained down from the ceiling, landing in the tide pool. I nearly burst out laughing as I rushed through the cave as fast as I could.


      “You!”


      Before Kiruma’s father could call for the other villagers, I threw myself forward with all my momentum and delivered a knee straight to his stomach. It was the second time today that this asshole had been sent flying.


      “It’s a disaster!”


      I rammed into the people surrounding Reizei in her kimono, sending them scattering. Kiruma brandished his gun to keep the villagers who tried to rush forward from behind at bay.


      “You could have at least given me a signal, Kiruma!”


      The corners of Kiruma’s lips curled up in a smile. Reizei looked scared. I didn’t know why. She hadn’t seemed scared back when they captured her. But then I realized she wasn’t the only one who looked scared. Esato was staring past us at the ocean, his face gone deathly white. That was when it came. A clarion roar blotted out my senses. My mind faded. I remembered the last thing that Reizei had whispered, before they took her away.


      —“If the tidecall god is incomprehensible, I doubt it is because of the lack of stories. Whatever this god is, it may be too much for human perception to handle.”

    

    
      

      V


      Four fingers seemed to slither directly into my brain. It felt like they were tracing the inside of my skull, burning pain shooting through my head. Sharp, piercing agony and then dull torment, as the rough fingertips shamelessly stirred through my dome. The air caught deep in my throat; I couldn’t even scream. I was going to suffocate on my own breath. It was encroaching inside me; I couldn’t move; I couldn’t thrash; my vision was hazy with snot, spit, and tears. If I saw it, if I looked at what waited beyond the white foam of the waves, it would be the end of me. Don’t look. But the four fingers continued to plunge downward, from the core of my brain to the space behind my eye sockets, rigid claws forcing my lids open from the inside. There was something there, four-pronged, just like the fingers in my head.


      “The tide has Four Tails. It comes as it’s called…”


      I could hear singing. I realized it was my own voice, and something snapped in my head.


      The next thing I knew, I was staring at a white haze as the dim cave slowly floated into view. My throat stung as if it had been burned, and stomach juices poured out of my mouth as I finally coughed up breath. I was overwhelmed by the acrid smell and the bitter taste. I felt terrible all over, but I still had my senses. The sensation of those fingers in my brain was gone now. I wiped my mouth and looked around. The villagers were still writhing about on the ground and clutching at their heads, like I had been a moment ago. Seawater dripped from the ceiling, extinguishing the torch flames.


      “Kiruma… Reizei…”


      They were both lying on their sides inside the tide pool. I crawled over to them and shook their shoulders. They opened their eyes and vomited at the same time.


      “What just happened…?” Kiruma groaned, his voice shaky.


      “I think it was the tidecall god.”


      Reizei rose to her feet, her white kimono splashing in the water.


      “What did you people do?!”


      Turning, I saw Esato, supporting himself with a hand against the wall. The sinews in his neck twitched with a life of their own.


      “All we had to do was create a new Spiral, and we could have gone on our way; it would have all been over. Now everyone’s seen it!”


      Something writhed in fours behind Esato.


      “Don’t look!” Kiruma shouted sharply. The headache loomed in my mind again. I shut my eyes tight. In the darkness, I felt a warm hand on my back. Opening my eyes a crack, I was able to make out Kiruma. He was grasping Reizei and me by our collars with his right hand, while gripping Esato’s arm in his left. This man had the strength of an ox.


      “Time to go!”


      I ran from the cave, dragged forward by Kiruma. As the cold air and the spray from the waves hit, the feeling of nausea finally went away. The platform we were standing on was barely large enough for both legs.


      “The Spiral, the god, this village—what the hell is going on here?!” I shouted.


      Esato hung his head, beads of water dripping from his hair.


      “You three saw for yourself. There’s no explaining it. Once it emerges, everyone goes mad. An ancient, incomprehensible, primal god.”


      Kiruma spoke as well, his voice gruff.


      “I saw it once before, when I was a kid. I thought I couldn’t remember it, but that was never it. I just hadn’t been able to comprehend it.”


      “Back when you chased after my brother, right?”


      Esato’s bitter laugh was drowned out by the sounds of the waves. Reizei spoke, her wet kimono clinging to her body and causing her to shiver.


      “A god that turns people mad with the mere sight of it. Obviously, you couldn’t leave something like that be… But normal human beings would be no match for such at beast. That’s why you went to all these lengths, isn’t it? To create someone who isn’t normal?”


      Esato nodded. I asked Reizei what she meant. She smiled tightly, her face pinched. I guessed people really did smile when they were afraid.


      “Did you see the shimenawa back there? They tie a person to it and throw them in the ocean, waiting until the person nearly drowns to pull them back up. And then they do it again, and again, and again. Lack of oxygen causes the cells in the brain to break down. That’s how they create the Spiral.”


      “But that’s terrible…,” I croaked, my throat dry.


      Kiruma glared at Esato. His face was ghastlier than all three of ours combined.


      “Did you know? You knew, and you let him go?” Kiruma asked.


      “What else was I supposed to do? Someone must keep an eye on the god. What if it stirs? Forget the village; that would spell the end for all of Japan.”


      Kiruma looked like he was ready to kill. I never wanted to see a look like that on his face again. He was supposed to be the serious, dependable one. I clapped my hands together, loud enough to be heard even over the waves.


      “You two hicks can hash it out later. The problem is what are we gonna do right now?” I bellowed, trying to come off as a dumb, loud hoodlum. It wasn’t too hard, seeing as that’s what I actually was. “All the tidecall god needs is an oracle, right? A Spiral? Fine, then, I’ll go.”


      Kiruma grabbed me by the shoulder.


      “Are you crazy?! Reizei just told you what the Spiral is! Why should you…?”


      “I’ll be fine. Probably. I can already see ghosts and monsters and all that. I was never normal to begin with.”


      Kiruma fell silent. There was the stodgy, straitlaced face I remembered.


      “You know, if it’s Uyuu, that might just work!” Reizei muttered. She sounded eerily confident. She really was a strange lady. I pushed Kiruma’s hand away.


      “I’ll take care of the god; the rest of you just figure a way out of here. If we wait for the ferry to return, we’ll be stuck here until morning.”


      Kiruma started to say something else, but I ignored him, crossing the rocks and heading back toward the caves. The sea breeze winding through the caves mingled with the stench of stomach acid and vomit. The villagers were still writhing about in the tide pool. I sat on my knees atop a boulder and waited for the god to come. Something…quadrate…lumbered forward from the back of the cave. The headache wasn’t as bad this time. The thing in four parts came closer. The cave filled with faint light. It was the figures from before, dressed in white raiments. See, I told Kiruma and the others I could see ghosts. The tidecall god needed a Spiral, and I knew how to call them. One of the figures was smaller. A boy, too thin. He stood before the tidecall god as if to protect me, his back so thin, it looked like it might snap in half if touched. Spring tide, neap tide. I heard singing. I realized it was the boy. The thing in fours stopped and then quietly began to withdraw. My headache vanished. The little Spiral turned to look at me. Suntanned, like a piece of dried fish. For some reason, he reminded me a little of myself. He glanced past me and then suddenly smiled, as if he had just spotted a loved one or a friend. As I turned to look, the cave was filled with the noisy roar of an engine.


      Blinding light flooded into the cave. Out there in the ocean, visible from the shortcut through the rocks, I spotted a huge fishing boat, slicing through the waves.


      “Get in!”


      It was Esato. He was leaning over the side of the boat. Kiruma and Reizei were in the boat as well, huddled in the back. The Spirals had vanished. I sprinted from the cave. The boat shook as I jumped in, nearly tipping us over.


      “You idiot, are you trying to drown us?!” Esato hollered from the helm. The boat took off before I even had a chance to get settled. I clutched at the side, feeling like the momentum would send me flying. Kiruma pulled himself closer.


      “Uyuu, are you all right?!”


      “You bet!”


      “How the hell did you pull that off?”


      “I called the Spirals. Why make a new one if the old ones are still there? At least for now, that is. A little boy showed up.”


      I heard Kiruma gasp. When he spoke again, his voice sounded hoarse.


      “Did…did the boy say anything?”


      “No. But he looked happy.”


      Kiruma was silent. He closed his eyes. Esato’s shoulders seemed to tremble slightly as he steered the boat.


      The boat sped forward, leaving the shark jaw rocks far behind. Esato switched to autopilot and joined us. Kiruma tucked in his chin and straightened his shoulders.


      “You saved us.”


      “Yeah, well, I guess I can’t go back to the village now.”


      “I wasn’t expecting that from you. I figured the village already had its hooks in you.”


      “I had just given up. That doesn’t mean I thought what they were doing was right, though.”


      Esato turned his back to us and returned to the helm. I sat down on the deck. Reizei was already seated there, Kiruma’s suit jacket draped over her shoulders.


      “I certainly didn’t expect to be going home in a kimono. I look like I just escaped from a haunted house.”


      “In a way, you did.”


      “What kind of haunted houses have you been going to?”


      Reizei laughed, putting on a brave face. Kiruma sat down on the other side of her.


      “By the way, what made you so sure I would be okay back there?”


      “Esato called it an ancient god, remember?”


      Reizei stared off into the distance.


      “There is a concept in folklore studies of something known as old ones. Primal gods who watch over villages and dole out strict punishments to those who deviate from accepted norms. These old ones often instill an ostracizing sense of collective responsibility into people.”


      “So?”


      “So the villagers all reacted to bad news in the exact same way. As if they were putting on a show for their god.”


      I remembered the chorus of shouts and chants the villagers had performed. Kiruma furrowed his brow.


      “You think the tidecall god was this type of god? The kind that instills a sense of collective responsibility?”


      “Yes. Regardless of the truth, it is faith that creates gods.” I wasn’t following. Reizei smiled, noticing my impatience. “I had a suspicion the god wouldn’t be able to use a person as a sacrifice if it couldn’t impose that sense of responsibility in them.”


      “You mean, because I’m an outsider? But you’re an outsider, too, and your name appeared on the pillar after Ueto died.”


      “But that’s just it. Is Uyuu your real last name?”


      “Yeah. I sold my family register, though.”


      “Maybe that explains it. No, that can’t be it…”


      Reizei thought for a moment before speaking again.


      “The last name Uyuu doesn’t exist.”


      “It doesn’t exist?” I repeated, confused. “What does that mean?”


      “I’m not sure. But there is no such last name as Uyuu in Japan.”


      I wasn’t sure what she was getting at. Kiruma stared at the floor of the boat, absorbed in silence. The sky grew lighter as the clouds pushed back the darkness of the night.


      The harbor we arrived at was bathed in morning mist. The boat approached the harbor and came to a stop.


      “What will you do now?” Kiruma asked, speaking to Esato.


      “Beats me. For now, I’ll stay with a fisherman I know and do what I must to get by. It’s better than staying in that village, at least.”


      Esato climbed down onto the dock, never looking back. The sight of him as he walked away reminded me of the Spiral’s thin back. After he had left, we disembarked as well. The boat next to us was covered with a green tarp. I could hear static coming from its radio. Some news about the cold war? H-bombs? Reizei wrung out the sleeves of her kimono.


      “I can’t head back like this. Let’s contact headquarters and ask them to pick us up.”


      My thoughts were spinning from what Reizei had told me, my head so full that I was blank and empty instead. I suddenly remembered my empty stomach. I had thrown up everything inside me.


      “I’m starving.”


      “I don’t know how you can think about food at a time like this,” Kiruma said, rolling his eyes. I could see a taiyaki stall, waiting beneath the pale band of morning sky.


      “You have enough for some taiyaki, don’t you? I left my wallet back in the village, so you’ll have to spot me.”


      “More extortion!”


      Kiruma pressed his hands to his temples.


      “Fine, as soon as the stall keeper shows up. I’ll get some to bring back with us, too. Hopefully, they have the kind with chunky bean paste. Rei won’t eat smooth.”


      “Now who’s thinking about food?”


