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      Prologue


      There was a fantastical world where the sky and sea seamlessly melded into a clear blue vista with no end. The sun’s rays sparkled against the water’s surface, so bright and vivid, it was as if the sun were sinking into the sea itself.


      At the center of this aquatic dreamscape stood a solitary bus stop. There was a bench right beside it, and on that bench sat a young blond man. He plucked away at his acoustic guitar, and the notes flew about the crystalline world. He sang no lyrics, merely humming a pleasant melody. Cleanly and precisely, he played an arpeggio. The notes sounded slightly forlorn, never quite reaching the level of a complete song.


      Somewhere from the horizon, a bus appeared and quietly slowed down for the stop.


      The young man’s strumming halted, and after glancing at the stationary bus, he murmured, “I forgot something…”


      His voice faded away into the dreamlike blue.
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      The sky was annoyingly clear. Kai Amano’s memorial service took place beneath the sun’s harsh, piercing rays. Undaunted by the shrill cries of the cicadas, the priest’s sutra chanting echoed against the temple’s cavernous ceiling.


      Atop the altar was a photo of Kai. His smile was so radiant, it was hard to believe he was really gone. Roughly a dozen people stood somberly before it, their heads lowered in mourning.


      Except for Kyousuke Tsurumaki. Only he looked up and stared unflinchingly at the photo.


      “…Hey, Kai. Wonder what we’d be up to if you were still around.”


      The chanting drowned out Kyousuke’s listless murmur, preventing it from reaching the ears of any other mourner.


      Shortly after, the noise stopped. Kai’s relatives invited Kyousuke to the reception after the sermon. He ignored the invitation, and he was about to leave the temple without a word when…


      “Hey, Kyousuke, do you have a minute?”


      …the quiet sound of a deep, refined voice stopped him in his tracks. Kyousuke turned around to find a man with an air of adult sophistication dressed in the kind of high-end black suit you’d expect at a memorial.


      It was Kai’s father, Jin Amano.


      “It’s been a while.” Kyousuke bowed politely.


      He could guess what Jin was about to say.


      “Kyousuke,” Jin said slowly, “have you given up on music?”


      It was the same question he had asked a year ago.


      Kyousuke’s answer hadn’t changed, either. “I have. I’m sorry.”


      “…I see.”


      There was a slightly forlorn look on Jin’s face. Kyousuke pretended not to notice it as he bowed goodbye and hurried away.
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      On the anniversary of Kai’s death, Kyousuke went to a Chinese restaurant called Linlin.


      The building was old, and despite signs of wear and tear, the interior was generally clean. The establishment had quite a lot of regulars to show for it.


      Just outside the restaurant sat a giant panda, about 170 centimeters tall. Its expression was set in a cartoonish wink. The owner always insisted he’d won it as a prize for a Chinese cuisine contest he’d entered in China, but the regulars suspected it was just a participation award.


      Kyousuke parted the curtains at the front of the restaurant and ducked inside, and a woman with neat, medium-length brown hair turned to look at him.


      “Welcome in!” her cheerful, bubbly voice rang out. It was Yui, Linlin’s poster girl.


      “Hi…”


      She noticed Kyousuke’s brooding expression, identical to how he had looked on the same date a year ago, and her smile briefly clouded over. It took her only a moment to regain her usual cheer.


      “It’s been a whole year, huh, Kyou? How’ve you been? Here, take a seat!”


      Yui showed him to his usual table.


      “Thanks.” The lunch rush had ended, and Kyousuke had the entire restaurant to himself.


      “What’ll ya have?”


      “Kanitama, please,” he said, ordering the restaurant’s crab omelets.


      Yui poked her head into the kitchen and relayed the order to the restaurant’s owner.


      “Hey, Dad! One kaaanitama! Give him a li’l something extra!”


      As soon as he heard that last bit, Kyousuke hurriedly said to Yui, “I don’t want any toppings! And nothing extra! None of that, okay?”


      Yui looked slightly perturbed, but she smiled again and corrected the order.


      As he waited for his meal, Kyousuke’s gaze roamed about the restaurant. It had been a long time since he’d come back here. His eyes fell on a certain something.


      “It’s still there, huh?”


      A plain white CD sat at the register with a photo of Kyousuke and Kai, the two boys grinning from ear to ear. The sight of Kai’s bright smile, robbed by time, caused tears to spring unbidden in Kyousuke’s eyes. Sorrow, frustration… His chest ached. His breath grew ragged.


      “Here you go, Kyou! Plain kanitama!” Yui’s bright voice snapped Kyousuke out of his trance.


      The kanitama was fresh out of the pan, delectable steam wafting off the dish. This wasn’t an extravagant item from the restaurant’s official menu. It was just a barebones omelet with a couple crab sticks on top.


      “Thanks.”


      Kyousuke gingerly dipped his spoon into his basic dish and brought it to his mouth.


      It had been so long since he had last tasted this. The familiar flavor was comforting. Kyousuke found a tiny smile creep its way onto his face.


      “Plain ol’ kanitama.” Yui had sat across from Kyousuke at some point without him realizing. “Sure brings back memories.”


      “…”


      Kyousuke continued eating his kanitama without a word, reliving the memories of his penniless student days with Kai.


      “Today’s the day, huh?” Yui murmured.


      Kyousuke gave a tiny nod. “…Yeah. Feels like I gotta eat this on the anniversary.”


      Yui stared at Kyousuke as he chewed through the unadorned dish. In the past, it was a meal he and Kai always ate together. They had even named their musical duo “Kanitama.” Kyousuke played the keyboard, and Kai, the guitar. They were good enough that there had been talk about a major debut. But now…


      “Do you still play these days, Kyou?”


      He stopped eating and took a sip of water before answering. “Jin asks me the same question every year. I…quit.”


      There was a slight strain in his voice. Kyousuke dived back into his meal—the conversation was over.


      “It’s been three whole years, Kyou. Isn’t it about time for you to…y’know…move on…?” Yui spoke delicately, as if she were touching something terribly fragile.


      Kyousuke didn’t respond.


      “I want to hear you play again. Look, I haven’t forgotten Kai, but you have to live! You gotta experience all the things Kai couldn’t!”


      “…You’re strong, Yui.” Kyousuke gently put down his spoon. His plate was already spotless. He lowered his gaze uncomfortably and said, “Thanks for the food.”


      With that, he put money on the table and exited the restaurant.


      “You couldn’t be more wrong…”


      Yui bit her lip despondently as she watched him go.
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      Kyousuke thought back on the conversation with Yui as he walked home. He knew he was acting cold—he just couldn’t bring himself to forget about Kai and move forward.


      The sun began its steady descent, although the rays were still strong enough that he could feel them on his back. Kyousuke arrived at a dirt-cheap apartment complex built thirty years ago. He had been living there for four years.


      The four-story building had no elevator, and the stairs were the only way to go up. He started his climb to Unit 204.


      “Huh? Did I forget to turn off the lights?”


      He looked up to the second floor to find light pouring out of his window. Kyousuke kicked himself for forgetting anything on the anniversary of Kai’s death, even something minor.


      He strode briskly up the stairs and heard the muffled sounds of the television.


      “Whoa, did I forget to turn off the TV, too…?”


      Did that much really slip his mind? He stuck his key in the lock, his doubts growing by the second.


      When he swung open the door, the television’s noise suddenly poured out…along with a riot of laughter.


      Kyousuke finally understood. Someone had broken in. Fear seized him—he couldn’t bring himself to move a muscle or make a sound.


      The intruder must have noticed the open door. The laughter dissipated, large, clattering footsteps taking their place.


      “Hey, dude!”


      The trespasser raised his right arm and called out to Kyousuke with a smile.


      Kyousuke’s breath hitched in his throat.


      His eyes went wide, and he simply stood there, frozen. A cold bead of sweat traced a line down his chin.


      Standing before him was a slender, young blond man, wearing a familiar, well-worn rock T-shirt and baggy ripped jeans. He peered at Kyousuke with a smile on his face.


      “…”


      “Hellooo? Earth to Kyou?”


      It was a cheery voice, one that Kyousuke knew better than anyone else’s.


      It was a voice he thought he would never hear again.


      “Dude. Kyoooou!”


      The man closed the distance until there were mere inches between his face and Kyousuke’s. He waved his hand in front of Kyousuke’s eyes.


      Kyousuke finally spoke in a trembling, barely audible whisper. “K-Kai…?”


      The young man briefly tilted his head in confusion. Then, he broke into a warm smile.


      “Yep. Been a while!”


      Kyousuke had just been to Kai’s memorial service—and yet here he was, standing right in front of Kyousuke, looking no different than when he had been alive. He wasn’t some ghostly apparition. His body looked as solid as solid could be. What on earth was going on?


      Kyousuke could only stare vacantly at his friend as his mind raced.


      “C’mon, dude, it feels weird to stand and talk by the door. Come in!”


      He turned around, completely at home in Kyousuke’s apartment.


      That audacity was both a strength and a weakness of his—and it was enough to convince Kyousuke that the man before him was indeed Kai.


      Kyousuke took a deep breath, trying to regain his composure. With the influx of oxygen came a deluge of questions. He took his shoes off and hurried after his guest.


      “Are you…really Kai?”


      Kai sank into the sofa. “Uh, yeah? Duh?”


      “…Why are you here?”


      “To see you, dude!” Kai declared cheerfully.


      But this did nothing to explain how he had come back from the dead.


      “How? This doesn’t make any sense!” Kyousuke kept pummeling Kai with questions. in his almost feverish confusion. Kyousuke had no idea how he sounded—his mouth was practically moving by itself. “Kai! Answer me!”


      “…”


      Kai ignored the question, opting to merely gaze wordlessly at the keyboard in the corner of the room.


      “Kyou, did you quit piano?” he asked with a note of loneliness.


      Laundry and mail were scattered carelessly on top of the instrument. It hadn’t been used in years.


      “Oh, yeah…” The blunt question caused a feeling of guilt to crawl across Kyousuke’s skin. “But that’s not important right now. How are you here, Kai? Three years ago,” he said hesitantly, “you—”


      “Yep. I died.”


      Kai spoke as nonchalantly as one would about the weather. Kyousuke had no idea how to respond.


      It had always been like this. Kai had a cheery demeanor no matter the situation. He was always friendly and sociable… People loved him for that, and Kyousuke was no exception. Time flew when he was with Kai.


      Kai trod into the kitchen, showing no concern whatsoever when he opened the fridge as if it were his own.


      “Aw! You don’t have any Mr Pepper. Go get some!”


      Mr Pepper had been their drink of choice when they practiced in that very room.


      “Sorry,” Kyousuke said quietly, before catching himself. “Wait a second! This is my house! Get your own if you want some!”


      The retort flew out of his mouth reflexively. For a moment, it was as if they’d been transported back to their student days.


      “Dude, I’m dead, remember? I can’t go shopping. Your house used to be fiiilled with cans of that stuff!”


      “Chill out! Those were dark days!”


      “You used to think Mr Pepper was the coolest thing ever! You chugged it like it was water!”


      Kyousuke sat on the seat in front of the keyboard while Kai returned to the sofa, sitting cross-legged.


      They had settled into their usual spots before they knew it, like no time had passed.


      “Kai. Why are you here?” Kyousuke tried asking again.


      Kai grimaced slightly before he opened his mouth and said, “I forgot something.”


      “Forgot something…?”


      “Yeah. But I can’t remember what, exactly. I swear I knew before I came here… You have any idea what it could be?”


      Kai’s smile returned as he posed the question to his old friend. Kyousuke thought for a moment but drew a blank.


      “Not really…”


      Then all of a sudden, Kai exclaimed, “Hey, Kyou! Let’s play!”


      Kyousuke almost fell off the piano seat. “Wait, wait! You can’t just spring that on me. I haven’t played piano or sung in three years!”


      Kai stood up, moving to the keyboard seat and scooching over to Kyousuke until their noses were almost touching.


      And then…


      “First thing we gotta do,” he said with his trademark beaming smile, “is clear off the top of this keyboard!”
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      Since forever, Kai had a habit of forcing things to happen. That was how the two became a musical duo in the first place. Kyousuke had just started his last year of high school. He had been playing the piano by himself in the music room after school when Kai, a new student at that time, waltzed right in.


      Out of the blue, he said, “Dude, your piano skills are sick.”


      That all-too-blunt comment was the first thing they said to each other. Being called “dude” gave Kyousuke an awful first impression of Kai, but they soon got to know each other better. Kyousuke was an introvert, and as far as he was concerned, Kai was his very first friend.


      As he watched Kai get to work on tidying up the keyboard, Kyousuke said, “Set it up all you want, I don’t play anymore.”


      “Whatever, man! Just clean up this mess already!” Kai was just as pushy as he ever was.


      Kyousuke folded under pressure, just like he did when they first met. “Fine…,” he said in resignation, picking up where Kai had started.


      As Kyousuke tidied up, Kai wandered about, glancing this way and that.


      “Stop gawking and help me clean.”


      “Hey, you’re the one who made the mess. Unless you’re embarrassed that I’m seeing all your crap?”


      “I don’t care about that… You’re just being a pain in the ass.”


      “Oh, am I?”


      It was an ordinary, trivial conversation—like they had gone back in time.


      “Hey, wait a minute! You can touch things?”


      “Ha-ha-ha! ’Course I can. Dunno how it works, though.”


      “It’s like you’re actually alive…”


      “Yeah, kinda!”


      Kai kept pacing around the apartment—not that there was much space to cover, considering it was only one room and a kitchen. He seemed to be looking for something.


      “I told you to quit snooping.”


      Kai paid no attention to Kyousuke’s grumblings. In fact, he was the one who seemed more ill at ease. “Hey, Kyou,” he said. “What happened to our CDs? Are they still around?”


      “…Yeah.”


      “Oh! Where?”


      Kyousuke pointed at a set of drawers under the bed.


      “What the heck? Dude, you’re keeping them under your bed like they’re nudie mags? Perv.”


      “What are you even talking about…?”


      “Can I open it?”


      Kyousuke stopped, struck by a bolt of recognition. “No!” he shouted.


      Kyousuke’s sudden intensity brought Kai to a startled halt.


      “Uh…sorry,” said Kyousuke. “I just haven’t opened that in a while.”


      “Oh, okay… Huh, would you look at that? Nice job cleaning up there. I can see the keys again!”


      Now that Kyousuke had sorted the piles of laundry and mail, the familiar keyboard came into view. Kai impulsively ran his finger down it.


      “Now this brings back memories!”


      “Yeah. Been a while since I last saw it, even though it’s been here the whole time.”


      “I feel bad for it, dude. You gotta give it some love!”


      “Yeah, I should see how it plays…”


      Kyousuke was surprised at his own sentiments—he had assumed he would never play the piano again. That same instant, something whacked him in the back.


      “Ouch!”


      “Let’s hear you tickle the ole ivories, Kyou!”


      “Fine…”


      He sat down at the keyboard, a quiet unease taking root. “Wow, this is kind of nerve-racking. It really has been ages.”


      Up until three years ago, this keyboard had been an integral part of Kyousuke’s life. He started playing when he was three. His mother, a piano instructor herself, taught him how to play classical. It took meeting Kai to get him to try a different style.


      “Here I go.”


      Kyousuke placed his trembling fingers on the keyboard. Then, slowly, he began to play.


      It was a song he’d committed long ago to muscle memory: “Für Elise.” Three years of being idle made the keys feel heavy. He couldn’t describe his music as smooth—there was an undeniable choppiness to it.


      As soon as Kyousuke started playing, Kai froze in place and watched Kyousuke’s fingers. Around the fourth measure, Kyousuke glanced back and noticed Kai’s eyes transfixed on the keyboard. He figured Kai was mesmerized by the music, and Kyousuke couldn’t help but smile.


      Ever since Kai’s death, Kyousuke had shunned the piano. Yet here he was, hands on the keyboard—and it was once again because of that very same boy. It was a strange feeling.


      He stopped after the eighth measure. “That takes me back…,” he said, his voice brimming with emotion. “Thanks, Kai. I really feel like I took a step forward.”


      Kai said nothing.


      “Hm? You good? Hello?”


      The song had ended, and Kai was still stuck in place. Only when Kyousuke called out to him did their eyes finally meet.


      “Dude…”


      “You got me to play again… Thanks.”


      He turned to Kai, raising his right hand for a high five—but Kai didn’t give him one.


      “Kai?”


      Kai suddenly wrapped his head in his hands and shouted. “That suuucked!”


      “Huh?”


      The reaction was so out of left field, it took a second for Kyousuke’s mind to catch up. Meanwhile, Kai started pacing around the room, grumbling under his breath.


      “You’re awful, man! What the hell happened? Were you always this crummy? This stinks. Now what?”


      Kai’s words stung, but Kyousuke focused on calming him down. “Wait, uh, I’m rusty, you know. Hey! Chill out for a second!”


      “Chill? After that? If you went on any longer, it would’ve killed me! Guess I’m already dead, though.”


      This was so harsh that Kyousuke could not conceal his dejection. He stepped away from the keyboard, sat on the bed, hugged his knees, and hung his head.


      Kai’s presence of mind seemed to return after he saw Kyousuke’s miserable state. He sat down at his usual spot on the sofa and heaved a heavy sigh before saying, “Lemme open this, Kyou.”


      Kyousuke nodded without a word.


      Kai carefully opened the drawers under the bed. A faint light returned to his eyes.


      “Kyou… You kept all of these?”


      It was a small collection of photos they had taken together, their self-produced CDs and sheet music, among other belongings.


      “Yeah, duh. Kanitama was my treasure.”


      When he heard the name of their musical duo, Kai grinned from ear to ear. “Same here! Hey, why were you so blegh about me opening the drawers before? Wait, don’t tell me you’re one of those lame-ass people who are always like ‘I have no interest in anything I’ve made myself’?”


      “It’s not like that,” Kyousuke said evasively, his head still down, hands on his knees. “The thing is…this whole time you were gone, I felt like I had to face reality. But I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I thought about playing the piano, but I couldn’t. Whenever I tried to listen to our songs, it would make me remember the day you left us…”


      Kai’s face took on a serious expression as he peered at Kyousuke.


      “The you that’s here right now—you’re a figment of my imagination, right? I’m okay with that. At least you’ll be with me forever. That’s what was going through my head. It’s what made me play the piano. Still, you’re right… I suck at it now…”


      Silence enveloped the room.


      How long they remained like that was impossible to say. All of a sudden, Kai reached out for the drawers and pulled out a tiny present. The wrapping was torn, revealing a corner of what was inside.


      “Wait, is this—?”


      Kyousuke finally lifted his head. His gaze fell on the partially wrapped box. “You were holding that on the day of the accident. Remember?” he explained falteringly. “We were gonna give it to Yui. We never got a chance, though, and I’ve just held on to it. It’s hard for me to look at it, so I just stopped opening the drawers.”


      Kai stared at the box in his hands. “I just realized what I forgot…,” he muttered.


      “What?”


      Ignoring Kyousuke’s confusion, Kai abruptly stood up and hollered, “Kyou! Let’s play a show!”


      “Huh?! Are you out of your mind?!” Kyousuke protested instinctively.


      Kai yanked Kyousuke by the arm and forced him to stand up from the bed. “Listen to me! The concert’s gotta be the reason I came back!”


      “Our concert…”


      “The one I couldn’t do because of the accident!”


      Kyousuke thought back to the day of Kai’s accident, reliving memories he had repressed for three long years.


      “…”


      “We can redo the whole thing! Call Yui, surprise her with a concert, give her the present we couldn’t give her three years ago. Y’know, the works! She’ll love it!”


      “…Things are different now,” Kyousuke mumbled, a quiver in his voice.


      “What do you mean?”


      Kyousuke grimaced and shook off Kai’s hand. “It’s just not possible anymore! How can you even smile like that?!”


      Kai had never seen Kyousuke like this before. The Kyousuke he knew was mild, gentle, and a bit wishy-washy—this man was a stranger.


      “Kyou…?”


      Kyousuke calmed down a little before continuing. “It’s been three years. Everyone changed after you went away. People stopped talking about our debut, and I quit altogether. I only ever see Yui once a year, on the anniversary of your death. Nothing’s the same anymore.”


      There was sadness and just a hint of anger in Kyousuke’s quiet tone. Kai could sense it was directed at him.


      “I see… Sorry, Kyou. I had no idea. You gotta smile during the tough times, though. If not, things’ll only get tougher.”


      “……”


      Kyousuke simply looked at Kai, saying nothing. Silence ruled the room. In the light of the sun trickling through the west-facing window, Kai’s body had an almost fantastical, ephemeral glow—as if he would break and disappear with a touch.


      Kyousuke couldn’t help but stare, entranced.


      The moment was short, and yet it felt like an eternity. As if to cut the impasse short, Kai broke into a smile and said, “Let’s have some kanitama at Yui’s place, dude! I’m starving!”


      This should have been predictable. Kai never seemed to mind when things got awkward or heavy. For better or worse, he was incapable of reading the room, but that side of Kai had come to Kyousuke’s rescue on more than one occasion.


      “S-sure. No, wait, I just went there! Wait, you can get hungry?”


      “Well, duh! I’m a ghost!”


      “Huh? How does that work? I don’t know what’s normal for a ghost!”


      “You know about as much as I do, man! It’s my first time being a ghost!”


      “Fair enough…”


      “Anyway, let’s go! It’s been ages since I last ate there! It’s so unfair you got to eat it without me.”


      Kyousuke was taken aback by all of this. He took a moment to sort his thoughts and asked Kai the first question that popped into his head.


      “By the way, Kai, can other people see you, too?”


      Kai cocked his head. “Huh? Dunno… I kinda just woke up in your room. I haven’t bumped into anyone else.”


      “What…?”


      “Anyway!” At that point, Kai sprang into action and headed toward the door. “Let’s gooo!”


      “Cool your head! Let’s hash this out for a sec.” Kyousuke grabbed Kai by the arm, forcing him to slow down.


      “Huh? What’s up? You’re not coming?” Kai was supremely nonchalant about this outing, while Kyousuke could not have been more nervous.


      Kyousuke felt a tinge of annoyance—Kai was much too blasé for his own good. Kyousuke dragged Kai back into his room and sat him down on the sofa, at which point Kyousuke realized his own forehead was drenched in sweat.


      “What am I supposed to do if Yui can’t see you?”


      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


      Kai hadn’t changed one bit since their student days. He lived entirely in the present, not sparing a single thought for the future. In a way, that was a good thing, but…


      “We need to make a plan.”


      “What sorta plan?”


      “Exactly… Hmm, okay, how about this? We’ll go see Yui, but you don’t say a word. Don’t take any action. If Yui notices you, then we’ll talk about you. Got it?”


      Kai grinned in the affirmative. “It’ll be hard to stay quiet, but I’ll do my best!”


      “Will you actually?”


      After that, the pair got ready to leave, and Kyousuke nervously stepped outside. Meanwhile, Kai folded his hands above his head and followed Kyousuke without a care in the world.
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      “Think they’ll make kanitama for us?” Kai wondered cheerfully as he pulled his arms through the sleeves of a T-shirt.


      Kyousuke kept his reply low, hesitant to converse with a ghost in the outside world. “The first question is whether Yui can see you.”


      “True. If she can see me, we should all eat together!”


      “How many times do I have to tell you that I’ve already eaten…? Wait, stop starting conversations with me outside!”


      “Yeesh, that’s kind of a big ask.” Kai gave a teasing smirk. He was definitely having fun.


      “We’re almost there, so shut up already.”


      Linlin, the Chinese restaurant, came into view as they were bantering. Yui was sweeping outside. Perhaps she had time on her hands between the lunch and dinner rushes.


      “Oh, there she is… Crap, I’m getting nervous…”


      Kyousuke hid behind an electric pole out of pure reflex, only for Kai to drag him back out. “Oh, come on! We’ve come this far.”


      Kyousuke had no idea how he looked to others with a ghost next to him. There was no issue if other people could see Kai, but if he was invisible to them, Kyousuke would look like a weirdo talking to himself. The more he thought about it, the more his heart raced.


      “Keep your mouth shut, all right? I mean it!”


      “Yes, Mother.”


      Kyousuke was absolutely drenched in sweat—was it just his nerves? He wiped himself off with a handkerchief, then took an apprehensive step forward. His face was stiff, and his legs were quivering.


      “You got this, buddy!”


      “Ouch!” Kyousuke felt a slap on his back and yelped inadvertently. “I told you not to talk to me!”


      No sooner had the shout left his mouth than he realized his mistake, but by then the jig was up.


      Yui stared at Kyousuke in surprise.


      “Kyou?”


      Maybe it was because of the scorching asphalt beneath their feet, but she looked like a flickering mirage in Kyousuke’s vision. His nervousness spiked again.


      “H-hi…” Kyousuke stood there, at a complete and utter loss for words.


      Puzzled by his behavior, Yui came closer. “What’s wrong? Didja forget something?”


      “Er, um…,” Kyousuke stammered.


      Unable to stand by and watch, Kai answered for him. “Yo! Been a while, huh? So yeah, here’s the thing—I’m back in town. Do you recognize me? It’s me, Kai!”


      Kyousuke had no time to scold Kai for breaking his promise. He gulped audibly. But Yui showed no reaction, simply carrying on with her bewildered expression pointed toward Kyousuke.


      That was enough to clear all doubt.


      She can’t see him.


      He tried to smooth things over so as not to look suspicious. “Oh, sorry, I was just in the neighborhood,” he said brightly.


      “Hm? You seem off. Is something wrong?” Yui asked worriedly, confused by Kyousuke’s fake cheer.


      “Fine and dandy! All right… Toodles!”


      Even Kyousuke could tell how forced his words sounded. But he couldn’t bring himself to talk to Yui any further in his trembling state.


      She must have figured the condition Kyousuke was in, because she asked no more questions, opting to simply smile.


      “All right.” She waved. “See ya!”


      “Y-yep!”


      With that, Kyousuke swung around and marched back the way he’d come. Kai trailed after him. After what felt like several minutes, Kyousuke finally broke the silence.


      “She couldn’t see you…”


      Kai said nothing.


      They simply walked slowly in silence. Kyousuke’s thoughts, however, raced.


      It was possible that he was the only one capable of perceiving Kai. He might not even be a ghost, just a convenient figment of Kyousuke’s imagination. It was more illogical to think that he was actually seeing and talking with a dead person…


      “Hey, Kyou, if you can see me and talk to me but no one else can, does that mean I’m just part of your imagination?” said Kai, apparently reading Kyousuke’s mind.


      The words died in Kyousuke’s throat. He couldn’t think of a good response.


      “Kyou?” Kai came closer, peering at Kyousuke’s frozen, downcast face.


      “…Yeah, well…,” Kyousuke said. “Fine by me.”


      “Huh?”


      He lifted his head. His tone was painfully merry. “It’s all good. Even if you’re just an illusion, I got to see you again. Now we can stick together forever, so…”


      Kyousuke’s earnest feelings caused Kai to look down instinctively and bite his lip. There were no further words between them.


      Beneath the setting midsummer sun, only the cries of the cicadas filled the silence.


      Kyousuke had never seen Kai look so tormented before. He immediately regretted what he had said, but then Kai’s head snapped up and he broke out into a grin. It was an awkward smile, clearly made to mollify Kyousuke.


      “Dude, you’re so cringe!”


      “Huh? How?” Kyousuke retorted with a clumsy smile of his own.


      The sounds of their strained laughter faded into the humid summer air.


      “Let’s just go home!”


      “All right.”


      “Damn, I really wanted to have that kanitama!” Kai sauntered ahead of Kyousuke, pouting.


      He watched Kai’s retreating figure, and a part of Kyousuke felt glad he had managed to convey some small part of what he really felt.


      The warm sunlight brushed their backs.
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      “Hey, Kai! Turn that down, would you?!”


      The table was littered with an empty convenience store food container and a mostly empty Mr Pepper bottle.


      Booming rock music was playing, and the person responsible was enthusiastically strumming an air guitar along to the rhythm.


      “I said, turn it down!”


      Kyousuke came home and rushed to the speakers next to the TV and turned the volume down to zero. Kai pouted.


      “Why’d you do that?! It was just getting to the good part!”


      “It’s late as hell, the neighbors are gonna be pissed!”


      It was 11:30 PM. A total breach of apartment building etiquette.


      “I don’t get it, Kyou. Rock is supposed to make the night feel young! Don’t a lot of rock bands have late concerts? How’s this any different?”


      “You’re seriously asking me the difference between a concert venue and a regular-ass apartment?!” Kyousuke snapped.


      Kai was undaunted. “This isn’t a regular apartment,” he retorted. “It’s a dirt-cheap apartment with super thin walls!”


      Kyousuke’s patience dried up entirely. “If the walls are ‘super thin,’ that’s even more reason not to make a racket! Think about it for two seconds!”


      “Oh!” Reality dawned on Kai. “You’re right…,” he muttered sullenly.


      Their conversations played out like comedy sketches. Kyousuke and Kai had only just reunited, but they were already back to having silly arguments. Kyousuke sighed and swung his bag from the convenience store onto the table.


      “Here… Bought you this,” Kyousuke said. “Also, dude, clean up your mess.”


      “Oooh! Gimme, gimme!” Kai pulled a weekly shounen manga magazine out from the bag.


      He glowed with excitement, and as Kyousuke watched his friend out of the corner of his eye, he took stock of his room’s miserable state. A guitar pick, the TV remote, and a pack of half-opened chips were strewn about the floor. Kyousuke liked things neat and tidy—this was going to be a problem.


      “The place is a freaking sty…,” Kyousuke grumbled as he started cleaning up.


      Kai paid no heed as he curled up on the sofa and started flipping through the magazine. “What gives? All my favorite series ended…”


      “…”


      Kyousuke stared at his feet, feeling the oppressiveness of the time that had passed since Kai’s death. Kai put the magazine back down on the table and slumped on the bed.


      “Aw, man! I was so hyped to read it every week! It’s a totally different magazine now.”


      “Well, yeah. It’s been three years, remember? Everything changes.”


      Kai stopped rolling around on the bed. He sat up, and his next words to Kyousuke came with a tone of kindness.


      “You haven’t changed one bit, though, Kyou.”


      Kyousuke felt a slight pang in his heart.


      “Is that a good thing?” he asked hesitantly.


      Kai put a hand on his chin. “Hm, hard to say,” he replied after a bit of thought. “You said everything changed, right? There’s no major debut, you stopped playing music… But you’re the same.”


      “…?”


      Kyousuke quit music after Kai’s death. Giving up something so important to him should have changed him drastically over the years.


      “Take this magazine, for instance.” Kai gesticulated with the magazine as he elaborated. “For every series that ends, another begins. Y’know what doesn’t change? The mag’s name. The way I see it, they have to keep changing the contents to keep the spirit of the magazine alive! Changing isn’t the same thing as quitting. You didn’t change, Kyou, you just quit.”


      Kai’s comment was perfectly logical. It hit Kyousuke in a tender spot.


      “You haven’t exactly changed, either, Kai…”


      Kai smiled. For him, the process was automatic—no thought required. “’Cause I’m dead, dude! I can’t change anymore.”


      “I dunno if that’s the kind of thing you should say with a smile on your face.”


      Kai could get away with anything when he flashed that dazzling smile. Kyousuke always caved the moment it appeared. When Kai burst out laughing, Kyousuke couldn’t help but join.