      It was more false courage, but I smacked Kiruma on the back in an exaggerated fashion. The corners of his lips twisted up into a smile. The waves, meanwhile, continued to splash quietly. Like the voices of singing children.
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    Prologue


    WHITE PAPER REGARDING USE OF DIVINE INCURSIONS AS A SUSTAINABLE SECURITY MECHANISM


     


    —RYOUKO MITSUHARA


     


    APPENDIX 6: PRELIMINARY USE CASES (DIVINE INCURSIONS)


    • THE MOTTLED GOD


    PRESENCE CONFIRMED IN VILLAGE _____. RECORDS DESCRIBE A FOUR-METER-TALL, ONE-METER-DIAMETER COLUMN. IN ACTUALITY, AN ENTITY WITH MORPHOLOGY RESEMBLING A MASSIVE ZASHIKIRO-STYLE CONFINEMENT CELL. CAPABLE OF CONTAINING NEAR-ARCANE PRESENCES; TWENTY-FOUR HUMANS AND TWO UNIDENTIFIED PRESENCES KNOWN TO HAVE BEEN CONTAINED HERETO DATE. APPROVED FOR USE IN CONTAINING DIVINE INCURSIONS; CURRENTLY IN OPERATION.


    • THE UNKNOWN GOD


    PRESENCE CONFIRMED IN MOUNTAINOUS REGION OF VILLAGE _____ (NB: LOCATED AT FORMER HEADQUARTERS OF RELIGIOUS GROUP THE SILENT VOICE). AFTER LONG PERIODS OF STRICT OBSERVATION, DURING WHICH SPECIFICS REMAINED UNCONFIRMED, THE ENTITY IS NOW KNOWN TO POSSESS THE CAPACITY TO ERASE PERSONS WHO PERCEIVE ITS FORM. APPROVED FOR USE IN POPULATION-RELATED MEASURES, WITH THE PURPOSE OF SUPPRESSING INFORMATION RELATED TO DIVINE INCURSIONS; CURRENTLY IN USE. IN ADDITION TO MAIN SUBJECT, MEMORIES RELATED TO PERSONS ELIMINATED BY THE UNKNOWN GOD ARE ERASED FROM THOSE ASSOCIATED WITH SAID PERSONS; TOTAL EFFECTIVENESS NOT GUARANTEED. REGARDING INSUFFICIENT ERASURES: PHOTOGRAPHS, DOCUMENTS, AND OTHER PERSONAL RECORDINGS MAY BE CORRELATED; ADDITIONALLY, IT IS SPECULATED THAT TOTAL EFFECTIVENESS WILL DECREASE IN THE EVENT THAT TARGET SUBJECT IS A NEAR-ARCANE PRESENCE OR IS ASSOCIATED WITH DIVINE INCURSIONS. INVESTIGATION ONGOING.


    • THE CRAWLING GOD


    PRESENCE CONFIRMED IN COASTAL REGION OF VILLAGE _____. SNAKEHEAD GOD. EMITS SHUFFLING SOUND UPON PERCEIVING ANY NEAR-ARCANE PRESENCE, AS OF A LARGE CYLINDRICAL OBJECT BEING DRAGGED ACROSS GROUND. WHILE INVESTIGATING SUITABILITY FOR USE IN IDENTIFYING DIVINE INCURSIONS, CRAWLING GOD WAS DISCOVERED TO POSSESS A FIFTEEN-KILOMETER-LONG “BODY,” WHICH REMAINS HIDDEN UNDERGROUND. SOUND WAS DUE TO MOVEMENT OF SAID BODY, AND VISIBLE SNAKEHEAD PORTION WAS DETERMINED TO BE DEPLOYED TO PREY ON NEAR-ARCANE PRESENCES. POSSESSES THE ADDITIONAL ABILITY TO EXTEND ITS LENGTH. DEEMED UNSUITABLE FOR PRACTICAL USE; CONTAINED USING THE MOTTLED GOD.


    • THE NOURISHING GOD


    PRESENCE CONFIRMED IN VILLAGE _____. MORPHOLOGY: WHITE COCOON BODY WITH MULTIPLE TENTACLES SIMILAR TO SILK THREADS. CONFIRMED TO HAVE THE ABILITY TO ELIMINATE BOTH DIVINE INCURSIONS AND NEAR-ARCANE PERSONS THAT POSE A THREAT TO HUMAN BEINGS. CURRENTLY EXAMINING POTENTIAL USE IN DESTROYING DIVINE INCURSIONS; NO FORMAL DECISION REACHED THUS FAR DUE TO STRONG OPPOSITION FROM TASK FORCE MEMBERS RENJIROU KIRUMA AND AOI REIZEI. PROOF OF CONCEPT DEMONSTRATED AGAINST THE UMBRAL GOD IN VILLAGE _____.


    • THE BOVINE GOD


    PRESENCE CONFIRMED IN VILLAGE _____. MORPHOLOGY: BULL-LIKE BODY, WITH HUMAN HEAD. ORIGINALLY AN OBJECT OF FAITH AMONG CERTAIN WANDERING SHRINE MAIDENS. RECORDS THUS INDICATE THAT BOVINE GOD WAS NOMADIC, WITH A TENDENCY TO APPEAR BEFORE NEAR-ARCANE PERSONS. SOMETIME DURING LATE EDO OR EARLY MEIJI PERIOD, THE SHAMANIC UYUU BLOODLINE (WHICH POSSESSED ANCESTRAL TIES TO EARLIER WANDERING MAIDENS) OF VILLAGE _____ TRANSITIONED INTO WORSHIP OF BOVINE GOD. THE ENTITY HAS BEEN CONFIRMED TO POSSESS THE ABILITY TO PREDICT FUTURE EVENTS. PREVIOUSLY APPROVED FOR USE IN DISCOVERING AND CONTAINING DIVINE INCURSIONS, WITH ASSISTANCE OF TASK FORCE MEMBER HAKURO UYUU. DESPITE FORMAL IMPLEMENTATION, UNCERTAINTY OF PREDICTIONS LATER INCREASED, LEADING TO OPPOSITION WITHIN THE UYUU HOUSE AND A MORATORIUM ON USE. POPULATION-RELATED MEASURES IMPLEMENTED FOR UYUU FAMILY. EXISTENCE OF UNIDENTIFIED BRANCH FAMILIES CONFIRMED. BOVINE GOD CURRENTLY IN CONTAINMENT.


    NOTE: SADAHITO UYUU, BELIEVED TO BE A DESCENDANT OF AN UYUU BRANCH FAMILY, HAS BEEN RECRUITED TO TASK FORCE; FINAL TREATMENT YET TO BE DETERMINED.


    • THE GOD THAT ABIDES


    PRESENCE CONFIRMED IN VILLAGE _____. APPEARED AS SLIDING DOOR IN OLDER-STYLE PRIVATE RESIDENCE. RECORDS INDICATE GOD THAT ABIDES ONCE FUNCTIONED AS THE DOOR TO A SHRINE OWNED BY THE MIYAKI FAMILY, WHO HAVE BEEN INVOLVED IN RELIGIOUS MATTERS OF STATE SINCE THE HEIAN PERIOD. GOD THAT ABIDES SUCCESSFULLY CONTAINED WITH ASSISTANCE FROM THE MIYAKI FAMILY. WHEN OBSERVED EXTERNALLY, THOSE WHO ENTER SAID DOOR APPEAR TO PASS THROUGH THE DOORWAY AS NORMAL AND YET CLAIM TO RETAIN MEMORIES OF HAVING SPENT A FULL DAY IN AN UNKNOWN SPACE SAID TO RESEMBLE A GRAND TEMPLE HALL. OTHER POTENTIAL PROPERTIES REMAIN UNCLEAR. BOVINE GOD HAS PREVIOUSLY PROPHESIED THAT THE GOD THAT ABIDES WILL BRING ABOUT A REVOLUTION GREAT ENOUGH TO SHAKE THE NATION. NO SIGNS OF THIS ARE APPARENT AS OF YET.


    DIVINE INCURSIONS ARE A VALUABLE AND EFFECTIVE RESOURCE FOR ENSURING THE EXISTENTIAL SUSTAINABILITY OF THE JAPANESE STATE.


     


     


    THIS DOCUMENT IS PLACED UNDER STRICT SAFEKEEPING, WITH ALL ACCESS PROHIBITED.


    KIRUMA WAS RIGHT. WE WERE WRONG ABOUT EVERYTHING.


    HUMANITY IS NO MATCH FOR THE GODS.


    
      I


      It was raining in Tokyo. Oversized droplets clung to the windows at task force headquarters. Outside, the streets were congested with people and cars, passing back and forth in the watery spray. I hated summer showers. They made me feel like I had been scammed. It was supposed to be August, but it was cold as balls. I thought about drinking some coffee to warm up, but I was the only person here, and I didn’t even know where the kettle was. Where did everyone go? I felt like I had been left alone at a stranger’s house.


      “Even after all the hard work I’ve been doing, I’m still just an outsider…”


      It felt even more alienating to say it out loud. I still couldn’t get Reizei’s words out of my head. There was no such last name as Uyuu. I was pretty sure my dad and ma hadn’t been using a fake name, but…? There was knock at the door, and Kiruma appeared.


      “There you are.”


      “Just me. Where is everyone?”


      Kiruma shrugged.


      “Who knows? Up to more no good, probably, trying to hijack the gods.”


      Kiruma really didn’t seem to see eye to eye with the higher-ups. “It’s cold today,” he muttered, digging out a kettle with a red-and-black flower pattern on it. Ryouko must have chosen it; it looked like her taste. Steam gently puffed out of the kettle, filling the room with soft mist. Kiruma was acting like his usual self right then. Even though it had been only a few days since we had escaped his hometown and everything that had happened while we were there. I placed my chin in my hands on top of the table and muttered out loud.


      “That was pretty crazy the other day, huh?”


      “Yeah, for all of us.”


      “How’s Reizei?”


      “They sent her to the hospital to get checked out, but it seems like she’s okay. She should be here any minute actually.”


      “What about what’s his name? Esato? The guy who helped us escape.”


      “He’s fine, too. He ran away, so that the other villagers wouldn’t find out what he did. From what I hear, he’s in Tokyo now, through the connections of a friend.”


      “That guy has friends?”


      “You know you can think things without saying them out loud.”


      Despite his flippant response, I could see Kiruma was bottling a lot up inside. I sat in the metal pipework chair and stared out the window. This was the same seat I had sat in when they first brought me in for questioning, when everything began. My whole world had changed since then. Mostly it was stuff I would have rather not known, but not all of it was bad. The kettle reached a boil.


      “Hey… Is it true what Reizei said? That my last name doesn’t exist?”


      Kiruma looked away awkwardly. Just then the door swung open, and Reizei entered, hugging a huge bundle of papers in her arms.


      “Geez, who died in here? Am I interrupting something?”


      Reizei looked healthy and fresh-faced. It didn’t seem as if the incident back in the village had done any lasting harm.


      “Come in. We were just discussing that,” Kiruma said, gesturing with his chin toward the files in Reizei’s hands.


      Along with the ashtray and the mugs of steaming hot coffee, the table was laid out with a mountain of documents, everything ranging from dusty old books to files clipped into binders. Reizei sat down across from Kiruma and me. Back when Ryouko and Kiruma had questioned me, it had been me sitting where Reizei sat now.


      “Now then, on to the matter concerning Uyuu. I did a little more digging, and just as I thought, the name Uyuu does not exist. But I assume you already knew that, Kiruma.”


      “Wait, you did?”


      Kiruma folded his arms and nodded.


      “I figured it out when I tried tracking down your family register. I didn’t say anything, though, because I figured it would just upset you.”


      “What were you hunting my register down for? Isn’t my rap sheet already long enough?”


      Kiruma rolled his eyes. Reizei laughed slightly.


      “Didn’t he tell you? Kiruma was trying to either buy back the register you sold or have a new one made.”


      “What? But why…?”


      Kiruma sighed loudly.


      “Is that a real question? Without a register, you won’t be able to get any respectable jobs. You’re still young. Once you’re free of this place, you ought to go live an at least halfway decent life.”


      I glanced down at my own reflection in the coffee, my mouth hanging open like a moron. Sure, maybe I could go try and live a decent life, but it had never occurred to me, not in a million years, that someone out there would be willing to help, without any personal gain. But someone had. Kiruma.


      “…Thanks.”