      They were two very different people, but here they were, laughing together in a poky little room, just like in their school days, transcending the divide between this world and the next.


      Kai settled down first. He stood up from the bed and turned to face Kyousuke contentedly.


      “Hey, Kyou. I really think we should put on that concert.”


      Kyousuke pondered everything that had happened today: reuniting with Kai, reliving his time as a student, facing the piano again after avoiding it for so long. Ever since the old days, Kai had always been a major galvanizing force in Kyousuke’s life.


      “I don’t even know if I can play properly…”


      Kai moved over to the keyboard and grinned. “Yeah, sure, you sucked today. So just practice.”


      Kyousuke huffed. “I know that!”


      “Don’t worry! You’ll get the hang of it in no time. You’re a talented guy,” Kai said with a smirk as he beckoned Kyousuke to the piano.


      Kyousuke let his fingers rest on the keys, then, somewhat stiffly, he began to play. Although one would be hard pressed to call it good music, the tiny room was soon filled with a gentle, optimistic sound.
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      Five years ago, sakura petals were scattered on the ground in the late days of spring. Meanwhile, a student sat before a grand piano, holed up inside a music room after school. Surrounded by portraits of maestros like Beethoven, Bach, and Chopin, the boy played with a flowing touch. His shirt was buttoned all the way to the collar, and he was wearing his necktie according to school regulations. Kyousuke was in his final year of high school.


      His performance undeniably cleared a high bar for a student. His mother was a piano instructor, and that exposed him to the instrument from a young age.


      “…”


      Sunlight streamed in through the window, enveloping Kyousuke in a warm glow as he played, not thinking about much of anything as his fingers danced across the keys. It made for a beautiful scene, like something out of a movie, but the tranquility was soon shattered by a series of bangs and clatters. Then the door abruptly swung open.


      “What the—?”


      Kyousuke’s mind ground to a halt from sheer surprise. His eyes swiveled to the door, where a lone student stood. There was an electric guitar case slung across his back. He wore a hairpin across the fringe of his blond hair and his necktie was loosened to the second button of his shirt. His trousers hung low around his waist, and he was chewing gum as he practically stomped inside with his school slippers.


      This guy…is a walking checklist of dress code violations.


      Kyousuke froze. This was the type of person he had never once interacted with, and now the boy was coming right for him.


      The next moment…


      “Dude, your piano skills are sick,” the boy said with a grin.


      Kyousuke was stunned by the contrast between the boy’s sloppy appearance and his warm smile, though a part of Kyousuke also appreciated the praise.


      “Th-thanks.”


      “What year are you?”


      “I’m a third year. And you?”


      “First! I just started here.”


      “Oh, is that so…?”


      Kyousuke had no idea why a boy two years his junior was taking the lead here, nor why he found himself talking so politely to the kid.


      “Yup!” said the boy. “What’s your name, dude?”


      “Excuse you! I’m the older one here. Don’t call me ‘dude.’”


      The walking checklist of school dress code violations burst out laughing. “Totally! My name’s Kai Amano. What’s your name, man?”


      Kyousuke scowled slightly. “Kyousuke Tsurumaki.”


      Kai’s grin was impervious. “Nice to meetcha, Kyousuke!”


      “Need I remind you, I’m your senior. We’re not really on a first-name basis here…,” Kyousuke muttered in the face of the complete and utter lack of respect from the boy.


      Kai quickly folded his arms. There was a look of consternation on his face, as if he was thinking something over carefully.


      Does he finally get it now? Kyousuke wondered. At the same time, a pang of unease ran through him.


      “Um…is something the matter?”


      “…Kyou!”


      “Huh?”


      The boy looked as though he had stumbled on a major discovery. “You don’t like being called Kyousuke, right? You’re Kyou, then!” he declared stridently.


      Kyousuke’s expression loosened. He couldn’t help but find the boy somewhat cute. He rarely interacted with others, which meant that he had never experienced the adoration of a younger student.


      “I guess that’s fine…”


      Kai stepped closer, eyes sparkling. “Hey! We should start a band!”


      Kyousuke simply gaped, unable to wrap his head around the sudden suggestion. “A…band?”


      “Yeah! I was sooo surprised to hear such pretty piano music while walking down the hallway! I play guitar. We would sound amazing together! Don’t you think so, Kyou?”


      Kai was forcing the conversation down a very particular track. Kyousuke had never encountered anyone like him before.


      “Wait, what? I haven’t even heard you play. Besides, I’ve only ever played classical—I can’t just start a band out of the blue…”


      Kai erupted into laughter. “True! You haven’t heard me play! Hey, you’re pretty good at being the straight man!”


      “We aren’t doing a sketch…”


      It looked for all the world as if Kyousuke was being toyed with by a frivolous-looking boy two years his junior, but for some reason, Kyousuke couldn’t bring himself to resent the boy’s merriness and lack of restraint. In contrast, actually, a part of him thought this was fun.


      “Have you ever been in a band before, Kai?”


      “Nah, never.”


      “What?”


      Kyousuke was deeply confused. That made no sense at all, considering the conversation.


      Noticing Kyousuke’s uncomprehending look, Kai cleared his throat. “That’s why we’re starting one! I decided that I’d join a band in high school, so I’m making one with you!”


      “You decided? Like I said, I’ve never done anything like that before! It’s beyond me!” Kyousuke shook his head stubbornly.


      Kai sighed and pouted. Kyousuke could tell before he even opened his mouth that his next words were going to be a complaint.


      “You shouldn’t just decide you can’t do something before you even give it a shot. You won’t know until you try, right? And the most important thing is that you want to do it.”


      “Yeah, but I didn’t say I wanted to do it.”


      Kai blinked as if this had only just occurred to him. The guy truly was a kaleidoscope of expressions. Kyousuke found him amusing to watch.


      “Well, anyway, let’s not sweat the small stuff. First things first, listen to me play.”


      “I am a bit curious about that…” Kyousuke loved music, so he was naturally interested in the boy’s style.


      “Cool! Gimme a sec!”


      Kai eagerly put down the guitar case, undid the fastener, and opened it to reveal his electric guitar. Although its neck and body showed the wear and tear of age, Kyousuke could tell in an instant it had been cared for—it was a guitar that displayed just how much the owner loved the instrument. It was a beautiful vintage Gibson model, which felt quite old-school and refined in a high schooler’s hands.


      “That guitar you’ve got there, it’s kind of… Wow…” Kyousuke was so surprised that he struggled to get any real words out. It was his first time seeing a vintage guitar.


      Kai cracked up at Kyousuke’s expression. “Ha-ha-ha! What’s with that face?”


      “I mean, it looks super expensive…”


      Kai grinned. “That’s because it is. Got it from my dad, so I have no clue what it costs!” As he smiled teasingly at Kyousuke, he put the guitar strap over his head. “Give me an E, would you?”


      Kyousuke did as instructed.


      “Thanks.”


      Kai started tuning. He didn’t need a tuner—all he needed was that single note. It was the same note as the guitar’s sixth string. A seasoned guitarist was able to tune their instrument just from this one sound.


      “Your dad has to be pretty dedicated to give you a guitar like that. Does he like guitars?”


      “You could say that. He’s a musician! All righty, all tuned!”


      This was too much information all at once. What Kai took for granted was completely abnormal for the average person. Kyousuke couldn’t keep up. “R-right.”


      “Okay, here I go!”


      Kai gripped a guitar pick and started to play.


      He demonstrated a technique called vibrato, which involved pushing the string up against the fretboard in a way that changed the timbre of the sound.


      “Wow, you’re good.”


      Stealing a glance at Kai, Kyousuke could tell from the boy’s face how much he loved the guitar. Kai’s skill was a given, but Kyousuke was surprised by the sheer passion behind his performance.


      Kai’s sound never flagged. He combined meaningful pauses with intense and powerful slapping. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead; he looked extremely out of place against the classical maestros depicted on the walls.


      Kai noticed the mesmerized look on Kyousuke’s face. “Come on, Kyou!” he said, encouraging him to join in.


      Kyousuke had never performed with anyone else before. The thought of a “jam session” had never once crossed his mind—much less between a grand piano and an electric guitar. As much as he failed to understand it on an intellectual level, however, Kyousuke’s fingers mysteriously reached for the keys.


      Closing his eyes, Kyousuke listened for the key and tempo Kai was using. A-flat, probably around 125 beats per minute.


      Kyousuke started playing the piano. Kai grinned and upped the tempo to 130 BPM, then abruptly to 145—as if to say, Catch me if you can!


      Kai played with desperate intensity. His sweat shined, threatening to drip off his chin at any second.


      When the tempo rose to a furious pace, Kyousuke grimaced and muttered, “Too fast.”


      The corner of Kai’s mouth rose in response. “I’m just getting started.”


      He upped the tempo even further. A rush of adrenaline coursed through Kyousuke as he raced to catch up. Making music not at his own pace, but in tandem with someone else—this was an entirely new experience for him.


      “Okay.”


      The beat soared to 180 BPM. Performing at this tempo required a level of skill unthinkable for the average high school student. The unconventional duet between the classically trained Kyousuke and the dyed-in-the-wool rock lover Kai threatened to crack the music room’s windows with its pulsating intensity.


      Kai capped off their jam session with a pick slide, a technique that involved scraping the pick along the edge of the string and producing a gweeeen.


      “That was freaking awesome, Kyou!”


      “Yeah, that was pretty fun…”


      Drenched in sweat and out of breath, they looked at each other and exchanged smiles.


      It was exhilarating—Kyousuke had only ever played by himself. He was still riding that high when Kai sidled up to him, grinning ear to ear.


      “Let’s team up!”


      He balled his hand into a fist and thrust it in Kyousuke’s direction.


      “S-sure.”


      The bashful Kyousuke did the same and bumped fists with Kai.


      That was the moment when their talents came together. But at the same time, a new question formed in Kyousuke’s mind.


      “So a band, right? Who are the other members?”


      Kai’s gaze drifted toward the ceiling as he mulled it over.


      “Hm, good question. It’s probably fine if it’s just the two of us.”


      “No, it’s not! That isn’t a band.”


      Kyousuke was starting to get used to Kai’s free-spirited nature, but he felt the need to stop him and get a proper answer here.


      “Oh… I do like the idea of it being just the two of us… I guess if it’s two people, you call it a duo?” Kyousuke found himself backpedaling in spite of himself.


      Kai’s lips parted as he flashed a toothy smile. “Yeah! A duo, then! Let’s go with that!”


      Their eyes met, and they broke out laughing again.


      That was the day their musical duo was born.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      “I get the idea of holding a concert…”


      “Yup.”


      “But I’m the only one who can see you, right?”


      Kyousuke and Kai faced each other across the table, their expressions solemn.


      “Hm, probably. Yui couldn’t see me…”


      Kyousuke gave voice to a vague idea he had. “If nobody can perceive you, won’t it basically be the same as performing by myself?”


      Kai looked back at him soberly. “Now that you mention it, yeah. Will you be okay?”


      “That’s not the issue here! Didn’t you say you wanted to do a concert?”


      “Yep.”


      The snappy pace and familiarity in their conversation made him feel like they were back in school.


      “Okay, great, all for it! But what if this just ends up with me doing a solo concert? Wouldn’t that be pointless?”


      Kai’s expression turned serious. “Kyou, I’m already dead. I want you to keep doing music, even if it’s by yourself. That’s gotta be why I showed up here for you, right?”


      Kyousuke hung his head.


      Noticing Kyousuke’s dejection, Kai spoke gently and serenely. “Remember the day of the accident? We were about to have our big debut, so we were gonna go all out for our last indie performance. We rented a venue, and we were gonna sing a song for Yui since she was the one who supported us when we first teamed up…”


      Kyousuke recalled the events of that day, which he had kept so tightly sealed in his memories. They should have been just as traumatic for Kai, yet he spoke smoothly without stuttering. Before he could catch himself, Kyousuke butted in.


      “Stop it…”


      Kai ignored him. He pulled out a Kanitama CD from the drawers under the bed.


      “I’m happy that you held on to these, Kyou. But if the memories are holding you back, you’re better off without them.” He picked up the box with the damaged wrapping from the table. “This is the present we were gonna give Yui, right? I was holding it during the accident…”


      Kyousuke’s expression was one of pure anguish, as if his heart were being gouged out. He flashed back to that day.


      I can’t give that to Yui anymo—


      Kai grinned, oblivious to the incredible tension in the air. “Nice! The present’s still intact. Okay, here’s what we’ll do: hold that concert, sing that song for Yui, and give this to her at the end.”


      He placed the battered box delicately into Kyousuke’s hand.


      But Kyousuke did not lift his downcast face. He declared quietly, “Yui doesn’t need this…”


      “Huh?”


      Kyousuke spoke slowly. “She moved on, unlike me. I’m a wreck. She tells me I should live in the present… She’s already come to terms with what happened to you. There’s no need to dredge up the past or hold a concert for her!”


      At the back of his mind, Kyousuke recalled his conversation with her in Linlin.


      What’s the point in doing something for someone who’s already over it…?


      Regardless, Kyousuke’s argument did nothing to dampen Kai’s cheer. “She’s over it?” Kai replied. “Did she actually say that?”


      “No. Not exactly, but…”


      “Well, you gotta ask her, then! Otherwise, you just dunno!”


      Kai reached for Kyousuke’s phone on the table and began to fiddle with it. Kyousuke hastily sprang forward to snatch the phone back, but Kai yanked his hand away.


      “Stop that!”


      “You haven’t straight up asked her, right? That’s just what you think, Kyou. You could be wrong. You’ve always had a habit of jumping to conclusions, remember? You shouldn’t assume things!”


      “I’m just telling it like it is.”


      Kyousuke’s imagination was never far off base. It was better to play it safe and trust his assumptions if it meant not hurting himself or others.


      Kai must have seen right through Kyousuke, because he sighed and continued, “You’re not running away from Yui—not on my watch.”


      “I’m not running away.”


      Kai grinned. Gotcha was written all over his face. “If you’re not running away, then let’s give her a call!”


      Kyousuke hurriedly grabbed Kai’s hand before he could touch the phone screen. “I’m not running away. Just—not right now!”


      Kai was amused by Kyousuke’s desperation, and a cheeky grin sprouted on his face. He handed Kyousuke his phone. “Sure.”


      Relief split across Kyousuke’s face as he reached out for the phone and—


      “Just kidding!”


      Kai snatched the phone back and called Yui.
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      An upbeat guitar riff with an invigorating intro reverberated through the room. It was the first song Kyousuke and Kai ever wrote, years ago.


      “This takes me back…”


      Yui was in bed in her pajamas, playing around on her phone, when a sudden impulse prompted her to glance toward the TV stand. A photo of her, Kyousuke, and Kai was propped there.


      “Three years to the day, huh…?”


      Kyousuke always came to Linlin on the anniversary of Kai’s death. This year was no different.


      “Why did I go and tell him that?”


      Yui wasn’t completely over Kai’s death, either. Even now, she was a slave to the past, and there were moments out of the blue when she found it hard to breathe. When she saw how forlorn Kyousuke was, though, she wanted to say something to encourage him, even if it was a lie. She couldn’t get it out of her mind—the image of Kyousuke’s dark expression as he stood up from the table.


      She sighed.


      The song playing from her phone was so cheerful, yet here she was, eyes misting, wallowing in her memories. Unable to stop the tears from springing to her eyes, she buried her face in her pillow.


      It was impossible for her to know how long she stayed like that. Then, all of a sudden, her phone stopped playing music and switched to a default ringtone.


      “Mm…”


      Yui looked at her phone, only to see KYOU displayed on the screen.


      She sprang out of bed and frantically blew her nose. The last thing she wanted was for him to know that she had just been crying.


      What an uncanny coincidence that Kyousuke would call her just when she was thinking about him. Yui picked up the phone nervously.


      “Hello?”


      She could hear Kyousuke’s voice. It was tense, yet somewhat merry, a far cry from how he had been at Linlin earlier that day, or when she happened to bump into him later that evening.


      “Yui? Sorry for calling so late.”


      “It’s fine… You good?”


      After a year of silence, she saw him twice in a single day. Now this call. Something was definitely up.


      “Huh? Um, well… You see, uh…” Kyousuke floundered.


      Come to think of it, he had been like this the second time they met today. “Kyou?”


      Unlike in person, she couldn’t see his expression over the phone, making it hard to grasp what he was getting at. Maybe he had a bone to pick with what she said to him over lunch. Tension raced through Yui.


      “So um… Sorry if this is random. I wanted to talk to you about the concert…”


      Yui was surprised—she wasn’t expecting this. She never dreamed Kyousuke would bring up the day of the accident with her.


      “Um… Okay…”


      There was an awkward pause in the conversation. Yui could hear whispers here and there, as if Kyousuke was talking with someone on the other end.


      Don’t tell me… Is this a prank call?


      “Kyou, is someone there?”


      “Huh? No, I’m alone.” Kyousuke sounded flustered.


      Yui was suspicious, but she kept the conversation going. “Okay…so what did you want to talk about?”


      Kyousuke appeared to have steeled himself, because when he spoke next, his tone was calm. “About the concert…”


      Yui felt more than a little unnerved, but she told herself to calm down and hear Kyousuke out properly. “Mm-hmm.”


      “If I said I wanted to try holding it again…”


      “……”


      “…would you come?”


      Kyousuke sounded serious. Yui wasn’t sure how to respond. Kai died three years ago. Having seen Kyousuke stuck in the same rut, unable to take a single step forward, Yui needed time to process what he had just said—especially after his strange behavior today. What had happened to him in such a short span of time?


      Kyousuke acted as if he had made an unwitting gaffe. Without even waiting for Yui’s reply, he continued, “Er, um, this is just a hypothetical! I mean, you’re taking life as it comes, right? Living in the present? I bet you don’t want to deal with my problems. Sorry.”


      Anticipating that Kyousuke was about to wrap up the whole conversation by himself and end the call, Yui blurted out, “Wait!”


      Her mind still wasn’t settled. Kyousuke stopped speaking—she could hear his questioning silence.


      “Kyou? If you did play a show, I’d love to go.”


      “……”


      “The thing is, I haven’t actually moved forward. I’ve…always used the restaurant as an excuse not to go to the memorial service every year. I can never bring myself to go. I keep telling you to move on whenever I see you, but I’m really trying to convince myself to do that. I completely understand how you feel, and yet I… That was horrible of me, right? I’m really, really sorry.”


      Yui bit hard on her lower lip to stop the tears from flowing.


      “You’re strong, Yui. Thanks for telling me that. I’ll call you again later. Sorry again for calling so late.” Kyousuke kept his show of gratitude brief.


      “Okay… Looking forward to it.”


      Kyousuke ended the call, and silence filled the room. Yui’s phone, now silent, displayed the same wallpaper from three years ago: three smiling people, frozen in time.


      “The concert…”


      Yui put the phone on the bed and gingerly picked something up from the drawers next to the TV—a letter, still unopened.
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      “……”


      Kyousuke was dazed after his call with Yui. He had never dreamed that Yui was captive to the past like he was.


      Kai, who had been sitting cross-legged on the sofa listening to the entire conversation, chose that moment to speak up.


      “Good thing you asked Yui how she really felt.”


      Kyousuke snapped back to his senses and downed a glass of water in one gulp. “Yeah… Also, hey! The least you can do is keep quiet when I’m on the phone! She almost realized something was up!”


      “Ha-ha-ha, yeah, that was a close call.”


      “This isn’t a joke!”


      “Hey, you weren’t found out, so who cares?”


      Kyousuke sighed at Kai’s happy-go-lucky attitude.


      But there was also something serious about Kai’s expression. “Hey, Kyou…”


      “What is it?”


      Kai looked Kyousuke straight in the eyes before he continued.


      “Even if I were alive, I’d consider a life sitting around doing nothing the same as being dead.”


      “……”


      Kyousuke had no words.


      “You’re not like me. You’re still alive. So you should really live.”


      “……”


      Then, as if he had gotten that out of his system, his usual grin returned to his face.


      “All right! Time to revive Kyou!” he declared stridently.


      There was something ironic about a dead person talking about “reviving” a living person, and yet Kai’s expression was completely earnest. Kyousuke had no idea how he was supposed to take this sentiment.


      “……”


      Amused by Kyousuke’s confusion, Kai sidled up to him with a smile. “Kyou? You look dead on the inside, dude… I can’t talk, though, I’m dead on the outside!”


      Kyousuke couldn’t help but snort. “Quit it with the dark humor!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! I finally got a real smile outta you.”


      Kai was right. Kyousuke had been so surprised and shaken by Kai’s reappearance in his life that he had barely smiled. Kai must have been worried. Seeing Kyousuke’s expression now only made Kai’s delight grow further.


      “Guess so…”


      “I’ll be sure to crack more ghost jokes the next time you get all down in the dumps.”


      “No, don’t do that. I won’t know how to react.” There was a look of exasperation on Kyousuke’s face, but also a hint of happiness.


      “That doesn’t sound like a big problem.”


      “No surprise to hear you say that. Anyway, I guess it’s time wash up. Do you want to go first?”


      “Nah, you go first. I probably don’t get BO anymore.”


      “Well, if you ever want to have a bath, just say the word. See you in a bit,” said Kyousuke, heading for the bathroom. Kai waved him off.


      Then, when he heard the unmistakable sounds of the shower, Kai slowly opened the drawers underneath the bed.


      “……”


      Kai had been so preoccupied with Kyousuke that he had not really perused the contents at his leisure.


      Nostalgic sheet music. The first CD they ever made. A handwritten setlist to use if they ever had a concert at Budokan.


      “He kept everything.”


      Kai couldn’t help but smile, both in nostalgia and embarrassment. Then he started fishing around the drawers in search of something in particular.


      “Here it is!”


      There was a page of sheet music in his hands. The song’s title was “dear (title not final).”


      “What a blast from the past,” Kai muttered as his eyes fell on the page.


      This was the song they had composed for Yui, the one they had planned to perform at the concert that day. Kai held the sheet music in one hand and tapped the keys of Kyousuke’s keyboard experimentally with the other. Then, keeping his voice low enough so that Kyousuke wouldn’t hear him in the shower, Kai began singing “La-la-la” to the tune of the song.


      Although he was only humming, his singing voice was powerful, slightly husky and sweet.


      “I’d go as far as to call this one a masterpiece…”


      Kai gazed at the sheet music for a while after he was done humming. As he did, a question popped into his mind. He walked right over to the tiny bathroom where Kyousuke was and flung open the door.


      “Eeek!”


      Kyousuke let out a strange noise at the intruder, but that was neither here nor there.


      “Hey, Kyou! Where’d my guitar go?!”


      Kyousuke had fallen onto his backside in his alarm, but he swiftly covered his nether regions with a bucket. “That took years off my life! Ever heard of knocking?!”


      Steam from the shower flowed outside the bathroom. But Kai paid no attention to that. His fervor only intensified.


      “C’mon, dude! Where’s my guitar?!”


      Kyousuke closed the bathroom door and answered from the other side. By then, his body temperature had cooled considerably.


      “…Your dad took it…”


      Kyousuke recalled the guitar case, splattered with blood from the violent impact, and could not bring himself to tell the full story.


      “Oh, that’s good. Guess we can pick it up tomorrow, then!”


      “……”


      The possibility must not even have occurred to Kai. He calmed down, evidently relieved to hear that his guitar was still around.


      What sort of state was his guitar even in? How was Kyousuke supposed to ask Jin, Kai’s father, about it? Kyousuke put his head under the shower, sensing he had to face the past in a more visceral, painful way than ever before.


      “The guitar’s the next most important thing to me after my life. Oh, I guess I already lost my life, though!”


      Kyousuke heard Kai’s peppy voice over the sound of the falling water.
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      The next morning, Kyousuke rinsed his face at the bathroom sink, eyeing the two striped blue and green toothbrushes in a cup.


      Kai was still here.


      Counting himself fortunate that Kai hadn’t disappeared overnight, Kyousuke got ready to go outside. Today, his plan was to retrieve Kai’s guitar from his parents’ house.


      “Hurry up, Kyou!” Kai shouted from the other room.


      “Hold on just a sec. I’m almost done.” Kyousuke wiped his face with a towel and seamlessly opened the lid of his hair wax. The only thing left to do was style his hair.


      “You don’t have to do your hair all fancy just to pick up my guitar.”


      “I’ve got to make myself presentable for your dad.”


      “Hurry it uuup!”


      Kai was sitting on the sofa in pajamas, looking bored. As he watched the TV, his left fingers twitched in apparent eagerness to play the guitar.


      “All right, this should be good enough.”


      Now that his hair was done up neatly, Kyousuke exited the bathroom and approached Kai as he slipped on a thin black denim jacket. He was dressed casually, with a white T-shirt underneath the jacket.


      “Sorry for the wait.”


      Kai looked as if he was struggling to hold back laughter at Kyousuke’s style. It was far from Kyousuke’s usual look.


      “Hm? What’s with you?”


      Kai finally cracked up. “What are you, going to a funeral?!” he shouted.


      Kyousuke giggled, too. “Dude, enough with the dark jokes!”


      “Whoopsies. All right, let’s go!” Kai sprang up from the sofa.


      Kyousuke regarded him with a somewhat grave look. “Can I just say one thing before we leave?” he said hesitantly.


      A question mark sprouted over Kai’s head.


      “Your guitar… The collision was really bad. I don’t know if it’s playable anymore.”


      Kyousuke shifted his eyes away slightly. He knew how important Kai’s guitar was to him. Was it okay? He had to worry.


      “It’ll be fine. If it’s all bent out of shape, just buy me a new one! It’s a Gibson Les Paul!” Kai responded cheerfully.


      It was a signature model from a classic American guitar maker. Kyousuke didn’t have to be an expert to imagine how ridiculously expensive a guitar with such a rich history would be.


      “Don’t be an idiot. How much money are we talking?”


      “I think it’s like three million yen or something, don’t ask me.”


      “You think money just grows on trees?!”


      “I’m kiiidding. Let’s go!” said Kai as he pranced out of the room. Kyousuke could only sigh in exasperation and follow.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      Kai’s family home was a large concrete affair in a quiet residential area. It was impossible to get a glimpse of anything from the street except for the gates and the garage doors. In the midsummer light, the almost fortress-like building exuded a sinister vibe.


      Kai had been born and raised within these walls.


      “Oh, man! This brings back memories. Wonder if Dad’s doing all right.”


      Kyousuke was no stranger to this stately abode, either. Back when Kai was alive, Kyousuke came by often to practice.


      Jin Amano, Kai’s father and a world-famous rock star, kept a studio in the basement with the highest-quality equipment. It was far, far more than Kanitama needed, considering that they hadn’t even signed a record deal.


      “It’s been ages since I last came here, but it’s just as impressive as ever,” muttered Kyousuke with a bit of fond nostalgia.


      “Really? Anyway, let’s get that guitar and go back to your place.” Evidently, Kai did not share Kyousuke’s sentiments. To him, this was just the house he grew up in.


      The two of them walked up to the gate. Recalling the forlorn expression on Jin’s face at the memorial service the day before, Kyousuke grimaced. “Your dad might look a little different from what you remember…”


      “It’s fine. Stop stalling!”


      At Kai’s urging, Kyousuke put his finger on the intercom. Although he was trembling slightly from nervousness, he mustered up the willpower to press the button.


      A few seconds of silence later, a voice came through the intercom.


      “Yes?”


      It was a deep, refined voice. Jin.


      Kyousuke’s nervousness spiked. “Um, excuse me! It’s Tsurumaki.”


      “Oh, Kyousuke! What brings you here?” Jin’s tone warmed up slightly.


      “Um, it’s been a while. I wanted to take a look at Kai’s guitar.”


      “Wait a moment. I’ll be right there.”


      The intercom cut off. Kyousuke’s first reaction was one of relief. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and wiped the sweat off his forehead. His shirt was drenched all the way down his back, partly because of the sweltering midsummer heat, partly because of this nerve-racking exchange with Jin.


      A short while later, the gate opened.


      “Hello there.” Jin emerged in sweatpants and a white V-neck T-shirt. His hair was disheveled, his beard showed flecks of white, and his smile was emaciated. One couldn’t say that he was in the best of health.


      “Hey, Dad! It’s me!” Kai stood in front of Jin, pulling a funny face.


      “Why don’t you come in, Kyousuke? It’s hot outside.”


      Unfortunately, Jin couldn’t see Kai. Kyousuke had anticipated as much. Kai was evidently hurt by this, judging by how he fell silent and looked down. Kyousuke gazed at Kai’s back in concern.


      “Kyousuke?” said Jin.


      Kyousuke wrenched his gaze back to Jin. “Oh, sorry. Thank you for letting me in.”


      As much as he worried about Kai, Kyousuke couldn’t stand still. He walked through the entrance and into a very out-of-the-ordinary hallway. It was like something from the set of a music video; Jin’s vinyl records were displayed on the walls, and farther along, the artwork from the CDs he released just a few years prior hung like paintings. The floor was made of marble, and it felt nice and cool against Kyousuke’s feet after he took his shoes off.


      “Put these on.” Jin handed him a pair of neat leather slippers.


      “Thank you.”


      Next to the entrance was a staircase leading into the basement. Jin descended slowly, and Kyousuke followed. Kai trailed silently behind them.


      Jin put his hand on the basement’s heavy, soundproof door. The sight of it filled Kyousuke with memories.


      “Thank you for letting me use this place so much when we were students,” he said to Jin.


      “It was no problem. I’m glad my studio got to hear a lot of music,” Jin said as he opened the heavy door.


      The studio came into view, unchanged from all those years ago. It was the perfect place for a band to practice. There was quite a lot of room—enough to fit thirty tatami mats lengthwise. The space was filled by a pure white drum set, a keyboard, four amps the size of 50-inch TVs, and a grand piano.


      Finally, in the very middle of this dream studio, there was a guitar on a stand. It looked as good as new.


      There was absolutely no doubt in Kyousuke’s mind—this was Kai’s electric guitar.


      “Kai’s guitar…,” Kyousuke murmured.


      Jin slowly explained the story. “It was completely unplayable after the accident; the neck snapped. I didn’t know whether to leave it like that or have it repaired, but I figured if Kai were alive, he would say, ‘Poor thing! Why’d you leave it broken? A guitar’s meant to be played! Fix it already!’ So I had it restored.”


      Jin gave a forlorn smile.


      “I could never bring myself to play it, though. I decided to leave it here in the studio, where Kai spent so much time with it.”


      Kai stood in the corner of the studio, head pointed at his feet. Kyousuke decided to take the plunge.


      “Jin… Would you lend me that guitar for a while?”


      Jin looked Kyousuke straight in the eyes and asked, “Didn’t you say that you quit music?”


      “Yes. I didn’t touch a keyboard for three years—but Kai wants to hold another concert, so I’m here to ask for his guitar.”


      Jin’s reaction was instantaneous. “That’s what Kai wants?”


      “No, um…”


      Jin fell deep into thought. Kyousuke said nothing, either—his head was spinning, trying to figure out how to get the message across.


      It was Jin who broke the silence first. “All right. I’ll lend you the guitar.” Then he said, after a pause, “You’re not like me, Kyousuke.”


      Kyousuke gave him a puzzled look. “Well, sure. You’re a rock star adored by the public. I never even made my debut.”