      I nodded softly, and Kiruma kicked me in the shin. Whatever that was supposed to mean. Reizei took a sip of her coffee and then tossed in some milk and sugar, her spoon scraping dramatically along the bottom of her mug. She held a finger in the air.


      “Now back to the issue at hand. Namely, why would you have a name that doesn’t exist? But what if it’s not that the name doesn’t exist? What if the name used to exist but then was erased?”


      Kiruma gasped.


      “Wait, what do you mean…?”


      Reizei picked up an old book from the pile lying on the table. The string binding looked like it might crumble apart at any moment.


      “I could only find two documents where the name Uyuu is mentioned. Both were transcriptions of local legends. According to these documents, the Uyuus were once a line of wandering miko.”


      “Wandering miko?”


      “Nomadic shrine maidens. They would travel from place to place performing prayer rituals and spirit summonings, rather than staying at a fixed shrine, much like traveling entertainers. Toward the end of the Edo period, however, the Uyuu family settled in one place and began worshipping a certain god.”


      Reizei opened the book and showed me, but I couldn’t read the old calligraphy.


      “The god they began worshipping was apparently called the bovine god, which was already an object of belief among many wandering miko.”


      The pipework chair squeaked as Kiruma leaned forward.


      “That’s the same god you mentioned the other day, Kiruma.”


      “The bovine god was tagged as a divine incursion and contained before I even joined the task force… It’s supposed to have the ability to see the future.”


      Something Ryouko had said suddenly flashed through my mind. About how the task force already made use of some gods. But was one of those gods somehow related to me? Reizei took out a cigarette and lit up.


      “The higher echelons of the task force utilize a variety of gods to help identify and contain divine incursions. Kiruma and I have always been opposed to this, however. The bovine god is one such god.”


      “Oh…?”


      I filched a cigarette from Reizei’s pack. She frowned.


      “What? You still owe me from before!”


      “After everything she just told you, that’s what you’re worried about…? You’re as thick as a rock,” Kiruma said, furrowing his brow.


      I suddenly remembered something. Something I had tried asking Ryouko before, only she had dodged the question.


      “Where is that god now…?”


      “The bovine god began to repeat a certain cryptic prophecy with increasing frequency and thus was determined to no longer be of use. I imagine it is languishing in captivity now.”


      “What was the ‘cryptic prophecy’?”


      “That Japan would be destroyed in a third world war.”


      That was not what I’d expected to hear. Kiruma clutched his cigarette between his teeth.


      “With the way the cold war has been escalating lately, that doesn’t necessarily sound so far-fetched.”


      “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”


      Reizei grimaced before quickly regaining her composure and extracting a binder from the pile of documents.


      “This is the other text I found.”


      Reizei held up a packet of documents with the words DIVINE INCURSIONS TASK FORCE written in a Gothic font on the front. The word CONFIDENTIAL had been stamped across the words. Kiruma furrowed his brow again.


      “Whoa, whoa, won’t you get into trouble for taking that?”


      “Big trouble. All joking aside, if Ryouko finds out I did this, I’ll probably be erased. So let’s just keep this our little secret, okay?”


      “Is this really that dangerous?”


      “You have no idea.”


      I really meant Ryouko, not the documents, but I decided not to ask for clarification. Reizei opened the binder. This time, I could read what was written inside. She pointed with one of her long nails toward the entry for the bovine god.


      PREVIOUSLY APPROVED FOR USE IN DISCOVERING AND CONTAINING DIVINE INCURSIONS, WITH THE ASSISTANCE OF TASK FORCE MEMBER HAKURO UYUU.


      Was someone from my family once a member of the task force? My eyes continued downward to the following line.


      DESPITE FORMAL IMPLEMENTATION, UNCERTAINTY OF PREDICTIONS LATER INCREASED, LEADING TO OPPOSITION WITHIN THE UYUU HOUSE AND A MORATORIUM ON USE. POPULATION-RELATED MEASURES IMPLEMENTED FOR UYUU FAMILY.


      “What are ‘population-related measures’?”


      “I’m not sure. But based on this document, at least, someone named Uyuu definitely existed at some point in time, so maybe these ‘measures’ have something to do with why the name no longer exists now.”


      What the hell happened to my family? I felt like I was on the verge of exploding.


      “It sounds like my baggage is pretty dangerous, too.”


      “You have no idea.”


      “Would you two get serious?” Kiruma said, tapping his cigarette against the side of the ashtray.


      Reizei turned to face him.


      “You might want to worry about yourself, too, Kiruma.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Reizei produced a single sheet of paper.


      “Did you know that you’re still registered under your unmarried name? I checked your family register, but as far as the government is concerned, you’re still single. Did you file your marriage certificate properly?”


      Kiruma’s eyes went wide as saucers. After a long moment of thought, he spoke.


      “My father-in-law was supposed to deliver it…”


      The room was still, except for the smoke circulating in the stagnant silence.


      The three of us exited the building, still with a mountain of problems on our plate. The rain had yet to stop. Reizei unfurled her umbrella.


      “That’s all the information I can find. The rest is up to you.”


      “Yeah, thanks, Reizei.”


      Reizei tossed something my way. I barely managed to catch it in a fluster. It was a pack of cigarettes.


      “No—thank you. For all the smokes. Good-bye, Uyuu.”


      Reizei waved her hand. The rain trickling down her plastic umbrella made her look hazy, as if seen through a fog. I stared at the pack of cigarettes.


      “Whoa, she smokes old man cigarettes. I knew she was strange.”


      While Kiruma was still focused on watching Reizei walk away, I tried to steal a random umbrella from the stand without him noticing. Kiruma’s sharp eyes spotted what I was doing immediately, and he gave me a little jab to the side.


      “Didn’t you hear what I just said about shaping up and leading a decent life?”


      Kiruma opened his own black umbrella and tilted half of it my way. I crouched underneath the umbrella as we walked toward the station. The rain was so heavy, it sounded like a batting cage.


      “If anyone needs to start living a decent life, it’s you,” I muttered as we walked down the street, slower than usual. “You’re obviously being used by the Miyaki family. They could get rid of you at any moment.”


      “Maybe.”


      Kiruma’s face, in profile, reminded me of that day when he was carrying his daughter on his back. I hoped he wasn’t going to say again that this was enough for him. As we came to a stop at the intersection, a flux of passengers swelled out of the train station on the other shore, sweeping toward us in a wave. Kiruma muttered quietly.


      “‘God’s in his heaven. All’s right with the world,’ they say.”


      “What’s that?”


      “It means everything is as it should be.”


      “Or maybe you just think things are that way.”


      “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just something we tell ourselves.”


      My shoulder poked out from the edge of the umbrella, getting soaked in the rain. An indigo sky expanded over unchanging Tokyo.


       


      It was raining the next morning as well. When I entered task force headquarters, Kiruma was already seated inside.


      “You’re early. Where’s Reizei?” I asked.


      Kiruma looked confused.


      “What…?”


      “What do you mean, ‘what’? Isn’t Reizei here yet?”


      “…I don’t know who you’re talking about.”


      Kiruma stared at me. I stared back. It didn’t seem like he was pulling my leg. An uncomfortable sweat began to trickle down my back.


      “Reizei! She was here just yesterday! We talked with her about how my name doesn’t exist and whether you’re actually married or not. Don’t you remember?!”


      “Of course I remember… But that was just the two of us, wasn’t it?”


      “What makes you think I’m capable of looking up that sort of stuff?!”


      A bewildered look crossed Kiruma’s face. I remembered Reizei from the day before. How she had handed me that pack of cigarettes, like a person settling her last debts before she passed away. I couldn’t remember her face clearly. It was obscured by the rain.


      “Kiruma, we…”


      “My, my, you two have been busy…”


      It was a familiar voice. I turned at the sound. Ryouko was standing outside the half-open door. Kiruma rose to his feet.


      “Ryouko. What did you do?”


      “Me? What were you two thinking, removing confidential documents like that?” Ryouko smiled. There was no light in her eyes, behind her glasses. “I think you should both come with me.”


      There were several people I did not recognize standing behind Ryouko.

    

    
      II


      There was a dark tint on the car’s windows. I couldn’t even tell if it was day or night, let alone make out any scenery outside. It felt like we had been driving for a very long time. I had never seen the young man in the driver’s seat before or the old woman in the passenger’s seat. From the looks of it, they could have passed for a wealthy old lady and her barely legal boy toy, but I assumed they were both with the task force. I had been shoved into the middle seat in the back, with Kiruma to my right and Ryouko to my left.


      “Do you need to use the bathroom? We’re near a convenience store,” Ryouko pointed out, her voice pleasant, almost like a schoolteacher leading a field trip.


      “Forget the bathroom, what did you do to Reizei? You didn’t kill her, did you?”


      “If I had killed her, people would still remember her, wouldn’t they? And besides, what would I do with the body?”


      Ryouko sounded like she was lecturing a hopeless student. It gave me the creeps, the way she was talking like her normal self. The young man behind the wheel leaned back over the seat.


      “I guess there’s no point in using that thing on task force members after all. We have too much interaction with the gods.”


      “Keep your eyes on the road while driving,” the old woman in the passenger seat said coldly. The man yanked his head back. Sweat pooled inside the palms of my hands, which were clenched into fists.


      “What thing? What are they talking about, Ryouko?”


      “The unknown god,” Kiruma said, breaking his silence. “It’s a divine incursion capable of erasing those who perceive its true form. Is that what ‘population-related measures’ are? You’re using the unknown god to erase anyone who learns too much, aren’t you?”


      “You’ve heard about the unknown god?”


      “The number of registered task force members and the number actually in service don’t add up. You must have used it several times in the past. Including on your own husband.”


      I gasped. I expected Ryouko to deny it, but she only smiled.


      “Do you remember meeting my husband before?”


      Kiruma shook his head.


      “The unknown god’s powers are limited when it comes to people who are closely involved with other gods.”


      The man driving interjected himself into the conversation again.


      “Kind of like how Buddhists don’t get scared when you talk about Christian devils!”


      “Umemura. Concentrate on the road… My husband was skeptical of the gods. As was Reizei. That made erasing them easy. You two, however, both come from backgrounds related to the gods, which must be why you are still able to feel that something is off.”


      “Are you going to erase us now, too?”


      “Erase you? Heavens no. But we can’t just overlook this violation of protocol. Consider this a performance review,” Ryouko said calmly, the blackness of the windows reflected across her eyeglasses. I noticed Kiruma reach into his suit jacket. I caught sight of the dull metal butt of his pistol and gulped. The interior of the vehicle grew silent. The man named Umemura turned on the radio. It seemed to be a breaking news bulletin of some sort, but there was too much static for me to make out clearly what they were saying. The old woman turned the radio off, and the car sank into silence again.


      The car stopped, and Ryouko opened the door. It was already pitch-black outside. The trees rose high above the meandering mountain road, creating a canopy against the sky. I could see a three-story tan building nestled among the trees. It was a Western-style manor, with rows of filthy stained glass windows, like something straight out of a horror flick. A large white statue also towered behind the building. It was shabby, some sort of religious icon, but like an enlarged version of something a child could have made out of clay. It could have passed for a statue of either the Virgin Mary or Kannon.


      “This is Mount Fudaraku. This used to be the headquarters of a certain cult, but we have since taken over the location.”


      Ryouko began walking, leading the way. The old woman and the young man known as Umemura stuck closely to our backs. It seemed we had no choice but to follow.


      A rusted iron fence barred our way. Ryouko produced a key and unlocked the attached padlock. The door swung open with a squeal. She was evidently used to coming here. There were muddy knapsacks, high heels, and other personal items scattered in the dark along both sides of the road. A god that erases those who perceive it. I clenched my teeth together. Umemura spoke.


      “Hey, Ueda, have you ever heard of the Vanishing Passengers? It’s an urban legend from East Germany.”


      “Vanishing train passengers? People who defected to the West by train, likely.”


      “But the number of defectors and the number of disappearances don’t match.”


      “Because many of them failed and got themselves killed.”


      “I don’t know. I think there must be something like divine incursions over there, too. But they probably wouldn’t have the manpower to deal with them, with the country split up into East and West like that. Not like here in Japan. They probably just let them run around unchecked.”