      “That’s not what I’m talking about. Listen, you hold on to that guitar for as long as you need. You take care of it now, all right?”


      Jin smiled. Kyousuke felt an immense amount of pain in his expression. Jin had gone through a lot, too.


      “Thank you so much.”


      Kyousuke took the guitar and, after a bit of small talk, left Kai’s house. Throughout it all, Kai remained dejected, never uttering a word.
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      Kai sat cross-legged on Kyousuke’s sofa, staring down at the guitar now that it was freed of its hard case. Light streamed in through the window, illuminating his body.


      “It’s nice that he restored the guitar,” Kyousuke said, careful to sound natural.


      Kai’s eyes never left the guitar as he answered, “Yeah… Hey, Kyou. Guess my dad couldn’t see me, huh?”


      “…That’s just how it is, I guess.”


      “Oh, and was he always so thin?”


      “He might have lost a bit of weight. He was pretty depressed after you died.”


      The emotional weight of seeing how your death affected your own father must have been unimaginable. The sadness was evident on Kai’s face. He was muted, not showing any interest in playing his guitar.


      Sensing that things were only going to get awkward if he didn’t intervene, Kyousuke took the guitar and started tuning it in Kai’s place.


      “Here, I’ve tuned it for you. Play!”


      “R-right.”


      Kyousuke shoved the tuned guitar into Kai’s arms. Kai was still gloomy, but he yielded to Kyousuke’s pressure and slowly began to play in his cross-legged position.


      A clear, beautiful sound rang out, his skill unchanged from three years ago. Kai’s sorrow came across all too plainly just from the music alone.


      Kyousuke turned to the keyboard in his room and pressed the keys.


      His sound met with Kai’s, and a dialogue ensued.


      Kyousuke played each note carefully while Kai maintained a snappy, comfortable rhythm. Throughout the session, Kyousuke could tell whenever Kai fell ever so slightly behind the beat. Kai noticed, too, and he would always slap the strings furiously—as if frustrated by his own helplessness.


      Kai acted cheerful, but there was a great deal of pain and sadness in his heart, too. His music told no lies.


      Kyousuke pounded the keyboard, accepting all the pain. His music told no lies, either.


      From the very moment they met, they had always communicated their feelings to each other through song.


      Kyousuke’s keyboard sounded like a completely different beast from the day before as the jam session, a peculiar blend of fury and gentleness, approached its end. Performing alongside Kai rejuvenated Kyousuke’s old feel for music.


      Amid the smooth and tender call and response of their instruments, Kyousuke and Kai looked at each other and smiled.


      Then the final note rang out.


      A smile bloomed on Kai’s face—he looked refreshed. “Kyou! That was awesome!”


      Kyousuke grinned, pleased at the compliment. “That was all you, man. It felt way different from playing alone… Weird as it is to say, playing with you made my fingers move the way they used to.”


      It was the first Kanitama jam session in over three years.


      If anyone else had been there to listen to that performance, they would surely have applauded. More than likely, however, they would have only heard Kyousuke playing the keyboard alone.


      Not that it mattered to the two of them—they had fun. Talk of the future began.


      “I’m pretty sure you can pull off a show for Yui with skills like that. You sucked so bad yesterday, though! What the heck happened?”


      “I have no idea. Maybe I was just feeling off…?”


      It was commonplace for a musician’s emotional state and fatigue to affect how they sounded.


      “All right, then make sure you lock onto whatever you’re feeling now!” Kai replied cheerfully.


      Kyousuke spoke his next words carefully. “Is the concert only for Yui?”


      Kai put the guitar down on the sofa and turned to Kyousuke. “What do you mean?”


      “Like, is she the only reason to put on the show? I’ve been thinking, maybe that’s just the reason on the surface, and I actually want to do it for myself. I really want to make music with you again, Kai. Am I just using Yui as an excuse for my own greed?”


      Kyousuke said this all very apologetically, prompting a burst of laughter from Kai.


      “What’s so funny?”


      “You take everything so seriously, dude! Who cares what the reason is? Does it matter whether it’s for Yui or for yourself? Everyone gets something out of doing a nice thing. You both come out of it happy. Pretty awesome, right?”


      “You make it sound so simple…” Kyousuke pouted.


      “Oh, come on! Right back at you, then. Why do you have to make everything so complicated? You worry too much!”


      “I am not! If I’m worrying, it’s ninety-eight percent because of you!”


      The two of them were still chuckling when Kyousuke’s phone suddenly rang.


      “Huh?” they said in unison, turning to look at the phone screen.


      It read YUI.


      “Hello?”


      Yui spoke on the other end. She did not speak in her usual cheerful tone. Instead, she sounded somewhat grim.


      “Um, Kyou?”


      “What’s up?”


      “Do you think we could meet up and chat? Anywhere’s fine… The park, your house.”


      The sudden request surprised Kyousuke. Next to him, Kai grinned. “Dude, she’s totally gonna ask you out,” he whispered.


      “Don’t be stupid!”


      Yui sounded perturbed. “Kyou? Did you just call me stupid?”


      “Oh! Sorry, ignore that! Does right now work?” Kyousuke changed the subject.


      “Yeah. Are you busy?”


      “Nah, I’m free. We can meet anywhere you want.”


      “Okay. The restaurant’s closed for the day, so why don’t you meet me inside?”


      Kyousuke pulled the phone away from his ear and saw that it was approaching 10 PM. He had been jamming with Kai for longer than he had realized.


      “Sure. I’ll head there now.”


      “Okay. I’ll be waiting!”


      When Yui hung up, her voice sounded slightly brighter than it had at the start of the call.


      Kai didn’t stop grinning. “A young man and woman alone together after hours in a Chinese restaurant…”


      “Quit it! It’s not like that!”


      “You neeever knooow,” Kai said in a singsong voice.


      “Nah, Yui’s more—” Kyousuke swallowed what he was about to say and changed the subject. “Anyway, I’m gonna head there now.”


      For some reason, when Kyousuke stood up, Kai did, too.


      “Huh? What are you doing?”


      “What do you mean? You’re going to see Yui, right?”


      “What? You’re coming with?”


      “Uh…? Yeah.”


      Kyousuke clutched his head in his hands and fell into thought. Yui probably wanted to talk to him about Kai. He couldn’t decide whether it was a good idea for Kai to be present.


      “She might say things you don’t want to hear. Maybe it’s a better idea to just wait for me?”


      Kai was undeterred. “No way! I might get some kanitama out of this, dude.”


      “Okay, fine… Just lay low.”


      “But of course! I’d never want to get in the way of love!”


      “Ugh, whatever.”


      Kyousuke’s head hurt. Meanwhile, Kai seemed to be having a ball.


      Together, they set off for Linlin.
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      The moonlight and streetlights illuminated the restaurant’s signboard.


      Light seeped out from the restaurant’s latticed sliding door. Yui was already waiting inside.


      “You’re sure she’s not about to confess her love to you?”


      “Positive. I barely see Yui, and we don’t talk much. She’s never been into me like that to begin with.”


      “If you say so.” Kai sulked in disappointment.


      The panda statue in front of the restaurant building looked creepier in the moonlight. Kai noticed Kyousuke’s hand trembling slightly on the door.


      “What’s the matter?” Kai called out. “Go in already.”


      “I know. But…what if it’s awkward…?”


      “Aw! So young! So inexperienced!” Kai ribbed, grinning.


      “Shut up! I’m going in!”


      In no small part thanks to his nervousness, Kyousuke accidentally opened the sliding door with more force than necessary.


      “Whoa!”


      He heard Yui’s cry of surprise from inside the restaurant.


      Kyousuke shuffled inside with his tail between his legs. “Sorry…”


      Yui eased with relief when she saw who it was. “You scared me! Try opening the door a bit more slowly. I thought you were a robber or something.”


      Devoid of the noise of customers’ cheerful chattering or hissing cooking oil, the restaurant felt lonely after hours. Kai looked around with interest, apparently lost in reminiscence.


      “No one around, huh?” said Kyousuke.


      “Well, the restaurant is closed,” said Yui.


      “Oh, right… Where should I sit?”


      Yui brought a hand to her mouth and giggled. “What kind of question is that? You only ever sit in one spot.”


      “Oh, I guess you’re right… Okay, I’ll sit here.” Kyousuke took the same seat he took the day before.


      Yui sat opposite him. “Reminds you of old times, huh? You, me, and Kai would always eat here after closing time. Kai would sit next to you. He could’ve sat across from you like a normal person, but you chose to sit next to each other for some reason. I always found that funny.”


      “Didn’t we tell you a million times before? ‘The spot across from us is reserved for our fans. Kanitama always stands side by side; that applies to mealtimes, too.’ Strange logic, I guess, but Kai always did come up with unique ideas.”


      “He was so funny! He always said he was the second coming of Miyavi.”


      “Don’t remind me. Meanwhile, Miyavi is alive and well, playing shows to this day.”


      The subject of this cheerful conversation turned bright red and covered his ears. It was an understandable reaction to an embarrassing memory. Kyousuke couldn’t help but snort at Kai’s overreaction.


      “Hm? What’s the matter?” It looked to Yui as if Kyousuke had snorted out of the blue.


      “Oh, just thinking about old times.”


      “Yeah. We had a lot of fun back then.”


      “You can say that again.”


      It was their first time talking about the past since Kai’s death.


      “Hey, Kyou, you want a drink?”


      Yui stood up and went to the kitchen without waiting for an answer.


      “Geez…,” Kyousuke muttered as he gazed at Yui’s retreating back.


      There was a smidge of happiness in his tone. Kai sidled up to him. “Hey, c’mon, quit talking about ancient history. I’m dying here!”


      Kyousuke kept his voice low so that Yui wouldn’t hear. “Behave yourself, would you?”


      “Yes, Mom. Oh man, I’m aaaching for some kanitama!” Kai groaned as he sat down next to Kyousuke. Evidently, he was not immune to nostalgia, either.


      Kyousuke wanted Kai to have his meal, if possible. “Maybe I should ask Yui for some later,” he mused.


      “Whoa! Seriously? Ask her for me, please! I’ll behave myself, watch!”


      Kai’s overwhelming sincerity was quite possibly what drew so many people to him.


      Yui returned from the kitchen with a bottle of beer and two small glasses. “Sorry I took a while.”


      “No problem.”


      Seeing Yui with the bottle, Kyousuke felt the passage of the intervening years. This was their first time sharing a drink. Kai was eighteen when he died, which meant that the three of them never had an opportunity to drink together.


      “Beer sound good, Kyou?”


      “Fine by me.”


      “Perfect!”


      Yui sat back down again in front of Kyousuke and poured a glass with a practiced hand. Foam filled the top fourth of the glass, the perfect balance for achieving the best flavor. Kyousuke was entranced by the sight.


      “You’re a beer-pouring expert.”


      “Well, I am head waitress. Okay, cheers!”


      Yui lifted her glass with a confident smile. Kyousuke did likewise with the glass in his right hand. They clinked their drinks together lightly enough for the foam to sway slightly without spilling.


      Kai watched from the sidelines as if this were nothing special, but he was probably jealous. Meanwhile, the two adults slaked their thirsts with cold beer.


      “This is our first time drinking together. We’ve really grown up, huh?”


      “Yeah… So what did you want to talk about?” Kyousuke asked, curious to know Yui’s reason for summoning him.


      Yui glowered slightly. She probably wanted to indulge in small talk for a little while longer. She switched gears, however, and looked Kyousuke squarely in the eyes.


      “It’s about what we discussed on the phone yesterday,” she answered. “I really haven’t moved on at all…”


      Kyousuke quietly put down the glass. He understood that this was the time for listening attentively. “Mm-hmm.”


      “You guys were gonna put on a show for me the day Kai died, right? I was planning on giving this to Kai after it was over.”


      Yui pulled a letter out of her pocket. It was clean and unwrinkled, as if it had only been written yesterday. The words TO KAI were written on the envelope.


      “What’s this?”


      Yui flushed slightly. From her reaction, Kyousuke could imagine what was written inside.


      “Don’t worry about that. If you do hold that concert, though, I want to give this to Kai. But, well, there’s no way to hand it over to him directly… I was thinking of offering it to his grave.”


      Kyousuke had no idea Yui was so hung up on Kai. Kyousuke gazed at the bubbling drink, watching the fizziness escape the glass, unable to think of a response.


      Kai abruptly stood up.


      “I’ll see you back at the apartment,” Kai whispered, and walked out of the restaurant. He seemed preoccupied, as if he was deep in thought about something. Neither the sound of the chair scraping against the floor nor Kai’s footsteps reached Yui’s ears.


      Kyousuke silently watched him out of the corner of his eye. Yui brought the glass to her mouth and downed the remaining beer in one gulp.


      “Hey, remember the day we met?”
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      Five years ago, Kyousuke and Kai were holed up in the basement of Kai’s house, composing a song in the studio. They were both in their school uniforms, creating an odd visual dissonance as their clothes clashed with the professional equipment around them.


      Kyousuke sat at the keyboard, playing a melody he had composed himself. Meanwhile, Kai sat atop a large amp, strumming chords to match Kyousuke’s melody.


      “Can’t settle on what the chords should be,” Kai muttered as he fiddled with his phone.


      “I wrote in a ton of key changes, so it might be hard to find the right chords. Wanna change that?”


      Suspecting the fault lay with him, Kyousuke started looking for another melody line. They went through a lot of different variations. Kyousuke struck the notes cleanly each time, the polar opposite of Kai’s very rough, masculine rock music. Their sounds complemented each other well.


      Kai put his phone away in his pocket and stood up. “Hey, Kyou, how old were you when you started playing?”


      The pair didn’t know each other that well—they had only just formed their duo after Kai abruptly barged in on Kyousuke practicing.


      Kyousuke stopped playing and readjusted his position on his stool to face Kai. “Now that I think about it, we don’t know a thing about each other.”


      “Not a thing.”


      Kyousuke had no idea where to even start. He decided to ask about something that had been preying on his mind this whole time.


      “Forget about me… What’s with this studio?! I’ve been nervous the moment I got here! Your house looks like a freaking fortress! I mean, is this a house?! To be honest with you, I can’t concentrate at all! Like, am I in danger here…?”


      Kai busted a gut laughing at Kyousuke’s distress. “What are you talking about?! No one’s out to kill you. I told you, my dad’s a musician.”


      Kyousuke sprang to his feet. “No, no, no! Your average musician wouldn’t have a studio like this! Do you know how much this grand piano costs?” He pointed at the ten-million-yen Steinway grand piano.


      “Oh, Dad plays that when he’s drunk.”


      These words were so shocking, they quite literally took Kyousuke’s breath away. He fell to his knees.


      “Who the hell is your dad…?” he muttered weakly.


      Judging that Kyousuke would not survive any further teasing, Kai answered frankly. “Jin Amano. You know those CDs and things at the entrance? Those’re his.”


      Kyousuke was instantly back on his feet, bearing down on Kai. “Huuuh?!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. “You mean the God of Rock? That Jin Amano?!”


      Kai gave an embarrassed laugh. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. This studio is for Dad to rehearse with his band, but I’ve been using it whenever he’s out. So yeah, knock yourself out. Consider this our practice room.”


      After this roller coaster of emotions, Kyousuke was reduced to staring blankly at the ceiling.


      “Very well, sir. I am utterly humbled by your boundless generosity.”


      So intimidated was Kyousuke by Kai’s circumstances that he found himself bowing down to the boy two years his junior.


      “The hell? ‘Sir’? Quit it, dude. You’re the older one, remember?”


      “Yes, sir. Understood, sir.”


      It was as if their positions were entirely reversed. Kai chuckled, and when his laughter finally subsided, he said to Kyousuke, “So tell me about yourself, Kyou.”


      By this point, Kyousuke had found his breath. He sat down at the keyboard and wondered what he was supposed to say to this incredible individual before him. He decided to start with what he was proud of.


      “My folks run a piano school. My mom’s an instructor—she teaches piano to the neighborhood kids. Thanks to her, I’ve been playing for as long as I can remember. Watching the kids get better over time after her lessons is really awesome. I respect her a lot.”


      Kai smiled gently. “That explains why your sound has this kind and patient feel… Okay, I think I’ve figured out how to match you! All it took was getting to know each other a bit.”


      “Yeah, maybe.”


      Kyousuke looked down at the floor in embarrassment, unable to conceal the happiness on his face.


      With a firm, decisive air, Kai removed the shield on his guitar and started packing it away.


      “Huh? Are we done for today?” Kyousuke asked in dismay.


      Kai continued packing up as he answered, “Nah, I’m just getting the urge to play for people. C’mon, let’s go!”


      Kyousuke didn’t have the foggiest idea what Kai was talking about. “What? Play for people?”


      Kai flashed him a grin. It was a very childlike expression, with all the disarming innocence of an elementary schoolboy.


      “Yeah! Busking! Tons of people do it outside the station. Grab the keyboard and let’s go!”


      There was something covered up in the corner of the studio. Although Kyousuke could not see inside, he could guess it was a keyboard.


      Kai’s idea was so preposterous that it sparked fear in Kyousuke. “What the heck? No! I’ve never busked before!”


      While Kyousuke spluttered in utter confusion, Kai had already packed his guitar into its case and was ready to leave at a moment’s notice.


      “Don’t worry! We’re way better than the people outside the station.”


      Kai acted decisively and spontaneously, not sparing a thought for the future. Kyousuke had no idea where his confidence came from, but one thing was clear—he was Kyousuke’s polar opposite. And Kyousuke could not help but be drawn to Kai’s reckless, headstrong energy.


      “I guess I can give it a try…”


      Kyousuke picked up the keyboard. He had permission to use it, after all.


      “Heh, you’re acting all reluctant, but you look at you! You’re raring to go!” Kai declared with a somewhat cheeky grin.


      “…Shut up.”


      Kai was right. Ever since he was a child, Kyousuke had difficulty admitting when he wanted to try something. He was getting the impression that this part of him was changing drastically after he met Kai, however.


      “All righty, let’s go!”


      “What are we even supposed to play?”


      Kai blinked as if the thought had only just occurred to him. “Good question. We should go with something cool!”


      They turned off the studio lights and headed out for their very first street performance, still in their school uniforms.


      Kai never had a plan. He was always radiant and optimistic, no matter the occasion, and he was brimming with an irresistible confidence. It was precisely that which made people gravitate to him.
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      They arrived at the station to find multiple other buskers playing their hearts out beneath the glimmering streetlights. There was a woman playing a keyboard and singing at the same time. Meanwhile, two men on acoustic guitars sang a duet.


      One band in particular was the center of attention. The bass guitarist was playing on an acoustic with a rock musician’s fast and furious pace, complete with left-hand muting techniques. He had red hair and a loose-fitting jersey over his slender body. A large and brawny man beat the cajón at a steady and precise rhythm beside him. He wore sunglasses that pushed his bangs up. Finally, the lead guitarist doubled as a vocalist. He had masculine features with a husky voice, gelled-up hair, and thin blue glasses, yet he was also strikingly beautiful.


      The trio was surrounded—by office workers on their way home, women who appeared to be fans, and kids in school uniforms. Similarly drawn in by their sound, Kyousuke and Kai stopped to admire their playing and visual style. They had a distinctly American vibe and sang all their songs in English. Occasionally, a spring breeze blew by, creating fluctuations in volume. Kyousuke could tell they were experienced.


      “They’re really good…,” he muttered.


      Kai appeared to snap back to his senses. “Dummy!” he said stubbornly, his unwillingness to admit defeat on plain display. “We’re way better!”


      The words came as a kick to the rear. Kyousuke felt his confidence return. “Right! We’ll show them how it’s really done.”


      “Yeah, no biggie. Once we start performing, all those people’ll flock to us.”


      Kai scanned the area for space. There was a fair amount of room around the trio. Perhaps the other artists were deliberately giving them a wide berth.


      “Hey, Kyou! That spot looks good!” Kai pointed at the ground just three meters away from the band.


      “Whoa, isn’t that too close?”


      Kai ignored Kyousuke’s reservations, running straight over to the spot.


      “Hey, wait!” Kyousuke ran after Kai, but by the time he caught up, Kai had already put down his guitar case and was beginning to set up. “Is this spot really okay?”


      “Sure it is. We’ve got the skills to compete!”


      “What are we even gonna play? We don’t have anything original!”


      The intense performance blaring next to them caused the pair to raise their voices instinctively.


      “Let’s just jam, then!”


      Kai’s spontaneity had gotten Kyousuke out of many ruts before, but he got the impression it wouldn’t fly this time. Unfortunately, Kai didn’t seem like he was about to change his mind, so Kyousuke reluctantly pulled out the keyboard.


      “What have I gotten myself into…?” he grumbled as he set up.


      Kai connected a small rechargeable amp to his electric guitar and started tuning. Kyousuke set the keyboard onto its stand and inserted a battery.


      One of them was filled with gusto while the other scowled in worry. Their moods could not have been more different.


      “Ready, Kyou?” asked Kai.


      Kyousuke realized even his fingers were trembling. “Wait… I might not be able to do this…”


      Kai turned around, reacting to the fear in Kyousuke’s voice. Kyousuke was hunched into a ball, trembling and clenching his hands into tight fists.


      “Huh? You look pale. You okay, dude?”


      Kyousuke shook his head frantically to communicate that, no, he was not okay. But Kai stood in front of him and grinned, worry utterly absent from his eyes.


      “You’re super talented, Kyou. You’ll be fine even if you only play at eighty percent.”


      His smile was a brilliant thing to behold, brighter than the strongest of lights.


      Kyousuke’s breathing steadied slightly. Slowly, he peeled open his clenched hands.


      “…Thanks. I’ll do my best.”


      Kyousuke placed his hands on the keyboard. Kai smiled at him wordlessly. He faced the crowd and plucked the guitar strings with a furious intensity.


      And so began their very first street performance.


      Kai sounded more amateurish than he did during practice. He played an F chord, and one of the strings didn’t quite ring out cleanly. It was uncharacteristic of him—but then again, this was his first street performance, too.


      It was Kyousuke’s turn to soothe Kai’s nerves. He led the way with a series of calm, levelheaded notes. That was just what Kai needed, apparently, because he seemed to quickly regain his composure.


      They came to each other’s aid and made up for what the other lacked—that was how their music worked.


      While they indulged in each other’s sounds, engrossed in the sheer enjoyment of their performance, a high school girl with medium-length hair stopped to watch. Surprised, the two boys exchanged glances—then smiled. They let themselves be swept away on the wave of excitement at having their first listener, increasing their tempo and amplifying their volume.


      The high school girl tapped her feet to the beat. She closed her eyes from time to time, relishing the music.


      It was a song with no lyrics, a sound born of the breaths. Two talents entwined, creating music that nobody else ever could.


      Kyousuke stared directly at the girl, burning the sight of their first listener into his mind. It was then that it finally occurred to him—she might go to the same school as them. His hands came to a stop, and so did the sounds from the keyboard. Kai stopped playing, too.


      “Aw, Kyou! Why’d you stop?”


      “Isn’t that girl wearing our school uniform?”


      He walked up to the girl.


      “Um, thanks for stopping to listen,” he called out to her. “Do you go to Morikawa High, by any chance?”


      He wasn’t normally the kind of person who could strike up a conversation with a stranger, but perhaps performing had emboldened him.


      The girl clearly wasn’t expecting a conversation. “Um, I do…,” she replied, lowering her gaze.


      To think that someone from Kyousuke’s high school saw him doing a street performance… Nonchalantly, he covered his mouth with his hand to conceal the flush of embarrassment as he pressed on.


      “Ah, thought so. What grade are you in?”


      He hoped they weren’t in the same grade. He certainly didn’t want all the third-years talking about him busking in front of the station.


      “Uh, I’m a second-year. Hey, so…you guys were really good just now.”


      The girl still seemed nervous, but she shared her impression with a guileless tone. She didn’t seem to be the type to spread rumors.


      “Th-thank you very much.”


      “It’s our first time busking!” Kai joined in, clutching his guitar.


      Sensing instantly that Kai’s involvement would make things messy, Kyousuke tried to draw the conversation to a quick close. “We’ve only just started performing, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell people at school about us.”


      “Sure thing. All right, I guess I’ll be going now.”


      The girl nodded at Kyousuke’s request and turned to leave.


      Just then, however, Kai forced her to stop. “Wait up a sec! Thanks again for listening to us! Could we get your name?”


      Kyousuke sighed and looked down. He sensed Kai couldn’t be stopped, and so he gave up on trying. The guy didn’t shut up once he got started. The girl looked intimidated—out of context, it appeared as if Kai were scolding her.


      The boy chattered happily, unbothered by those around him. “My name’s Kai! I just started high school, so I’m a first-year! And this dude is Kyousuke—he’s a third-year. We’re in a band together! What’s your name?”


      The girl was apparently spooked by how casually Kai talked about Kyousuke, an older boy. To her, it must have sounded like Kai was the top dog here. She replied very politely, “My name is Yui.”


      Kai beamed. He did not stop talking. “Yui? All right, consider it committed to memory! You’re our first fan! You get full bragging rights about knowing us before we were famous! Oh, right, did you film our performance just now? If you got any footage, I’d love it if you shared it on social media. Don’t underestimate the importance of social media!”


      It was impossible to tell from Kai’s word salad whether he was asking questions or just babbling to himself. Yui shot a hapless look at Kyousuke, but sadly, when Kai got like this, Kyousuke didn’t know how to stop it.


      In the end, Kai’s spiel was interrupted—not by Kyousuke, but by a calm voice.


      “Care to explain what you’re doin’ here?”


      The three students turned around to see two large police officers exuding a subtle pressure. Kyousuke searched his brain to figure out what he had done wrong. Yui had the same reaction.


      Only Kai was different. He answered brightly, completely unfazed: “Good evening, sirs! We just had our first concert. Pity you missed it. Oh, but if you want an encore, we would happily oblige!”


      At that moment, Kyousuke and Yui were at an utter loss for words. Their respect for Kai soared.


      The idea of a street performer doing an encore was completely foreign to the officers on duty. Kai was a total oddball. Judging by the officers’ expressions, Kyousuke could tell that they were trying to hold back smiles.


      “Looks like you’re an eager beaver! You kids need permits to busk here. Did you know that?”


      Kai apparently didn’t. His eyes went wide.


      Kyousuke was ignorant, too. He rushed to apologize. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea. We’ll pack up right away.”


      “Just make sure you get one for next time. Best of luck to you.”


      The policemen were swiftly appeased. They smiled as they left. For some reason, their encouragement was motivating.


      Kyousuke could only feel sorry for Yui, who had gotten mixed up in this through no fault of her own. He bowed to her deeply. “I’m really sorry! I had no clue…”


      Yui burst out laughing at Kyousuke’s serious apology. “Aha-ha! Oh, stop it! Who’d have thought I’d see people from my school playing, then when I stop to watch, they talk to me and a policeman tells me off! You don’t get to see that every day. I mean, how would you even seek that out? Don’t sweat it, guys.”


      There was a certain, palpably wry sentiment in her words. Kyousuke smiled sheepishly.


      “We’ll tell you next time we perform!” said Kai. “What class are you in?”


      “Three. Make sure you get the permit for next time,” Yui replied with a teasing smile.


      “C’mon, don’t rub it in! Get home safe.”


      Yui seemed to enjoy watching Kai pout. “All right. See you later.”


      She bowed politely to the pair and set off home. Kyousuke and Kai waved until she was gone, then got to work packing up.


      The spring air at night had a slight chill to it. It was lonely outside the station, like the aftermath of a festival. Kyousuke noticed the popular trio next to them had finished up for the night. The illumination from the streetlights gave them an air of stardom.


      Kai must have sensed their charisma, too. “Those guys are so cool…”


      One of the impressive things about Kai was how he had zero reservations about complimenting others.


      “For sure…”


      Kyousuke realized the band members were walking toward them, strutting like stars on a stage. “Are they coming this way?”


      He couldn’t help but sweat, intimidated by their aura. Tension jolted up the boys’ spines. Then…


      “Nice job today,” the lead guitarist said.


      He was the man with the thin blue glasses who had been surrounded by scores of fans. He seemed slightly intimidating from afar when he was singing, but his smile was surprisingly adorable and winsome.


      Kyousuke was still nervous, but he mustered a response. “You guys, too.”


      “You were so cool out there, but we’ll put up a good fight!” Kai declared abruptly. His voice boomed, as if he was all fired up and determined.


      “Stop! Sorry about him. Anyhow, did you need something?” Kyousuke reined Kai in, desperately attempting to keep the mood tranquil.


      “Hey, we’re not ones to back down from friendly competition. The name’s Takeshi. The three of us are Some Liars. Nice to meetcha.”


      Takeshi responded to Kai’s aggressive attitude with an easygoing laugh. He spoke cheerfully, but then adopted a slightly more serious expression when he got to the main point.


      “Did the police just give you a warning? We like performing here. Wouldn’t want there to be a problem with this place to ruin it for everyone.”


      His passion came across loud and clear.


      Kyousuke decided to come clean. “I’m sorry. We didn’t know you needed a permit. We sorta just set up and played on impulse…”


      He had just finished this explanation when somebody passed him a handmade booklet. The donor was the brawny man who had been playing the cajón.


      “Huh? What’s this?” said Kyousuke.


      “Read it.”


      It was a manual. The words How to Enjoy Busking were displayed in rounded handwriting across the cover. Below that was a cute cartoon version of the trio.


      “I made this.”


      There was a stark contrast between the deep, calm voice and the adorable manual.


      Kai peered at the booklet and snorted loudly in laughter. “You are not the kind of guy I expected to make this!”


      “Huh?”


      For a moment, the brawny guy glared daggers at Kai, and the atmosphere grew tense. Kai vainly tried to glare back, but his legs trembled ever so slightly.


      Takeshi saw what was going on and swiftly intervened. “Calm down, Makoto. Nobody wants the street performances to go smoothly more than you. Causing a fuss now is just counterproductive.”


      “Sorry…,” he said, dispelling his hostility.


      Apparently, his name was Makoto, and he was the percussionist of Some Liars. He was a big man, probably around 185 centimeters or so.


      “I’ve known Makoto since we were kids. He might look scary, but he’s into cute things. Like this, see?”


      He pulled slightly on Makoto’s necklace, showing it to the boys. There was a tiny bear on it with a glittering golden body.


      “Aw, shut it!” Makoto swatted at Takeshi’s hand, evidently embarrassed. He flushed slightly.


      Takeshi used the conversation’s momentum to introduce the last member of the band. “This is Minoru, Makoto’s little brother. He’s our bassist.”


      Minoru had long hair, dyed red. His fringe covered his eyes, hiding his expression, but Kyousuke could tell he was quite a good-looking, androgynous individual.


      “Oh, are we done? I’m starving!” Minoru had a slightly high-pitched voice and a laid-back tone.


      “Sure. Let’s get going, then.” Takeshi’s expression softened. Minoru seemed to be a calming force in the trio. “We’ll be off. If you guys ever need some help, feel free to ask us. Here’s my number.”


      Takeshi took out his phone and showed Kyousuke and Kai a QR code. The boys saved his phone number, marveling at the man’s social finesse.


      As Kyousuke’s phone was reading the barcode, Minoru spoke up. “It’s rare for Takeshi to go this far for newbies.”