      The woman, whom he had referred to as Ueda, sighed.


      “Another one of Reizei’s stories, no doubt. From the back pages of her ridiculous tabloids.”


      “How could you tell?”


      I tripped over a bump in the road and felt the pack of cigarettes Reizei had given me jostle in my pocket. She had been with us only yesterday. And now they had erased her. I stopped, turned on my heel, and punched Umemura as hard as I could in the face.


      I felt Umemura’s cheekbone against my fist. The guy went flying, crashing into the trunk of a tree.


      “Uyuu?!” I heard Kiruma shout.


      I ignored him and shoved Ueda out of the way. Before Umemura could get back up, I leaped on top of him, straddling him like a horse.


      “You crazy thug!”


      “Better a thug than a murderer!” I screamed, swinging my fist into the air.


      A strong hand grabbed my wrist. It was Kiruma, staring down at me.


      “Let me go!”


      Kiruma’s grip was like a vise. I couldn’t discern the expression on his face; it was too dark to see.


      “Please, there’s no reason to fight,” Ryouko said, walking over to us, unconcerned. Her smiling face was like a Noh mask. There was no point in talking to these people.


      I climbed off Umemura. Ryouko helped him up and then brushed the mud off his clothes. Umemura stared at me with an expression of hostility and scorn. I spit at my feet. Kiruma stared at the ground, as if pained. After a brief pause, Ryouko clapped her hands together like a schoolteacher.


      “Okay, everyone, it’s time to play nice. We have important work to do.”


      The decrepit Western-style manor towered directly behind Ryouko. We must have reached the peak at some point. Ryouko pushed the thick wooden door. The dust and musky air wafted out to greet us.


      “After you.”


      Ueda and Umemura kept their eyes fixed on me. Apparently, they now saw me as a threat. Lucky me. Kiruma led the way, and the rest of us followed.


      It was dark inside and more or less abandoned. The light from the stained glass bounced off the peeling wooden floor and the ceiling, which was missing tiles. Benches and chairs were arranged in chapel-like rows. They had left the place just as it was. A rectangular confessional loomed in the shadows at the back of the room. But there were no gods here worth confessing to and no humans contrite enough to do so. Ryouko pressed a switch on the wall, illuminating a bizarre sight. One of the walls was completely covered with pieces of paper. A large map of Japan, multiple black-and-white and color photographs, copies of old texts… Not a space had been left untouched. Enshrined at the back of the chapel was what appeared to be an old wooden door.


      “I’m guessing you know what that is, Kiruma.”


      “Is that…the god that abides…?”


      There was no hidden room there; the door wasn’t even attached to anything. It was just standing upright, as if they had ripped it straight out of some old Japanese home. Was this door really a god?


      “That’s right; this is the god that abides. The Miyaki family has been dealing with the gods of heaven and earth ever since Heian times. This door was in their keeping. Its origins stretch back even further than that, though the details are apparently unclear. Its existence only came to light due to the prophecies of a certain god. We were able to acquire it with help from your father-in-law, Kiruma.”


      “A certain god? You mean the bovine god,” I said.


      Ryouko’s eyes widened slightly.


      “I see you know about that as well.”


      “You don’t use it anymore, though, because it kept making crazy prophecies. Right? Reizei told me about it.”


      “Good, that should make things quicker.” Ryouko kept her cards close to her chest. “As you can see, the god that abides takes the form of a door. Viewed from the outside, those who step through the door look as if they simply pass through as normal, but they themselves claim afterward to have spent a whole day in an unknown space resembling a temple hall. That is all we know so far. However, according to the bovine god’s prophecies, this is the most dangerous of all the gods. An entity capable of shaking our nation to its very core.”


      She directed her eyes toward Kiruma and me.


      “I would rather not erase either of you. Reizei was the one to access those documents, after all. It wouldn’t be fair to hold you equally responsible. Unfortunately, though, as much as it pains me, we cannot fully trust you at the moment.”


      “So you want us to display our loyalty by helping you in your investigation,” Kiruma said, his face severe.


      “Exactly. Kiruma, Uyuu, if you would be so kind as to step through that door.”


      Ueda and Umemura watched in silence as Ryouko pointed a finger toward the door. Kiruma nodded.


      “Fine, I’ll go,” he said.

    

    
      

      III


      “Don’t be ridiculous!” I shouted, rushing to Kiruma’s side. He held up a hand to stop me. Ryouko grimaced uncomfortably.


      “If anyone is going to step through, I would rather it be Uyuu. He may actually be able to see the god, after all.”


      “Fine, then. I’ll go first, and Uyuu can go after. That should satisfy you, shouldn’t it?” Kiruma said stubbornly.


      It wasn’t like we had much of a choice. Even if we tried knocking them out and making a run for it, the task force would probably just catch us in the end. Ryouko stepped aside, opening a path toward the god that abides. Ueda, meanwhile, checked her watch and quickly scribbled into a notepad. AUGUST 29, 23:52. The air in the spoiled chapel felt stagnant and still. I couldn’t see anything—no gods and no monsters. Ryouko and the others held their breath as they watched in tense silence. Kiruma stepped forward without hesitation, placing a hand on the sliding door.


      “Kiruma…”


      I instinctively began walking toward him. Ueda glanced at me warily. I quickened my pace. Kiruma’s feet passed over the threshold. By the time I reached him, he was already through the wooden frame. I came to a stop and stared. Kiruma was now standing on the other side of the door, as if nothing had happened. Ryouko was right—for all intents and purposes, it really did appear as if he had just walked straight through. He circled around to the other side of the doorframe and closed the door with a haggard look on his face. Ryouko cocked her head to the side.


      “Well?”


      “…There was a temple hall, just like you said. It had a tatami floor and was partitioned off with sliding paper screens. There were windows, but I wasn’t able to leave.”


      “Could you see anything through the windows?”


      “Nothing… There was no sense of time passing, but I think I was there for a very long while.”


      Kiruma wiped sweat from the nape of his neck and sat down on one of the pews. It had been only three seconds since he had passed through the door, but he looked exhausted, as if he had just spent a long sleepless night.


      “That corresponds to what everyone else has said. Uyuu, it’s your turn.”


      “Oh, look, the charlatan psychic finally gets to have his moment.”


      It was Umemura. I thought about punching him again. I was standing in front of the door now. Something was written in calligraphy on the warped grain of the peeling wood. It seemed to say BIRTH OF THE LAND, whatever that was supposed to mean. I threw the door open. There was nothing special within the split-wood frame—just the floor and the peeling paint on the opposite wall. I took a deep breath and set one foot over the threshold. I felt the floor under my shoe. Next, I stepped through with my other foot. I looked around, but nothing had changed. I walked back around to the front of the door and stared at Ryouko, who was watching from a short distance away.


      “Nothing happened. I didn’t even see a hall.”


      “Some people don’t, apparently. We still don’t know why.”


      “Are you sure this is really the most dangerous of the gods?”


      “Or the bovine god has grown defective, after all. In any case, it’s already past midnight. We may as well pack it in for today.”


      Umemura smirked.


      “A lot of good having a psychic did us.”


      “We still know very little about this god. The investigation is just beginning,” Ueda said coldly. Kiruma stared at her.


      “Do we really have time for this now, though? What about the news? Is Tokyo safe?”


      Ueda looked confused.


      “What in the world are you talking about?”


      “The missile! Some country just launched a missile headed straight for Tokyo Bay. It was on the news on the radio in the car, right before we got here!”


      “I don’t remember hearing anything like that.”


      “What do you mean, you don’t remember hearing it? I said we should head back, and you were the one who said we had to do the experiment first. You said we might try to run and that we’d be safer out here anyway!”


      Everyone looked confused. No one understood what he was talking about. Kiruma started to panic. Just like me, earlier this morning, when I couldn’t make him realize that Reizei had disappeared. Did something happen that we weren’t aware of? Something the god that abides had done? I tried to think back to the radio broadcast Kiruma mentioned, but the memory was buried in fog. I felt dizzy and reached for the wooden frame to support myself. Just then, I noticed that I hadn’t closed the door. The moment the tip of my head passed beneath the lintel of the door, everything around me changed.


      


      The smell of rush grass tickled at the back of my nose. The soles of my shoes made contact with soft tatami matting. A spacious Japanese-style room receded into the distance before me.


      “Where am I…?”


      Pure, unblemished light filtered through the sliding paper screens on either side of the room, their wooden lattice frames reflected onto the mats below. It was completely silent. I tried tugging at the partitions, but they wouldn’t budge. Supposedly, people who passed through the door returned with memories of having visited a temple hall. Was this where the god lived? But why was I here this time? Nothing had happened the first time I passed through. My heart began pounding quicker in my chest. Either way, I’d probably be back in a day, right? I decided I might as well try to relax and take a nap. I’d been working too much lately anyway. I was supposed to be a slacker! Just then, I sensed something heavy and ponderous settle into place behind me, casting a black shadow over me. Slowly, fearfully, I turned around. A massive human figure was standing right behind me, shrouded in white cloth. It was black all over, like a shadow with mass, large enough for its head to touch the ceiling of the hall. The darkness inside the white cloth felt like it was going to draw me in and swallow me whole. I stood in place, petrified, as the shadow slowly brought what seemed to be its head closer. I heard an incomprehensible whisper in a strange musical scale.


      “What…? I don’t understand…”


      Glancing up, I saw that the shadow was holding some sort of rod in its hand. The rod was long enough to pierce through the walls on either side, and one end was tipped with a glittering piece of metal. Like a naginata or a spear.


      “You gotta be kidding me…”


      The shadow swung its arm into the air. The wind pressure washed over me with an ominous rush. The massive shadow was brandishing its spear.


      “I thought nothing was supposed to happen in here!”


      I turned my back to the shadow and broke into a run. The tatami mats went on forever, the same hall rushing past me again and again until I nearly went mad. The shadow didn’t chase me. A round window floated in the dizzying infinity of tatami mats and sliding doors. Stopping to stare out the window, I saw only swirling chaos, like someone had released every color of paint into an endless pool of water. I began running again. The tatami mats, the paper screens, the windows. Over and over and over again. With each crash and whoosh of the spear, the colors outside the windows changed. The way forward suddenly grew dark, the shadow standing before me once again. The strength drained from my legs, and I sank down onto the mats.


      “What the hell…?”


      The shadow spoke to me again in its strange words. Asking me what to do.


      “I just want to go back. Like none of this ever happened…”


      The god that abides, most dangerous and uncharted of the divine incursions, swung its spear high into the air.


      


      The next thing I knew, I was in the chapel. Kiruma, Ryouko, and the other two were staring at me in surprise. I could barely think. The dingy chapel, the one wall covered with random papers. Everything was like it had been when we first entered.


      “Uyuu?” Kiruma asked, rising to his feet.


      “I was in the hall…with the sliding screens and tatami mats…and…”


      …there had been a giant shadow there, I started to say but quickly covered my mouth. No one else had mentioned that thing. If they knew what I had seen, I’d probably get dragged into another case I’d rather not be involved with. It was better not to tell them.


      “Maybe it can only be used once per day.”


      Ryouko sighed and took me by the hand.


      “Thank you, Uyuu. It may not seem like much, but this is a huge discovery.”


      Her tone of voice was so sweet, I almost wanted to believe her. I shut my eyes tight, so that I wouldn’t get fooled.


      “In any case, now we know that we can trust you both again.”


      Ueda and Umemura didn’t look happy. Ryouko moved away from me and placed a hand on Kiruma’s shoulder.


      “Thank you as well, Kiruma. For not using that in the end.”


      She slipped a hand into the lapel of his jacket, revealing the pistol concealed inside. I heard Umemura and Ueda gasp.


      We returned to the car. This time Ueda took the wheel while Umemura napped in the passenger seat. Ryouko began speaking as the car sped into motion.


      “This area is called Kamikakushi,” she said. Kamikakushi was a word that meant “to be spirited away by the gods.” “Most of the people who settled here were running from something. That’s where the name comes from. Because they prayed that they would be able to live here in safety, secluded from the outside world.”


      “And you turned that into a way to kill people,” I said angrily. Ryouko shook her head sadly.