      “From what I heard of their performance, I could tell how serious they are,” replied Takeshi, scratching his head sheepishly.


      “Th-thank you so much! I’ve saved your number.” Kyousuke smiled at Takeshi’s praise.


      Takeshi’s lips rose in turn. “Cool! See you later!”


      And with that, the three members of Some Liars took their leave.


      “Bye!” Kai waved enthusiastically at the trio’s retreating backs. His initial combative attitude was completely gone.


      Takeshi raised an arm in farewell, not looking back. There was something beautiful about the way he looked. More than just his guitar skills and singing ability, perhaps it was the way he carried himself that explained his popularity.


      “Those guys are so awesome! They’re our rivals—it’s settled!” Kai started hopping about, totally enthused.


      “Rivals?! Aren’t you getting ahead of yourself?”


      Having witnessed Some Liars’ overwhelming charisma, Kyousuke felt keenly aware of where he and Kai were lacking.


      “No way, dude! We’ll surpass them in no time!” Kai was as confident as ever.


      “…We’ll certainly try.”


      Kai wasn’t alone. There was a part of Kyousuke that was also raring to compete. As far as the two of them were concerned, surpassing Some Liars would be their first milestone.


      “All right, let’s go get something to eat! To celebrate our first show!” Kai blurted out suddenly.


      “‘Show’? Something to eat?” Kyousuke could only parrot Kai’s words back to him after such a hard segue.


      “Yup!”


      Fine, okay.


      “Let’s get going, then. There’s lots of stuff I want to talk about.”


      Kyousuke wanted to discuss the day’s events while they were still fresh. Instead of dismissing Kai’s spontaneous idea, he decided to go with the flow.


      That day, the two unpolished gemstones brushed up against many different edges, and they came out of it all the sharper.


      As they clutched their respective instruments, their faces were brimming with hope for the future.
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      Kyousuke and Kai, now famished, clutched their instruments as they walked out into the night. Their bags were so bulky that they could have been mistaken for runaways. They walked slowly, step by step, searching for a place where they could unwind.


      “I’m starving!” Kai was hunched over, seemingly from hunger.


      “Oh, what about that place over there?”


      While Kai clutched his guitar, Kyousuke had his hands full carrying the amp with the keyboard slung over his back. He pointed with his chin at a Chinese restaurant. There was a creepy panda statue outside, giving off a peculiar aura.


      “Doesn’t that place look kinda shady?” Uncharacteristically for him, Kai was frozen in trepidation.


      Kyousuke half dragged Kai over, enjoying the role reversal. “I’m too hungry to be picky. Come on, let’s just go there.”


      Kyousuke power-walked to the entrance and peered past the sliding door. It was dinnertime, and the restaurant was almost full. He was just about to give up when he caught the whiff of mouthwatering Chinese cuisine and the sound of frying oil. The scents of herbs, garlic, and onion made a devious combo. The boys drooled.


      Kai’s eyes sparkled. “Let’s go in, Kyou! People always say shady-looking places have some of the best food!”


      Kai opened the sliding door without even waiting for Kyousuke’s reply. He simply couldn’t wait a second longer.


      “Welcome!” came the waitress’s bright voice.


      She had medium-length hair, a serene smile, and wore natural makeup. Kyousuke and Kai were struck by a sense of déjà vu.


      The waitress stared at their faces, too, and then all three of them exclaimed at almost the exact same time:


      “I know you!”


      It was Yui, the girl who stopped by to listen to their very first street performance. Instead of her school uniform, she was wearing black trousers and a shirt that was buttoned all the way up with a mottled green apron on top of it.


      She must have been happy to see them, because she spoke to them with bubbling excitement. “Hey there, what are you doing here? What a coincidence!”


      “We were thinking of celebrating our first performance! Maybe it was fate that brought us to you!” Kai said, gripping Yui’s hand.


      The combination of the word “fate” while holding a lady’s hand made Kai look like he was attempting a faux marriage proposal. Yui reddened slightly, but quickly switched back to work mode. “Lemme show you to your seat.”


      The boys followed her through the restaurant. Although the floor was packed with all kinds of customers, from families to lone salarymen, Yui guided them to the sole remaining empty table, serviceable for four people.


      Kyousuke sat down, and Kai took the seat right next to him.


      “Huh? Why are you sitting next to me? There’s an empty spot right there.” Kyousuke pointed at the opposite seat.


      Kai just looked at Kyousuke and grinned, showing no sign of moving anytime soon.


      “Dude, this is getting weird. Go sit over there,” Kyousuke whispered to Kai.


      They were sitting as close as a couple. Conscious of the people around him, Kyousuke urged Kai to move, but his plea fell on deaf ears. Kai gazed at the menu on the table as he replied, “We’re bandmates. You gotta get used to us being side by side! We don’t sit opposite each other when we perform, right? That’s where the fans go!”


      Kyousuke still felt weird, but he sort of understood what Kai was getting at. It wasn’t a matter of convention or logic so much as curating a vibe.


      “I guess… What are you gonna get?”


      Kai scrutinized the menu with a childlike giddiness. Kyousuke wanted to have a look, too; hence why he urged Kai to hurry up.


      “Let’s see… I want ramen and gyoza and sweet and sour pork. I wanna have shark fin soup and Peking duck while we’re at it, since this is a celebration dinner and all!”


      As soon as he heard Kai’s request, Kyousuke whipped his wallet out of his back pocket. Then he counted his money under the table where Kai couldn’t see. He only had a thousand-yen bill, plus some small change in coins. Once again, he had to marvel at the luxury of being Jin Amano’s son.


      “You’re amazing… I’m just gonna have the seven-hundred-fifty-yen fried rice. I’m pretty much broke…,” Kyousuke muttered.


      Kai’s expression stiffened, as if he had just received a shock to his system. “Whoa! I’ve got no money, either. Would you look at that!”


      Kai turned his wallet upside down to demonstrate that there was not even a single yen coin in it.


      Kyousuke thought he understood that Kai didn’t operate with common sense, but this was so far out of left field that he was completely lost for words. This guy’s kinda unhinged, Kyousuke’s mind quietly acknowledged.


      “Hey, Kyou, you’re the older one. You should pay! Them’s the rules, right?”


      “What rules are you even talking about?! Are you for real?!”


      Kai’s eyes bored into the menu. “The fried rice is seven hundred fifty yen, the ramen is seven hundred yen, and the gyoza is four hundred yen… How much do you have on you, Kyou?”


      Kyousuke sighed and sifted through his wallet again, counting the money. “A thousand-yen bill, a hundred-yen coin, and three five-yen coins…”


      Kai clutched his head in his hands and tapped his feet impatiently against the floor, apparently in deep thought.


      “One thousand, one hundred and fifteen yen, huh? We can only have one ramen between the two of us. Same thing with a fried rice… Oh! We could get two orders of gyoza! What do you say, Kyou?”


      It was downright miserable to hold a celebration dinner on poverty funds, but Kyousuke contemplated a practical way forward. “What about a ramen and a gyoza? We should have enough to split that between us.”


      Kai’s eyes sparkled, and he abruptly stood up. “That’s perfect!”


      The eyes of the other customers immediately swung to him. When Kyousuke realized this, he hurriedly apologized and pushed Kai back onto his seat. “Calm down, will you? Let’s place the order.”


      Kai raised his right hand and called Yui over, enthusiastic as a young puppy. “Heeey! Can we order?”


      Yui saw him and smiled. She came over with two glasses of water.


      “One ramen and one gyoza, please!” Kai declared before Yui could say anything.


      Kyousuke added sheepishly, “If you could give us a plate to share, that would be great, thank you…”


      Yui put the two glasses down on the table and pulled out a pen and ticket sheet from her apron pocket. “Pretty humble for a celebration dinner,” she muttered with a sympathetic face.


      Kyousuke could only grimace, but then Kai responded with a chipper smile: “For now! In five years, we’ll order everything on the menu!”


      Kyousuke and Yui burst out laughing at this overly optimistic statement.


      “Just you wait!” said Kai.


      “I will. I can’t wait. Now just wait a moment, please.” Yui covered her smile as she went off to the kitchen to relay the order.


      “Uh-oh, Kyou! I forgot something important!” Kai barked suddenly after he’d swallowed a mouthful of water.


      “Something important?”


      “We still haven’t decided on our band name!”


      Kyousuke blinked. Pure momentum had brought them together. It was what had made their street performance happen. Everything had happened at such a blinding pace that they hadn’t even gotten around to making up a band name.


      “Got any good ideas?” asked Kyousuke.


      Kai leaned back against his chair, frowning. “Hm. What about Prison Police?”


      It was such a cringeworthy name that Kyousuke almost spat out his water. “What the hell? Did you just string two random words together? That name makes us sound like we’re in jail.”


      The comment made Kai laugh so hard that tears sprouted in his eyes, which he wiped off with the back of his hand. “I just thought the words sounded cool! Okay, what about Poison Angel?!”


      It was Kyousuke’s turn to cry with laughter. “That doesn’t even make sense!”


      They were still laughing boisterously when Yui returned with their meal.


      “You boys look like you’re having fun. Here you go, ramen and gyoza.”


      She set the food down on the table. It was a simple order of shoyu ramen. Coils of noodles sat in the golden broth, on top of which sat thin slices of onion, a boiled egg sliced in two, and a thick slice of pork.


      The gyoza wings were fried to perfection. If the two boys had been hungry before, they were ravenous now.


      “There’s this, too—a little something extra. On the house,” Yui said as she put something else down on the table. Kanitama.


      It was quite a big portion. Five whole eggs probably went into making it. The golden yolk filling was beautiful and clear, and there was a small mountain of crab piled on the plate.


      The two boys looked on in disbelief, drooling.


      “What?! Is this for real? Are you sure this is okay?” Kai’s reaction was loud enough to travel across the entire restaurant.


      Yui swiftly covered his mouth with her hand. “Shh! Keep it down!”


      “…Are you sure?” Kyousuke asked quietly. He was overjoyed, much like Kai, though he resisted the urge to shout his glee.


      “This meal’s meant for staff, but today’s a special day! Think of it as us upgrading your celebration. Now eat up!”


      Kyousuke and Kai were moved to tears. The two of them clapped their hands in unison.


      “Thanks for the meal,” they both said.


      They reached for the gyoza first, their faces glowing the moment they took a bite. Yui watched them with a happy smile.


      “Oh, I forgot to mention that your kanitama doesn’t have any toppings! And those are crab sticks, not actual crab.”


      The boys were so engrossed in their meal that it was hard to tell whether Yui’s words had registered with them at all.


      Ramen, gyoza, and kanitama without toppings—Kai chewed through it all happily. Then, right in the middle of eating, he put down his chopsticks, as if something had just occurred to him.


      “I’ve decided!”


      Kyousuke chewed and put down his chopsticks, too.


      “Decided what?”


      “Our band name!”


      “What is it?”


      “Kanitama!”


      “……”


      Kyousuke had no idea how he was meant to react. He couldn’t tell whether Kai was joking or being serious.


      “Hey! Say something!” Kai tapped Kyousuke on the shoulder.


      The impact prompted Kyousuke to swallow his food.


      “…You’re being serious?”


      “Of course I’m serious! I’m always serious! I took a bite of this dish and thought, ‘I’m sooo happy! I wanna eat this again!’ It’s simple, but it’s made with warmth and love. That’s exactly the sorta music I wanna make. So why not name ourselves after it?”


      Now that he understood the logic behind the name, Kyousuke was drawn to it, too. It was a nice, humble name, lacking in pretense.


      “Okay. Sure, let’s go with that.” Kyousuke smiled back.


      That was the moment when the high schooler musical duo, Kanitama, was born.


      “We’re Kanitama, then? What sort of songs would suit a name like that…?” Kyousuke mused, his mind already filling with potential compositions and melodies.


      Next to him, Kai stuffed the last of the kanitama into his mouth. Kyousuke was just a tad too slow on the uptake. By the time he noticed, Kai’s cheeks were puffed up like a squirrel’s.


      “What the hell?! You ate it all?!”


      Kyousuke gave up on the kanitama and reached out timidly for the ramen—only to realize when his chopsticks dipped into the soup that there were no noodles to be found. That was when the truth dawned on him.


      “Son of a—! You ate the ramen, too?!”


      Kai clapped his hands together in an insincere show of apology. His mouth was too full for him to speak.


      “Dude… I wanted to savor the kanitama a bit longer.” Just like always, Kyousuke ended up letting Kai off the hook. The guy’s comedic timing was too perfect to stay mad at him.


      Kai swallowed everything in his mouth in one gulp. “Let’s ask Yui for it again sometime! Heeey! Yui!”


      Yui was at the door watching a group of customers leave. She trotted back over to the pair. “What’s the matter? Do you want the bill?”


      “Bring out the kanitama the next time we come around! It’s the name of our duo, you know—Kanitama!” Kai told her happily.


      His childlike grin brought a smile to Yui’s face, too. “Sure thing. But just so you know, they make kanitama for the staff, so it’s not on the menu. I’ll ask my dad about it.”


      “Your dad?”


      “Mm-hmm. This is a family-run restaurant. That’s my dad there cooking in the kitchen.”


      “Oh, cool.” Kai stood up and walked toward the kitchen.


      Yui’s father was swiveling a wok around, frying rice under dizzyingly hot flames. His apron and chef outfit had oil stains all over, a testament to their many years of service.


      An appetizing scent filled the kitchen. Kai leaned in and called out, “Hey there! Thanks for the kanitama! It was awesome!”


      As he shifted the wok, Yui’s father flashed Kai a smile. He had a kind face, wrinkled with laughter lines. “Glad to hear it! You can have it again next time!”


      It was a nonchalant, carefree reaction. Kai could understand why the people around here loved this restaurant. At the end of the day, it wasn’t just the food that mattered, but the personalities behind it.


      Kai went back to Kyousuke and Yui now that he had finished saying hello. “Your dad’s a cool dude! I like this place!”


      Kyousuke bonked Kai on the head as if they were a sketch comedy duo. “Don’t call him a ‘dude,’” he retorted. “You can just say he’s a nice person.”


      Yui giggled at the exchange. “Don’t worry about it. I think my dad liked it.”


      A bubbly mood came over the three of them.


      Kai declared to Yui, “It’s settled! We’ll get super popular and buy a hundred deluxe kanitama!”


      Yui must have started to figure out how to handle Kai, because she responded with a teasing look, “You’re not allowed to leave anything on your plate, you know that?”


      “Why, I’d never! I’ll come here with the emptiest stomach ever!” Kai seemed to be saying that seriously, not as a joke.


      Being around Kai was enough to make anyone think that nothing was impossible. That was one of the good things about him.


      “We’ll be sure to return the favor after we get famous. Thanks a lot for the extra serving.” Kyousuke joined in to express his gratitude.


      After that, the two boys picked up their things and started getting ready to leave.


      “I’ll get you your bill,” said Yui.


      And so the two members of Kanitama finished up their meal on Kyousuke’s dime.


      They walked down the street with their heavy bags, illuminated by the moonlight, sparkling as brilliantly as the sun.
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      Two years passed after the birth of Kanitama. After Kyousuke graduated from high school and turned nineteen, he started living in a tiny one-bedroom apartment with his keyboard and a cheap set of furniture.


      Notebooks filled with song lyrics were piled on the table, forming a small mountain around his laptop. He was running a digital audio workstation with a certain file loaded: KANITAMA_DEBUT_SONG. Kai’s electric guitar was perched on the sofa.


      The door creaked open. “I’m baaack!” In walked Kai in his uniform, now in his final year of high school. “Oh, Kyou’s not home yet,” he muttered to himself, opening the curtains and filling the room with the sun’s burning gaze.


      “Whew, it’s boiling in here!”