      “I haven’t killed anyone. People who are erased by the unknown god go to a beautiful, peaceful place. A kind of paradise.”


      “How would you know?” Kiruma asked sharply.


      “Someone who saw it. Someone with the sight, just like Uyuu. That’s why we decided to use it. If the god was sending people to some sort of hell instead, we would have never done so.”


      There had been someone named Uyuu in the task force before, probably a distant relative of mine. But that person had been erased, too.


      “What about your husband, Ryouko?”


      “He actually chose to go himself. The work had taken a toll on him mentally. I couldn’t help him, and I couldn’t stand to let him die.”


      “And Reizei? Did she ‘choose’ to go, too?”


      Ryouko removed her glasses and wiped them on her blouse.


      “Sometimes, we must sacrifice the few to save the many. We do it to protect people and to suppress dangerous gods, but we still trespass into the realm of the arcane. Which means, at times, we must act in the gods’ places.”


      The way these people played at god, though, seemed far less merciful than any divine incursion I had ever seen.

    

    
      IV


      Maybe it was the gentle rocking of the car, but I dreamed of when I was little. How long had it been since I had last ridden in a car with my family? My dad was in the driver’s seat. My ma turned around from the passenger seat every now and again to check on my older brother and me, while we slept in the back seat. I’ve forgotten where we were going, but I could remember the night shining outside the window, my parents’ hushed voices, and the weight of my brother’s head on my shoulder.


      I woke up just as the car came to a stop. The tint on the windows left the interior of the car heavy and ponderous. I was surprised at myself for falling asleep while surrounded by members of the task force, but I relaxed a little when I saw Kiruma rubbing his eyes as well in the seat next to me. Ryouko opened the door.


      “You two can get out here. Get some rest.”


      Through the half-open car door, I saw a gigantic hospital glittering in the morning sun. I stepped out of the car and moved my stiff shoulders and arms in circles. The early morning air felt crisp and pure, finally banishing the stagnation in my lungs.


      “Where are we?”


      “This is the hospital where my wife is staying.”


      Kiruma proceeded down the linoleum hallway. He seemed to know where he was going.


      “She hasn’t been well,” he said. His voice, as it echoed in the quiet of the hospital, was tinged with fatigue.


      “Where does Rei stay when your wife is in the hospital?”


      “Usually my father-in-law looks after her, but when she gets fussy about not leaving her mother’s side, we let her stay here. I keep her company when that happens.”


      “Being a dad sounds tough.”


      Kiruma stopped in front of a private room. I could see a white bed through the glass window in the door. Long strands of black hair protruded from a pile of blankets, with another smaller blanket huddled into a ball beside the pile. The moment Kiruma opened the door, the smaller blanket leaped into the air.


      “Daddy!”


      Rei jumped out of bed and ran straight for Kiruma, clinging to his side. Kiruma looked taken aback as Rei pressed her head into his stomach and hit him repeatedly with her tiny little fists.


      “Why didn’t you call?!”


      Rei’s voice sounded very childlike right now. Like she was about to cry. Even at her young age, she must have understood how dangerous her dad’s work was.


      “You’re right, I’m sorry…”


      Kiruma stroked his daughter’s hair. I had a sneaking suspicion Ryouko hadn’t let us out in front of the hospital to be nice. This was a threat, letting Kiruma know she could get to his family anytime she wanted. “I’m sorry, too,” I muttered softly.


      While Kiruma was still soothing his daughter, an old man entered the room. Rei’s grandfather, I assumed. I watched from a short distance away. So this old man in the suit and hat was the Miyaki I had been told about. Stiff-backed and sharp-eyed, he carried a whiff of authority about him, like a politician or a professor. This was someone at the top of the food chain at the task force, someone who knew the truth behind things I could only dream of. He turned his eyes toward me as he took Rei by the hand to lead her away. I stared back. He was the first to look away, leaving the room. Kiruma spoke as he watched his daughter’s back grow smaller in the distance.


      “Should we get something to eat?” he said.


      We wound up going to the same ramen place we had gone to before with Rei. The red lantern was dark now, swaying back and forth in a summer breeze that was just starting to grow warm. I sat down on one of the hard stools as I opened the sticky menu. I wiped my hands on a cool, damp hand towel, the bits of mud that clung to my fingers dissolving into the cloth. I ordered the same thing I had before, a bowl of ramen and a mini side of fried rice. Kiruma ordered the same thing as I did, probably because he wouldn’t have to finish his daughter’s leftovers this time.


      “Will Rei be all right?”


      I tilted my water glass to the side. The condensation dripped down my fingers like tears.


      “I think so. I’ll have to try and make it up to her later.”


      “More taiyaki? She likes chunky, right?”


      “The things you remember.”


      The corners of Kiruma’s mouth curved into a smile. I slurped at the ramen once it was brought out, feeling it settle heavily in my empty stomach. I opened my mouth to speak, washing down the greasy fried rice with a swig of water.


      “Hey. Did you really not see anyone when you passed through that door?”


      Kiruma dropped the slice of pickled bamboo shoot he was gripping between his chopsticks. So he had seen it.


      “I saw some sort of human-shaped entity in there, carrying what looked like a spear. You saw it, too?”


      “Yeah, I did. Did it talk to you?” I asked.


      “Yes, but I didn’t understand what it was saying.”


      “What did you answer?”


      “I said I just wanted to go back as if nothing had happened.”


      “I said the same thing.”


      Kiruma stared down at his bowl of ramen.


      “Uyuu, how familiar are you with Japanese creation myths?”


      “All I know about history is, like, Oda Nobunaga stuff.”


      Kiruma rolled his eyes. He grabbed a cigarette from his pack, even though he hadn’t finished eating.


      “According to the Kojiki, the Japanese archipelago was born when two gods used a spear to stir the earth, which was nothing more than chaos at the time.”


      I gasped, remembering how the spear had churned the chaos outside those windows. I don’t know if that was really the god that had created Japan beyond that door, but it certainly fit what Kiruma had just described. I could see how something like that could be dangerous.


      “But why don’t Ryouko and the others know about this? If they had tried the door for themselves…”


      “That’s just it—they probably haven’t. They’re the kind of people who like to stay back and watch from where it’s safe, while foisting the dangerous work off onto people like you and me. The people who have been through the door probably understand how dangerous Ryouko and the others can be and intentionally chose not to tell them what they saw. That would explain why Ryouko and the others don’t know.”


      “So, what, we’re just disposable pawns…?”


      “That’s the way the task force operates.”


      I dropped my soup spoon into my bowl. There was still broth left, but I didn’t feel like drinking it. I fumbled around in my pocket until I found the pack of cigarettes Reizei had given me.


      “Can I borrow your lighter?”


      Kiruma wordlessly flicked the lighter for me. The end of the cigarette began to burn, and a thick smoke flowed down my throat. I immediately started coughing.


      “What are you, fifteen?”


      “Quit busting my nuts; these things are stronger than what I usually smoke.”


      The smokes Reizei had given me tasted like garbage. She could have at least let me pick the brand. Smoking these felt like getting stabbed in the lungs with thorns.


      “Hey, Kiruma…? Try not to get erased, okay? Unlike me, there’s people out there who would actually feel sad if you went away.”


      Kiruma looked surprised.


      “There are people who would feel sad if you disappeared, too.”


      “Like who? I’ve got no real family or friends.”


      “My daughter was talking about you the other day.”


      “She was? What did she say?”


      Kiruma didn’t answer. The proprietor removed our empty bowls. My ash dropped onto the table, where the spilled broth had left a dirty rim. Kiruma opened his wallet and pulled out some sort of business card and two photographs.


      “What’s that?”


      “Reizei said she thinks that even if the unknown god takes you away, as long as there’s some proof left behind, like documents or photographs, there’s a chance you won’t be erased entirely. That’s why I’ve been keeping these with me wherever I go.”


      I took the business card from him first. It read, RENJIROU KIRUMA, SPECIAL ADMINISTRATIVE BUREAU OF THE IMPERIAL HOUSEHOLD.


      “Imperial Household? I thought you were under police jurisdiction?”


      “That was given to me when I first joined the task force. Our main force falls under police jurisdiction, but my father-in-law, Miyaki, is closely involved with important people in the Imperial Household. Effectively, we still fall under their umbrella. People in the know would understand what this means if they saw that, kind of like a policeman’s badge.”


      “Oh…?”


      The name on the card still read KIRUMA. My cigarette was done, so I stubbed it into ashtray.


      “Let me get another light.”


      Kiruma tossed me a square piece of cardboard instead. It was a matchbook, with the name of a business hotel written on the cover.


      “You can keep that.”


      “I hate matches; I can never get them to light…”


      I wasted two matches before I finally got my cigarette lit. I picked up the photographs, clutching the cigarette between my teeth. The first showed Kiruma with a younger Rei, along with a woman I didn’t know, standing by the sea.


      “That’s from when we went to Atami.” In the photograph, Kiruma was as stone-faced as always, but there was a little uptick at the corner of his mouth. He must have thought he was smiling. “That was our last family trip, before my wife’s health got worse.”


      “You can always go again, once she gets better.”


      Kiruma looked away.


      The second photograph was sepia tinted, as if it had been taken with an old camera. It showed an aged door and a wall covered with random papers. It was the chapel from before. There were six people in the photo. Kiruma, Reizei, and Ryouko stood in the middle. As for the other three, the old woman in plain clothes was Ueda, but there were also two men I didn’t recognize, one in a lab coat and one in a military uniform.


      “Who are these two?”


      “The one in the lab coat is Umemura’s father. Umemura’s the guy you punched earlier. His old man was a psychiatrist, specializing in psychosomatic medicine. He learned of the existence of gods, apparently, while treating a patient who was possessed by a fox spirit.”


      “Is he still around now?”


      “He died of cancer. It’s only his son left now.”


      “What about the guy in the army duds?”


      “That’s Tsuga. He was researching the god that abides, together with my father-in-law, but he disappeared after using the door several times. I wonder if he was erased, too,” Kiruma said calmly.


      Something about what Kiruma said struck me as odd.


      “Wait. Japan doesn’t have an army anymore, does it?”


      A gasp suddenly escaped Kiruma’s lips. His confusion was almost palpable.


      “No…it doesn’t… But if Tsuga was in the army…”


      The cigarette fell from Kiruma’s hands, singeing the tabletop. He quickly stubbed it out with a wet rag. For some reason, he was sweating profusely.


      “Are you okay?”


      Kiruma pressed his hand to his mouth.


      “We may have had this all wrong…”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Yesterday, on the news, I heard them say a missile was coming for Japan. I definitely remember hearing it. But after passing through the door, that reality seemed to vanish.”


      Kiruma leaned in closer and lowered his voice.


      “What if the god that abides hears the wishes of whoever enters the door and turns them into reality?”


      That would explain why, for those just watching, nothing seemed to occur. Because only the person who passed through the door could perceive the change. The entire world remade in a day. If human beings tried to take advantage of something like that—


      “Oh man…”


      Kiruma nodded, taking another cigarette with trembling hands. The lighter shook dangerously in his hands.


      “That god used to be in the Miyaki family’s keeping, right? But why would they let something like that out of their hands?”


      “My father-in-law said he decided to give it to the task force after his wife died… Now that I think back, I wonder if maybe he tried to alter the world into one where his wife was still alive, but he failed. Maybe he just wanted to get rid of it, after discovering that death was not a fate that could be changed.”


      Kiruma pressed his cigarette to his lips.


      “In any case, we can’t tell anyone about this. If the task force catches on to what that god can do, we’re all screwed.”


      Kiruma stuffed the photographs and business card back into his suit jacket. As he did so, something resembling an earphone dropped out of his inner pocket and rolled across the table.


      “You dropped something. What is that?”


      Kiruma’s face went even paler. A little red light glowed on the tiny black device.


      “It’s a listening device…”


      I remembered how Ryouko had slipped her hand into the lapel of Kiruma’s jacket. Well, that’s just great.

    

    
      V


      A black car was already waiting for us outside when we left the restaurant. The grim reaper’s own curbside pickup. Ryouko poked her head out from the back seat.


      “Did you get some rest?”


      “You were following us.”


      I glared at Ryouko, and she flashed me her usual smile. The kind of smile you save for the flunkies in class.


      “You didn’t trust us, and we didn’t trust you. Consider it insurance. Now, would you be so kind as to accompany us to the chapel once again? We need to confirm your discoveries.”


      Kiruma spoke, his voice grim.


      “I’d like to call my daughter first.”


      “Of course. We’ll stop by headquarters on our way. It’s going to be a long day, so feel free to use the showers and on-call room while you’re there. I’ve provided clean shirts for you both, as well.”


      We climbed into the vehicle. It felt like a hearse.


      The shower room, located in the headquarters’ basement, was suffocatingly damp, like being inside a gas chamber. The drain was clogged with mold and hair, and the sink brimmed with brackish gray water. I half expected poisonous gas to rain down from the faucet instead of lukewarm water. I wasn’t going to be killed. I was still too useful. But I knew by now that there were plenty of things worse than being dead. Soap lather and warm water dripped off from my hair, but I couldn’t wash away the stagnant feeling trapped inside my head. A clean white shirt had already been laid out for me outside the shower room. It was completely different from the cheap, gaudy clothes I usually wore. As I slipped my arms through the sleeves, I felt like I was being swallowed up as a member of the task force. Or like I was putting on funeral raiments. I had set the cigarettes Reizei had given me and the matches from Kiruma aside before showering so they wouldn’t get wet. I stuffed them back into the pocket of my jeans.


      When I returned from the basement, I saw Kiruma. He was standing by the phone, back facing away from me. I could hear him saying something to his daughter. We had no choice but to go, even if we were headed into the jaws of hell.


      The car sped forward with us inside, the windows tinted like before. Ryouko riffled through some files spread out on her lap.


      “There are almost no records of the god that abides ever having been used. Although it wouldn’t matter if there were, as there would be no way for anyone but the person who had used the door to confirm what had changed with the world. We will need to keep experimenting and build up more data.”


      “Have you already started?”


      “No, the experiments will start once we arrive. The process will take months, as the door can only be used once per day. This is a huge undertaking. We’re bringing in a full two-thirds of the task force on this.”


      I didn’t recognize the person driving or the person in the passenger seat. Come to think of it, I didn’t even know how many people there were in the task force in total.


      “What do you plan to do about other gods in the meantime? Just ignore them?”


      Kiruma glared at Ryouko. His crisp new shirt belied the exhaustion in his eyes.


      “Do we have a choice? This god is the most dangerous, after all.”


      Ryouko smiled. Despite her words, she almost seemed to be enjoying herself.


      The car came to a stop alongside a mountain road. I could see the building from before, indistinct and dreamlike, as if it were in the process of dissolving into the surrounding dark. The squeal of car brakes mingled with the murmuring of the trees. Once we got out of the car, I realized that three other cars had been following us. Men and women, some old and some young, some dressed in suits and some in plain clothes, disembarked from each of the vehicles. We passed through the iron fence and proceeded up the muddy road. The statue from before floated into view, vague and limitless, its contours lost in the night. That must have been the unknown god. If I prayed for it to erase everyone besides Kiruma and me, I wondered if it would.


      At Ryouko’s insistence, we passed through the doors leading into the chapel. Around two dozen people were already crowded inside. I held my breath. The stuffiness from all these people was far worse than even the dust and the mold. Ryouko spoke up, her voice cheerful.


      “Sorry to have kept everyone waiting. These are the two agents who made the breakthrough on the god that abides case.”


      Everyone turned to look at Kiruma and me. There were enthusiastic shouts and excited applause. The atmosphere in the room felt religious.


      “Has everyone been brought up-to-date?”


      Ueda, who was standing in front of the door, checked her watch.


      “They have. It is almost midnight. Who will go through?”


      “Can I go?” someone said, raising their hand.


      It was Umemura.


      “I don’t trust what they said; I want to see for myself. Not just whether reality can be changed, but whether death is actually immutable.”


      Umemura stared at me defiantly. I shrugged. He could knock himself out for all I cared. Ueda glanced at her watch again.


      “The zero hour. Let’s begin.”


      Everyone watched as Umemura approached the door. He was soon standing face-to-face with it.


      “I feel kind of nervous all of a sudden.”


      Kiruma was standing next to me. He crossed his arms and spoke to Umemura.


      “Be careful. There’s no guarantee that the same thing will happen every time someone walks through the door.”


      “You don’t have to tell me that. I’m a member of the task force, too, you know!”


      Umemura was young and had way more money than I ever did. Why is he doing this kind of work in the first place? Maybe if we had met under different circumstances, I could have asked him about it. I was starting to sound like a pushover, though, thinking like that. Just like Kiruma.


      “Here goes nothing.”


      Umemura wiped his sweaty palms on the waist of his suit jacket and then placed one hand on the door. His thin legs passed over the threshold, and he stepped through the wooden doorframe, emerging on the other side. He closed the door, his face a little flushed.


      “That was incredible. It was really there. A dark humanoid shadow,” Umemura said, sounding excited.


      Ryouko smiled uncomfortably.


      “It’s good that you’re okay. Well? What did you wish for?”


      “Of course. I wished for Paulownia Piper Syndrome to go away.”


      Everyone furrowed their brows, myself included.


      “Wait, no one’s heard of Paulownia Piper Syndrome? For real?” Umemura said, barely able to contain himself. “What about my father, then?”


      “Didn’t he die of cancer…?” Kiruma said.


      Umemura suddenly deflated.


      “I guess death is permanent after all,” he said. He crouched down suddenly and began to dry heave. Ryouko rubbed his back.


      “Are you all right?”


      “Sorry, I’m still a little disoriented…”


      “It’s fine. Get some air and go rest in the car.”


      Umemura stumbled out of the chapel on shaky feet. Ryouko turned to face the room.


      “We have just demonstrated the efficacy of the god that abides.”


      A murmur swept through the crowd. Most of the people here were celebrating—some were even already discussing how to best make use of the god—but I also detected a few ripples of unease. A petite woman in a suit was whispering with a man in a lab coat standing next to her, a dire look on both their faces. Ueda shook her head.


      “There’s no proof that Umemura wasn’t just putting on a show.”


      “That is what the verification process is for.”


      “And then what?” Kiruma said, taking a step forward. “If this god really has the power to change reality without anyone realizing it, then it’s far too dangerous.”


      Ryouko narrowed her eyes behind her glasses.


      “And what would you have us do?”


      “Stop all use and seal the thing up immediately. If the god that abides were to be used carelessly, it could wind up annihilating the entire country.”


      “That’s exactly why it must be placed under the control of an agency that won’t use it carelessly,” Ueda said, interrupting us.


      “An agency?”


      “After we verify the god’s efficacy, it should be placed in government hands rather than our own. Your father-in-law should have the right connections.”


      “What good will giving it to the government do?”


      “We must look at the bigger picture,” Ueda said, lacing her fingers together. A big, burly-looking man stood behind her, glaring at Kiruma. “The god that abides does more than just alter reality. It inserts a person with prior memories into the new world that it creates. The advantage of that, in this age of information warfare, would be immeasurable.”


      “Have you lost your mind?”


      “World War Three.”


      It was Ryouko. Her quiet voice captured the attention of the room.


      “If the bovine god’s predictions are true, war may already be coming. What will happen to Japan when that time comes? Think about it, Kiruma. Don’t you want to leave behind a peaceful future for your daughter?”


      Kiruma swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his throat. Ryouko slowly circled around to the front of the door.


      “Utilizing the god that abides will allow Japan to fight this war from a position of superiority. What are the gods for if not to protect people? This is only how things were meant to be.”


      “Who knows what kind of distortions could occur as a result…? You’re talking about handing over the hegemony of the nation to divine incursions.”


      “We may be well past that point. Don’t forget, the Miyaki family has already used the door several times in the past. If anything, we are using the god to wrest back the agency they have stolen.”


      “I will not go along with this,” Kiruma said, gritting his teeth.


      I heard Ueda sigh heavily, followed by a cold metallic click.


      “Kiruma!”


      I dashed forward. Ueda was holding a gun in her right hand. Kiruma quickly drew his own gun from his jacket and held it at the ready.


      “You’re going to get yourself hurt, Ueda. Do you even know how to use that thing?”


      A buzz swept through the chapel. Ryouko continued to smile, attempting to assuage the two.


      “Would you please both settle down? This is no time to be at each other’s throats.”


      Ueda and Kiruma continued to glare at each other. It was a stalemate. Several other people drew their own firearms. This was starting to look bad. The man behind Ueda drew his gun as well.


      “You’ve taken this far enough, Kiruma. You always were a hothead, ever since your days as an officer.”


      There was a small commotion as several people began to flee from the building. The petite woman from before pointed her gun at the large man.


      “Sorry…but I’m against this, too…”


      For a brief second, the man’s attention turned her way. I dashed forward, leaping into the air and kneeing the big man hard in his side. He went flying, his gun spinning through the air. Hell yeah! Kiruma quickly kicked the gun away once it landed on the ground. It was all over… Or so I thought, until sparks erupted.


      The barrel of Ueda’s gun flashed—a sound like a thunderclap filling the air.


      Fresh red blood exploded from the side of Kiruma’s crisp white shirt.

    

    
      VI


      Time seemed to stall. Kiruma pulled his trigger as he fell, sending a bullet through the big man’s arm as he tried to pick up his gun again. The petite woman brandished her own gun. A round hole opened in Ueda’s forehead, and blood and gray hair erupted out the back of her skull. Ueda had released her own bullet just before she died. It pierced through the left side of the petite woman’s chest with explosive force. The gunshots stopped, and the smell of powder filled the air. Red blood and white gelatinous chunks of flesh were scattered across the peeling floorboards. It took several seconds, I think, before I came to my senses.


      “Kiruma!”


      I raced over to Kiruma’s side and propped him up in my arms. My hand slipped inside his jacket, warm and slick.


      “Stay with me!”


      Kiruma let out a stifled groan. He was still alive. I heard another gunshot. Hot, wet liquid splattered across my cheek, and a man in a white lab coat who had been standing next to me coughed up blood and teetered over. Screams, gunshots, the sounds of things breaking, the sound of something heavy tipping over, a cacophony of noise. Blood trickled across the floor, reaching my feet. My jeans soaked up the ruddy fluid. Hell needed no gods. Kiruma banged on my shoulder feebly.


      “Over there…”


      Kiruma’s bloody fingers pointed toward the confessional against the wall. I hoisted Kiruma onto my back and began running. I shoved the door to the confessional open with my shoulder and threw myself inside. I made eye contact with Ryouko just before the door closed.


      A tiny light bulb illuminated the inside of the confessional. The tip of my shoe struck against something hard. A protrusion on the floor. The ground was littered with bloodstains shaped like the soles of my shoes. It was a trapdoor. I set Kiruma down and pulled at the protruding knob. The door opened, revealing a stairway receding downward. I lifted Kiruma onto my back once more.


      “Don’t you dare die on me!”


      “Would you be quiet? Do I look dead to you…?”


      Kiruma’s voice sounded raspy and weak. I made my way down the stairs, struggling under his weight. I was worried I was going to slip on the blood and lose my footing. Kiruma’s body felt cold, but the blood soaking into my shirt back was hot. His life was quickly dribbling away.


      My feet contacted a new surface. I was standing on level ground again. The staircase was apparently at an end. The only sound, in the dim silence, was Kiruma’s labored breathing.


      “Ambulance, ambulance… Phone, gotta find a phone… Gotta stop the bleeding…”


      I was panicking too much to think straight. I fumbled along the wall until my fingertips encountered a light switch. The lights came on with a quiet flick.


      “What the…?”


      Red pillars, like the posts of torii shrine gates, were lined up at regular intervals, forming cells. Things, things that shouldn’t be there, writhed inside the cells. I heard bells ringing. Countless desiccated faces and sharp claws.


      “The bell-laden god…”


      There was more. Undulating arms of light, a giant serpent’s head, the blazing god in the flame, the nourishing god assembling its cocoon. These were all divine incursions.


      “What is this…?”


      “It’s the mottled god…”


      Blood pooled into a bead along the edge of Kiruma’s lip, before dripping down like drool.


      “The task force has captured many gods. This mottled god is what they use to contain them…”


      “Wait, these are all the gods the task force has captured…?”


      I heard noise coming from the direction of the stairs. Ryouko and the others were searching for us. We couldn’t go back up there. I slumped to the ground. Kiruma’s body slipped off my back.


      “I’m sorry…”


      If only I were smarter, maybe I could have done something. I should have been the one to get shot. Now Kiruma was going to die because of me. There were no gods to pray to here, just the monsters that surrounded me. Kiruma clutched my wrist, his palm the only part of him that was still warm.


      “There is something… Something only you can do…”


      “But…”


      I could see a shadow through the red bars. It was a calf, about the size of a dog, but with the face of a wizened old man.


      “The bovine god…?”


      The calf reared its head. I crawled forward, reaching out my hand and placing it on the creature’s forehead. I could feel small horns on its brow. Its skin was taut and soft.


      “I’m from the Uyuu family… The people who used to worship you… They’ve all been erased now, though; it’s just me left…”


      The calf stared at me with mournful red eyes.


      “It’s sad, isn’t it? Being tossed away like garbage like this. That makes two of us…”


      The god in the flame and the nourishing god had used their powers to help those who believed in them. Ryouko was wrong; the gods weren’t slaves to men. People were no different. I also wanted to help those who believed in me.


      “Well, I believe in you. So won’t you help me…?”


      The calf’s body suddenly trembled. It began to swell up like a balloon. I yanked my hand back reflexively. The god’s massive body filled the gaps between the bars, and its horns grew. The pillars shattered to pieces. The bovine god howled, its cry shaking the earth.


      “What are you doing…?”


      The bovine god charged toward the opposite cell, swinging its long horns through the air. The red pillars toppled over, and suckered tentacles like those of an enormous octopus tumbled out from within. The bovine god didn’t stop, destroying one cell after another. A humongous serpent, a statue of the Buddha with seven heads, the bones of a fish, a giant umbrella, a three-eyed cat, a white mist, the bell-laden god, the nourishing god, the god in the flame. The gods, now free, turned their focus toward the ceiling. With a massive roar, they charged toward the stairway en masse. I heard the door being destroyed, followed by screams. Only the bovine god remained, glancing at me one last time before disappearing into the shadowy depths.


      I stayed where I was, crouching on the ground in shock.


      “What just happened…?”


      Kiruma spoke. There was a gurgle in his voice.


      “The wrath of the gods… You did it, Uyuu… The task force is finished…”


      Kiruma was smiling, a string of blood hanging from his lips.


      “Did what? What am I supposed to do now…?”


      Kiruma held something out for me. It was his gun.


      “Go. There’s probably still task force members left up there.”


      “You want me to kill them…?!”


      “No, that’s for self-defense.”


      Kiruma’s breathing sounded ragged and torn.


      “Listen to me. You need to pray to the unknown god. Ask it to erase everyone from the task force.”


      “Everyone? But—”


      “Everyone. Me too.”


      I shook my head emphatically, like a child.


      “No…! There’s gotta be another way… What about the god that abides?! It can make it as if none of this ever happened!”


      “The door’s already been used today, remember?”


      Kiruma was right; it was barely past midnight. Kiruma wouldn’t survive until tomorrow.


      I heard more bells. A wave of blood cascaded toward us from the stairs.


      “There has to be some other way…”


      “As long as the task force is around, someone will come around at some point who will try to make use of the gods again. It all has to go…”


      “But why does that mean you have to die?!”


      “I won’t die. Remember, people erased by the unknown god go to a kind of paradise. An Uyuu said that, so I have faith that it’s true…”


      “What about Rei and your wife…?”


      Kiruma fumbled around in his jacket. His hands were shaking. The business card and a sepia-colored photograph tumbled out, stained with blood.


      “I never managed to get back your register…but this should work well enough in its place. You can finally stop being a nameless ghost. Just…look after the two of them for me…”


      Kiruma’s voice was growing weaker by the second. I steadied my breathing and then forced myself back to my feet.


      “Fine. But not just them. I’m going to come back for you, too, someday.”


      Kiruma sighed in exasperation and kicked at my shin, just like old times.


      “Way to ruin the moment!” I said, putting on a brave front.


      The corners of Kiruma’s lips twisted upward. He was too serious; he never did learn how to smile right. I took the gun from him and headed for the stairs. I had a feeling that if I turned around, I wouldn’t be able to keep going. I could still hear Kiruma’s wheezing as I climbed the stairs.


      I opened the confessional door. The sight that awaited me was like a scene out of hell. Every inch of the floor, walls, and even the ceiling was covered in blood. Dismembered arms and legs were scattered around the room, but even that wasn’t the worst of it. There were lumps of flesh reduced to coal, human-shaped shadows scorched into the walls, and even deformed cubes, the color of meat and skin. The nourishing god had caught the bell-laden god and was now winding it in its threads. The cocoon contracted, and the bell-laden god vanished. I touched the nourishing god on its soft white head.


      “I’m sorry I brought you here. You should go back to your own village. Thank you for saving me so many times.”


      Its small feelers patted the back of my hand as if to comfort me. The silken threads unraveled, and the nourishing god flew away.


      Someone was still alive, writhing in a pool of blood. I could see Ryouko, leaning against the god that abides. Her glasses lay on the ground, broken. Blood streamed from a wound in her chest, but she was still smiling.


      “Was this your revenge…?”


      “Not mine. This was from all the gods you people messed with.”


      “Screw the gods…”


      “You actually hate them, don’t you?”


      For once, Ryouko’s smile collapsed. Her face was expressionless as she spoke.


      “Yes, I do. It’s because of the god from my village that my husband went crazy in the head.”


      “I believe it.”


      The fake smile returned to Ryouko’s face.


      “Hurry up and shoot me…”


      “You wish. You’re gonna have to take your beating from all those people you erased.”


      I tossed the gun aside and left the chapel.


      As I opened the main door, the thick stench of blood was washed away by the breeze of the night. The coarse white statue hovered into view, solitary against the moonless sky. I prayed silently. For the unknown god to erase it all. Everyone who had meddled with the gods. To make it as if these mistakes had never happened. The white statue’s veil seemed to flutter in the wind.


      It was quiet as before, only the cool blowing of the soft night breeze. There were no groans, no stench of blood. I pushed the heavy wooden chapel door open once more and headed back inside. The tide of blood had vanished. There were no clumps of flesh, no arms, no legs, no malformed bodies. And no survivors. The aftermath of the gods’ destruction remained, the scattered pews and busted chairs making it look as if the place had long been in ruins. The papers on the wall fluttered in the breeze that entered through the broken stained glass windows. The god that abides still sat enshrined at the back of the room. I made my way through the deserted chapel and raced down the hidden stairs inside the confessional. Nothing waited at the bottom. There was no sign of Kiruma in the empty underground room below. The only thing that held back my flood of emotions was relief at not finding a body instead. Two squares of paper lay flat on the floor. I picked them up and quickly left the basement. I convinced myself not to think as I put the building behind me.


      I sat down on the stairs outside, damp with night dew, and listened to the sounds of the wind stroking the trees. I pulled out one of the cigarettes that Reizei had given me and lit it with one of Kiruma’s matches. Summer was over. This was all that was left from the time I had spent with the two. The smoke dissolved into the darkness, embers scattering in the night. I pulled out the two pieces of paper I had picked up off the floor. One was Kiruma’s business card, and the other was the photograph of the six task force members.


      “I guess you held on to that picture of your family, Kiruma…”


      It wasn’t raining, but a clear drop landed on the surface of the photograph. We had been wrong about everything. Humanity was no match for the gods. The world wasn’t over yet, though, and neither was I. It was the first time I had cried since my brother’s funeral.

    

    
      VII


      I was still sorting through documents and burning them in a metal drum I found behind the ruins when morning came. If I burned everything, people wouldn’t know how dangerous the gods could be. I needed to leave some of it behind, but I wasn’t sure which things to keep and which to burn. Supposedly, two-thirds of the task force had been here. Maybe there were still others out there who hadn’t disappeared. Others who could help me dispose of documents and get the task force back on its feet. But what if they were hostile, just like Ryouko?


      “I can’t do this on my own… I guess I’d better head back to Tokyo for now…”


      Smoldering scraps and loose flecks of flame drifted like fireflies through the air as the sky overhead grew pale pink. I extinguished the fire with dirt and fallen leaves, then made my way down the mountain road. The birds chirped, and the trees rustled in place, tormenting me. I wasn’t even sure how to get back. It was probably too far to walk. My shirt was dirty with soot, but the blood that should have been there was gone. As I slipped through the rusted iron gate, I spotted a man leaning against a black car.


      “Umemura…? What the hell are you doing here…?” Umemura was looking completely haggard. “Why didn’t you disappear?! I thought you were a task force member?!”


      “I’m still in training! Anyway, I should be asking what you’re doing here! I thought I heard gunshots, and then there was all this noise, and a bunch of monsters came rushing out of the building…”


      Umemura covered his mouth like he was about to throw up. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Umemura hadn’t been a full task force member, so he hadn’t been erased with the others. Is that the only reason I’m still here, too? Now that I thought about it, it gave me the shivers.


      “You…still remember who I am, though, right?”


      Umemura narrowed his eyes and then punched me square in the face.


      “You’re damn right I remember you!” he spit out.


      I know it should have hurt, but everything felt far away, like it was all happening to someone else. If anything, relief at having not been erased won out over any other emotions.


      “You could have just said yes.”


      Umemura sighed.


      “What about the people inside? Are they all dead?”


      “Not dead. They just vanished.”


      Umemura listened silently as I explained what had happened. The light and heat from the sun, now high in the sky, pecked at the cords of my neck.


      “I figured something like this would happen eventually,” he said once I’d finished, turning away from me. “Well, there’s no point in sticking around here. Should we head back? You don’t know how to drive, do you?”


      “I don’t even have an identity. Where the hell would I get a driver’s license from?”


      Umemura’s eyes widened.


      “Then I guess I’m stuck behind the wheel again. Couldn’t you have at least left someone with a license behind?”


      The passenger side door swung open in front of me. I hesitated.


      “Hurry up! Unless you’d rather walk back,” Umemura said, irritated.


      I brushed the dirt off my clothes and got in. The inside of the car was stuffy with trapped heat. Umemura rested his chin on the wheel.


      “What are we supposed to do now?”


      “I need to take care of all those documents in there. I figure we’ll carry the important ones down into the basement and then get rid of the rest. After that, the first order of business will be to get the task force back on its feet. But we’ll have to choose the right people this time, to ensure that nothing like this ever happens again.”


      I glanced at Umemura.


      “Feel like helping me, by any chance?”


      “Sure.”


      “Why?”


      “Because you punched me.”


      I wasn’t following. I asked again.


      “I asked Reizei out once,” he said suddenly. “She turned me down, though.”


      Umemura stared at the holy statue, its outline hazy through the front windshield of the car.


      “I didn’t want to erase her.”


      I leaned back in the passenger seat, pretending not to care.


      “She shot you down, huh? Man, that’s lame.”


      Umemura punched me on the shoulder. The pain was so nostalgic, it almost made me cry again.


       


      There was no tint on the windshield. I could see the trees receding into the distance through the clear glass, and then soon the rows of buildings as the streets grew steadily more urban. The intersections of Tokyo were thronging with people.


      “I thought today was supposed to be the last day of summer vacation,” I muttered. Umemura smirked.


      “It is. That’s why everyone’s out having fun. Let me guess—you were the type to leave summer homework until the last minute.”


      “I didn’t really go to school.”


      Umemura grew quiet. Flecks of neon melded with the windshield, the nighttime visible through the glass. The streets writhed with people, all living their lives, completely unaware.


      I saw a building towering in the darkness. The lights were still on at task force headquarters. As I waited for Umemura to park the car, a sturdy-looking old man in a hat exited from the front doors. It was Miyaki.


      “Crap, that’s the founder of the task force. I don’t think I’m ready for this yet. What should we do?” Umemura said, groaning.


      I unbuckled my seat belt.


      “I’ll go.”


      “Have you got a plan?”


      “Do I look like I have a plan…?” I pulled out the business card, which I had stuffed into the pocket of my jacket. “But someone told me it was time to shape up and start living a decent life.”


      I checked my face in the mirror. Kiruma had been the most decent, straitlaced adult I had ever known. I pushed my bangs back, straightened my back, adopted a hard stare with my eyes, and stiffened my lips. I exited the car.


      “Miyaki.”


      The old man turned in response to my voice. I walked toward him with long strides and began speaking quickly.


      “The task force has been destroyed. Several divine incursions have escaped. The organization needs urgent rebuilding.”


      My voice was so low, it surprised even myself. The old man eyed me suspiciously.


      “How much do you know…?”


      “Everything.”


      I was a con man. I could trick anyone, god or man. I pressed my opening, before the old man could get a word in.


      “Let’s negotiate. You help me rebuild the organization, and I’ll hand over the god that abides. In exchange, I want full control over who’s allowed in this time. And no more meddling with the gods. From now on, we will only track and catalog.”


      The old man stared at me. He had a look on his face as if he remembered me from somewhere but couldn’t quite place where.


      “Who are you…?”


      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the business card, showing it to him.


      “Renjirou Kiruma, with the Special Administrative Bureau of the Imperial Household.”


       


      The task force turned out to have been far more extensive than I had expected. Ryouko and the others had been only the tip of the iceberg. In less than half a month, we had combed through the documents left behind, carrying what we wanted to keep into the basement and sealing up the ruins.


      The dusty task force office remained the same as before. I was sitting at the desk, in front of a mountain of papers, when Umemura poked his head out from behind the stack.


      “It sure is tough, being the big guy. I hope you’re gonna give me a good position, too.”


      “Don’t worry, I plan to keep you very busy.”


      The aroma of steaming coffee wafted from the mug in Umemura’s hand.


      “Well? Do you think you’ll be able to get the organization up and running again?”


      “It will take some time, but yeah.”


      I glanced down at the document in front of me, which had been stamped as CONFIDENTIAL. It was filled with photographs, all of which had been taken without the subjects’ awareness. Folklore scholars, detectives, psychiatrists, and even children too young to know much about anything. The task force was truly a terrifying organization. I removed several pages from the file.


      “I’ll hit up Esato first. He’s one of the few people who knows the tidecall god’s true form. And then I’ll look into the Rokuharas, who are mentioned in our files on the lonely god. Ryouko thought the Rokuhara family was dangerous, so they can likely be trusted. I’ll try contacting the oldest son once he comes of age. And then, let’s see…”


      Umemura looked away before I had finished.


      “You know, you’re like a different person now.”


      “That’s the idea.”


      I turned over the last page and then fell silent. There was a photograph of a young girl, whom I recognized.


      “I’m heading out for a second.”


      I set the file down on the desk and glanced at the clock. The time was five PM. I could still make it in time for visiting hours.


      I proceeded along the hospital hallway, relying on what I remembered from when I had visited with Kiruma. I was holding a paper bag. It riffled in my hand. A young girl stood in front of the door to the private hospital room, her small figure casting a shadow across the hallway floor. Her large, sensible-looking eyes and her hair, pulled back into a ponytail, were exactly like I remembered.


      “It’s Rei, isn’t it?”


      Kiruma’s daughter looked up at me with a confused expression on her face.


      “Are you here to visit my mommy?”


      Rei’s eyes flickered toward her mother’s hospital room. She seemed guarded. She must not have remembered me.


      “Are you…one of Mommy’s friends?”


      “No, I’m a friend of your dad’s.”


      Rei paused and then shook her head.


      “I don’t have a daddy. He passed away before I was born.”


      I felt like someone had slipped a cold knife into my heart. It took effort to speak.


      “I didn’t know…”


      “Are you okay?”


      Rei’s eyes changed from wary to concerned. It was at times like this that she resembled Kiruma.


      “Did you know my daddy?”


      “I did. I do. I still remember him. He always worried about your mother and you. I bet he still worries, even now.”


      I held out the paper bag I had brought. Rei took it from me, a little confused.


      “Don’t worry, they’re chunky.”


      Before she could say anything else, I turned on my heel and walked away down the hallway, back the way I had come.


      By the time I left the hospital, it was already dark out, and the air was crisp. The sky could change so quickly, in such a short amount of time, once summer ended and autumn began.


      Miyaki soon arrived with a few others to take the god that abides away. From what I understood, it was going to be held for safekeeping somewhere within the Imperial Household Agency. I was pretty sure they intended to use it. The closer you got to the truth, the more you learned just how far away you were. I embraced the access to classified information that my new position afforded me. It was a good thing that I had bluffed about knowing more about the gods than I did. If they wanted to change the world, I would just use the god to change it back. God’s in his heaven, as they say.

    
  

  
    

    Epilogue


    Outside the window, the Tokyo sky unfolded, still unchanged these twenty years. Too unchanged, maybe. Ever since the task force had become the Special Investigations Division, there had been almost no real cultural or technological advancements. The cold war remained in place just as before, neither intensifying nor abating. Every time the higher-ups had used the god that abides, I had used it as well, maintaining a world where nothing changed. But there must have been changes, distortions, I wasn’t aware of. I was still a long way from leading the kind of decent life Kiruma had told me to live.


    The fluorescent lights flickered loudly. I tugged down one of the window blinds with my finger. I could see Rei Miyaki in the smoking area on the lower floor on the other side of the courtyard. She was the one person I’d never wanted to see get involved, but in the end, I had failed. Her grandfather set her up with a position in the Imperial Household Agency. I don’t know what happened after that, but seeing as she was demoted and sent to us, she must have learned too much while she was there. I was just glad she hadn’t been erased instead. When she arrived at Special Investigations, I panicked a little at first, but I also saw a glimpse of hope. I figured, if anyone could bring Kiruma back someday, maybe it would be her. Unfortunately, her and her partner’s investigation had ended in failure, just like all the other agents.


    When I returned the blinds to their original position, Umemura was standing behind me.


    “Peeping on the kids again, Kiruma?”


    “Moron.”


    Even after all these years, I still wasn’t used to being called by his name.


    “Honestly, you still look like a kid yourself. You haven’t changed a bit.”


    The glaring winter light bounced off the window, causing my and Umemura’s reflection to appear in the glass. I glanced back and forth between us. Umemura looked young for forty, but that was nothing compared to how I looked. I didn’t have a single wrinkle or gray hair, and I felt as healthy and strong now as I did then.


    “Haven’t changed a bit, huh…?”


    I turned to face Umemura.


    “Weren’t you the one who once told me I was like a different person now?”


    “I just meant that you’re not a little thug anymore,” Umemura said, smiling and shrugging.


    I had brushed my bangs off my face, put on a suit, and started standing up straighter, all in imitation of Kiruma, but nothing else about me had changed, not in all these twenty years.


    “It must be the influence of the god that abides,” I said.


    Umemura blinked.


    “Miyaki’s grandfather is alive as well, even after all this time. People who use that door are preserved as messengers of the gods. Whether that’s to bear witness to the new world, though, or to testify to the changes with the old, I wouldn’t know.”


    Umemura sighed heavily and shook his head.


    “I was wrong; you have changed. You’ve gotten too smart.”


    “I would have rather stayed dumb.”


    Unfortunately, life had other plans. I grabbed something I had stashed away in a corner of the vault.


    “I’m gonna go have a smoke,” I said.


     


    A few shadows lingered in the hallway. Members of the division, drifting among people who had no idea of what was going on. Esato gave me a subtle nod as he walked past, a stack of documents in his arms. I knew he remembered the real Kiruma, but he never pried. I was grateful for his lack of interest and his resigned acceptance. There was also a writer from the same occult tabloid that Reizei used to work for. Unlike Reizei, she was cheerful and loved to gossip, but she did smoke the same sort of heavy, tarry cigarettes.


    I bumped into Rokuhara as I rounded the corner.


    “Excuse me,” he said.


    His pale face, in profile, reminded me of Ryouko’s. I waved my hand dismissively and told him not to worry about it, hiding the slight chill he always gave me. The corners of his lips rose into a faint smile.


    “If you’re looking for Miyaki and Katagishi, they’re across the way. You wanted to speak to them, I assume.”


    “No, I already spoke with them earlier… But what made you think I was looking for them?”


    “You always contact agents after they work the unknown god case. Is there a reason you don’t investigate the god yourself?”


    “What if there is…? Have you come to warn me not to send your brother-in-law into danger again?”


    “No, I feel the same way.”


    “The same way?”


    “That it would probably be unwise for me to go near that mountain too often. Just a sense I started to get while searching for my sister.”


    I wasn’t sure what to say. I couldn’t go near Mount Fudaraku anymore. I had gotten too close to the unknown god and had passed through the door too many times. If I tried going to the mountain again, there was no guarantee that I wouldn’t get erased. I hadn’t told Rokuhara any of this, of course, but somehow he seemed to understand. Another smile appeared on his face.


    “Let’s just pray that the next generation will finally be able to solve the problems that we couldn’t.”


    The look on his face was just like the expression that Ryouko had given me, the very last time that I saw her.


     


    As I made my way over toward the ashtray, I heard Rei speaking.


    “‘God’s in his heaven. All’s right with the world’?”


    I stopped in my tracks, taken by surprise. Daigo Katagishi was standing next to her. I had heard those same words once before while standing around an ashtray with Kiruma. The two noticed my presence and turned to face me. I stood there, unmoving, my feet still shoulder width apart. Rei bowed slightly. Katagishi stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray and nodded awkwardly.


    “About earlier…”


    I felt my salty demeanor begin to slip, and I quickly tightened my face into a mask. I spoke, my voice deep.


    “No need. It’s important to maintain an open workplace, where people can feel comfortable sharing their opinions with the higher-ups.”


    I imagined that’s what Kiruma would have said. Even now, I was living my life by trying to picture what he would do in my place.


    “Thank you…,” Katagishi said.


    He looked uncomfortable. Sometimes he reminded me of Kiruma. The way he could be completely serious and yet totally foolhardy at the same time, for instance, or the way he remained so devoted to his wife. I wondered if Rei had noticed the similarity. What was I saying? Of course she hadn’t. The two bowed once more and began to walk away, but Rei suddenly came to a halt, mid-step.


    “Actually, there is something that was bothering me. It doesn’t really have to do with the unknown god, though…”


    I felt my heart skip in my chest.


    “What is it?”


    “I have this weird feeling that someone gave me directions while I was lost in that village.”


    Katagishi stared at Rei doubtfully.


    “When did you get lost? I thought we were together pretty much the whole time.”


    “I know, you’re right, but maybe it was before we met up.”


    Rei cocked her head in confusion.


    “What was this person like…?” I said, trying to maintain my composure.


    “I don’t really remember, to be honest, but he was tall and suntanned, and something about the way he acted kind of reminded me of you. I’m pretty sure I asked his name, so that I could thank him, but…”


    Rei suddenly gasped in recognition.


    “I just remembered! He said his name was Uyuu; I’m sure of it. But wait… That’s not a real name, is it?”


    I stared at her, forgetting to respond. Katagishi must have mistaken my reaction for annoyance.


    “Miyaki, stop bothering him with nonsense…,” he said.


    I struggled to get my breathing under control and then fumbled around in my pocket, my hands shaking. I pulled out a loose five-thousand-yen note and thrust it awkwardly in their direction.


    “You’re both done for the day, aren’t you…? Go on, get yourselves some ramen or something!”


    Rei bowed her head and took the note. Katagishi looked uncomfortable and confused. I could hear them whispering to each other as they walked away.


    “Miyaki, you can’t just take money from him like that!”


    “It was a gift! It would be rude to refuse! I know, there’s a ramen place Kiruma used to take me to sometimes as a kid. Why don’t we just go there?”


    I sat down on the bench and retrieved the items I had taken from the vault. I took out one of the cigarettes Reizei had given me and struck one of Kiruma’s matches. As I exhaled the long stream of smoke, twenty years seemed to dissolve in an instant. It felt like it had all happened yesterday.


    “I’m still a long way from that decent life, Kiruma…”


    The cigarette smoke drifted in clouds across my eyes, the streets outside, the sight of Tokyo Tower.
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