      Kai reached into Kyousuke’s neat stack of remotes and pulled out the AC remote, pressing the on switch.


      “Back to work.”


      Kai sat in front of the laptop. As he started fiddling away with it, humming in tune, the AC began to whirr.


      “Hmm… Maybe we should change the key here…”


      Kai strummed a chord on his guitar to check the sound for himself. He was still tapping away on the program when he heard the door open.


      “I’m home.” Kyousuke came into the apartment with an armful of Mr Pepper cans from the convenience store.


      “Welcome back. Hey, check out our debut song! The melody is sick!”


      “I wanna hear!” Kyousuke sat down next to Kai, eyes sparkling.


      Kai hit the playback button. The work in progress started with a tinkling, clean piano intro. The melody was a good match for Kyousuke, the son of a piano instructor. The electric guitar came in later, thrumming with intensity, befitting the son of a rock star. The song would be their business card—a statement of who they were as musicians.


      “Oooh! This is awesome! I’ll come up with lyrics to match this!”


      Kai was in charge of composition while Kyousuke handled the lyrics.


      They had three months to go until their major debut. Half a year ago, a producer from a record label approached them as they were busking. Kanitama and Some Liars would debut on the same day.


      Presently, Kai was camped out at Kyousuke’s house so they could work together on their debut song.


      “We need it done by next month,” said Kyousuke. “Hey, are you sure we should go with a ‘we met in the spring’ theme for the lyrics? It’s already summer.”


      “I know, but our meeting was auspicious! I want it immortalized in music. Some Liars are doing a love song.”


      “Fair enough. We can’t write a love song; we haven’t an ounce of love in our lives…”


      “Aw, come on! Don’t be such a downer!”


      “I wonder if Takeshi has a girlfriend?”


      “Hell if I know! Quit procrastinating and write the lyrics!”


      It was Kai making the snappy retorts this time. Their dynamic had changed in the last two years. Sometimes it was Kyousuke who cracked self-deprecating jokes while Kai straightened him out with some verbal cudgeling.


      “Hey, there’s something I want to run by you,” Kai said. “Once we debut, we’re not gonna be able to busk or perform on the indie scene as freely as we used to. How about we dedicate our last hurrah to Yui? She’s been so good to us these past two years. She got us that permit and a bunch of other paperwork. And I reckon I’ve eaten three hundred plain kanitama.”


      Kyousuke answered without hesitation. “That’s a great idea! Yui’s the reason we came up with our name, after all!”


      “Sweet! Now let’s finish this song, ASAP!”


      Kai broke out into a grin. Kyousuke flashed a smile back at him, and the two buried themselves in their work.
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      Before long, the table was swamped with notebooks, threatening to bury even the laptop.


      Outside the window, Kyousuke could see the cloudless night sky. The lyrics went through rewrites once. Then another. And another. And another.


      The melody was already complete. Kai strummed along as he waited for the lyrics to catch up. They didn’t have a set process in mind for their songwriting. Sometimes they started with the music, and just as often, they began with the lyrics—whichever method worked best for a particular song.


      “What do you think of this?”


      Kyousuke passed a sheet of paper to Kai. The title was written on the first line: “Sakura Traveler.” Kai started reading the lyrics carefully.


      “……”


      Kyousuke gulped, his nerves written all over his face.


      He always tensed up whenever he showed someone his lyrics for the first time. What if they didn’t understand what he liked about them? What if they told him to change things?


      Kai opened his mouth only after he read all the way to the end.


      “This is crazy good! You’re awesome at this, Kyou! Dude, I love the title, too. ‘Sakura Traveler.’ Has a nice ring to it!”


      Kyousuke sighed in relief. As the peace settled in his mind, he started talking excitedly.


      “Right? Sakura only bloom in spring. I was going for this idea of taking the cherry blossoms around on a journey throughout all four seasons! Oh, I also like the idea of taking Japanese sakura on a tour around the whole world! Like we’re the sakura in the song—travelers! We’ll go anywhere, no matter what the season.”


      Kai clapped and shouted in glee. “This is awesome, Kyou! People will love this! I’m pumped! I can totally picture us debuting with this and touring the country!”


      Delighted by Kai’s reaction, Kyousuke joined in on the hypothetical. “Hell yes! We should throw in an Asia tour while we’re at it!”


      “No, no, no! We tour the world!”


      The young men became progressively more enthused as they discussed the future. Their expressions were brimming with hope as they looked forward to chasing their dreams.


      “All right! Now we just have to tweak the melody line to fit!”


      “Yeah!”


      Kyousuke beamed, nodding over and over. Seeing the completed lyrics filled Kai with renewed vigor. He turned to the laptop and was about to get to work, when…


      Grrrgl.


      “Oh, dude, I’m starving.”


      …a noise came from Kai’s stomach.


      Kyousuke tapped his phone and checked the time. It was exactly nine PM.


      “Let’s go to Yui’s restaurant! Today’s the perfect day for kanitama!”


      “Yeah! Let’s go!”


      The pair got ready to head out. Kai walked to the entrance empty-handed while Kyousuke closed the curtains and the laptop with their work in progress.
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      Kai opened the sliding door to enter Linlin. The restaurant was quieter than usual now that it was past nine.


      “Welcome!”


      Yui’s cheerful voice greeted them. It had long since become a familiar sound. The word “usual” came easily to them now.


      “Hey! Can we have our usual spot?”


      “You’re in luck! It’s open.”


      It had become routine for Kyousuke and Kai to sit in the same spot as from their very first visit. Knowing it happened to be empty, they made a beeline there.


      “We just had to have this seat today.”


      “What do you mean, today? You always sit there,” Yui said, chuckling. “So what’ll it be? The usual?”


      Kyousuke took his seat slightly after Kyousuke did. The two members of Kanitama answered in unison, “Of course!”


      “Coming right up!” Yui passed on the order and came back to the table. “You two seem to be in good spirits today.”


      Yui, ever the perceptive girl, noticed the subtle change in the pair. She must have sensed something different in their slightly higher-pitched voices and in the briskness of their gaits.


      “You could say that! We’re finishing up our debut song! Kyou’s lyrics and my melody make such an awesome combo—this is gonna be a masterpiece, for sure! Wanna listen?” Kai asked her eagerly.


      “I’d love to hear it!”


      “Hey, hey, no need to rush. Gotta eat first!”


      “You’re such a tease,” Kyousuke interjected with an exasperated look.


      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll bring you the kanitama, then we’ll talk.” Yui took Kai’s comment with good humor.


      The idle chatter between the youngsters made for a heartwarming sight. Kanitama endeared themselves to the people around them—that was their appeal.


      They heard the owner’s voice from the kitchen. “Yui! Order up!”


      “Okay!”


      She came back with two steaming plates of plain kanitama.


      “It’s here! I’ve waited my whole life for this!” Kai stood up and gulped.


      When they were in high school, they shared one kanitama between the two of them, but after Kyousuke graduated, ordering a single serving felt embarrassing. Even though he was broke, he made a habit these days to order two.


      “Thanks for the food!”


      The pair started eating in sync.


      They were so intent on shoveling food into their mouths that they didn’t spare a moment for chatter. Yui watched them closely, marveling at how little they had changed since their first visit.


      Soon, they would be making their major debut. Yui worried she’d be left behind.


      “I hope you’ll still come here to eat even after you’re famous,” she muttered softly to herself.


      “Hm?” Kyousuke asked.


      Yui waved her hands slightly in deflection. “Oh, nothing! I’d love to hear your song after you’re done eating.”


      “Mmm, ’bout jat!” Kai broke in with his mouth full. He was like a five-year-old with all the food smeared around his mouth.


      “Don’t talk with your mouth full!” Kyousuke chided him like a mother.


      Kai gulped down the water in his cup before resuming. “Phew. So about that… We want to hold a concert for you. Will you come? You’ve been sooo good to us, so we’re having a special concert to show our appreciation! Our name wouldn’t even be Kanitama if it weren’t for you. The song’s basically saying, ‘Thanks for everything so far, and cheers for what’s to come!’ We want you to hear it!”


      “……”


      Yui froze. She would never have dreamed of something like this.


      Kyousuke picked up where Kai left off. “The song’ll be done soon, and we were saying it would be nice if you were the first to hear it. We’re thinking of renting out the club outside the station and holding a secret performance. You’re welcome to come by.”


      Yui looked as if she was about to burst into tears.


      She had been anxious that she might never see them again after they debuted, that they would forget all about her. Their words brought her immeasurable happiness and relief.


      Her voice trembled as she tried to hold back tears. “I’ll be there with bells on!”


      “It’ll be our best concert yet!” Kai flashed her a grin.


      “And we can have kanitama to celebrate, just like today!” Kyousuke chimed in with a gentle smile.


      Yui wiped her teary eyes with her sleeve and beamed. “It’ll be my treat, then! I’ll make sure you have real crab, not crab sticks!”


      “Seriously? Hell yeah!” Kai danced with delight.


      “I can’t wait for the concert!”


      Their laughter, so optimistic about the future, practically sparkled. The voices traveled even beyond the restaurant, to the world outside.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      Two weeks passed in a flash, and just like that, it was the day of the special show they were playing for Yui.


      The sun burned brightly that day. It was hot and humid owing to the downpour the day before. There wasn’t a cloud in the blue sky—the laws of nature dictated as much after a day of heavy rain.


      On that clear day, anyone who went down the spiral steps just outside the train station would have heard the sounds of an electric guitar and a keyboard. Kanitama was doing a live rehearsal at the club. The venue was big enough to hold a hundred people, but only one person was invited to this concert. The preparations were coming along smoothly.


      “Nice! That sounded pretty good, huh?”


      Every venue had different acoustics, which meant that the speakers and equipment had to be positioned differently every time. The mic levels also had to be fine-tuned to match the artists, and so forth.


      Normally, the club’s staff handled this work, but the duo took the role upon themselves that day.


      “Kyou, that’s some nice momentum you’ve got going there!”


      “You’re getting into the flow, too!”


      They were satisfied with their sound. Now that they were on the cusp of debuting, they carried themselves like professionals.


      The manager of the live music club, a woman with long, beautiful hair, came over to them when they had finished setting up.


      “You boys sound great. Make sure you come pay me back after you hit it big, yeah? Play your hearts out!”


      The big-sisterly manager was a fan of Kai and Kyousuke’s music, and she’d helped them out on many occasions. Apparently, she’d once been part of a band herself and had started the club after retiring from it. When the pair had been racking their brains about the cost of renting out venues, she’d offered her own club up.


      “Thanks a bunch! We’ll pay you back with a Steinway!” said Kai.


      “That’d just take up space,” said Kyousuke.


      The manager smiled at Kai and Kyousuke’s typical back-and-forth. She left, a satisfied look on her face.


      “Heh-heh! Now all we need is for Yui to show up! Oh yeah, did you bring the present?” Kai asked Kyousuke as he set up the guitar stand.


      Kyousuke blinked. His face turned pale.


      “Crap! I was so focused on the show that I forgot…”


      “For shame! Okay, I’ll go grab it!”


      “Thanks. It’s on my table. I’ll just fiddle a little longer with my keyboard here. I’m getting kinda nervous.”


      Kai noticed Kyousuke was on edge, so he offered to go back and pick up the gift himself. It was his way of being considerate. “Steel those nerves, man! Take your time until you feel ready.”


      “Shut up. That’s what I’m doing,” said Kyousuke as he turned back to his keyboard and started practicing by himself.


      A tiny smile appeared on Kai’s face as he watched Kyousuke.


      Kai was the same at heart. He wanted to keep his guitar with him as much as humanly possible. He put it in its case and slung it over his back before leaving the club.


      “Don’t get why Kyou’s nervous. He’s always perfect…,” Kai grumbled to himself as he climbed the spiral staircase and walked across the muggy street. “‘Sakura Traveler…’ Sakura bloomed around here, I bet. I wonder if it went off on a journey…?”


      Kai hummed the tune of Kanitama’s debut song. It was about a five-minute walk from the club to Kyousuke’s house. When he arrived, he unlocked the door without a thought and strode inside.


      On the table, wrapped neatly in a tiny box, was the present.


      “There it is. Darn it, Kyou, how could you go and forget something so important!” Kai grumbled aloud as he cheerfully exited the apartment.


      He trotted back toward the club the way he came. Every so often, the wind whipped by, causing Kai’s clothes to rustle violently. He was sweating all over. Eager to return to the air-conditioned club, Kai picked up his pace.


      “Phew…”


      Kai stopped at the road in front of the station, catching his breath. Maybe it was because he was itching to get back to the club, but the red stoplight seared brightly in his vision.


      Ten seconds. That was all he had to wait. When he stopped, the sweat continued to pour. He fanned himself with his shirt.


      He squinted at the streetlight for a moment, then it turned from red to green. At that very moment, he took off.


      A moment later, a sudden sound rang out—the screeching of brakes and a dull, heavy thud.
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      The clock ticked in the Chinese restaurant.


      Yui started pouring from a second beer bottle. Kyousuke’s face had a red tinge. He had a low tolerance for alcohol, seeing as he rarely drank.


      It was their first time talking about that day.


      “I had a crush on Kai, you know… I figured he wouldn’t have any time for a relationship after he debuted and became a star, though. I was planning on telling him how I felt so I could move on. I didn’t want to be his girlfriend; I just wanted to support him. But I couldn’t even do that,” Yui said tearfully.


      Kyousuke couldn’t muster any words. He sipped his drink in silence.


      Yui went on, slightly drunk. “Then you and I lost touch, Kyou. You only come by once a year on the same day, just for kanitama. You’re the only one I can vent to, but whenever I see you, all refusing to open up to anyone, I feel like I can’t tell you about my feeble little problems. That’s why I ended up being so hard on you. I’m sorry.”


      Kyousuke held back his tears desperately.


      “I’ll do the concert,” he said, in a barely discernible whisper.


      “Huh?”


      “I’ll play it! I can do it right now! Right this second! So please, come!”


      The words were uttered with reckless abandon, but his eyes were dead serious. Yui saw before her the same Kyousuke she knew three years ago—the boy who chased his dreams.


      “……”


      “You don’t want to?” Kyousuke asked again.


      Yui bit her lip and smiled, nodding. “I do. Thank you.”


      “Oh, good!”


      Carried away by the momentum, Kyousuke downed the remainder of his beer in one gulp.


      Yui watched the giddy young man and teased, “When you said, ‘right this second,’ were you being serious?”


      “Er… My bad. Maybe not right this second.”


      Yui burst out laughing. Kyousuke flashed a sheepish smile.


      “Okay, I’ll check when the club has an opening.” Yui opened the club’s website on her phone. Dozens of photos came up on the screen—relics of simpler times.


      Kyousuke’s mind flashed back to that day.


      “Kyou?” Yui said softly, noticing the change in Kyousuke’s demeanor.


      “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”


      Yui was still concerned, but she resumed tapping her phone screen, bringing up the club’s schedule page. “Tomorrow’s open.”


      Kyousuke sat silent, his thoughts racing.


      “I guess that’s too soon,” Yui mused. “Next time is…let’s see…”


      “Tomorrow!” Kyousuke barked.


      “Huh?”


      “Let’s do tomorrow! Book it.”


      Kyousuke’s fists were clenched, an expression of pure resolve on his face.


      “Are you sure?” said Yui.


      “My mind is made up! Put it in your calendar—five o’clock tomorrow! Get excited! Oh, and thanks for the beer.”


      Kyousuke put his empty glass down on the corner of the table and raced out of the restaurant.


      Acting on impulse was characteristic of a certain someone. Yui couldn’t help but see a little of Kai in Kyousuke.


      Alone now, Yui finished making the reservation.


      Five pm: Kanitama.


      Seeing the writing on the screen, a smile rose to her lips.


      “I gotta wear something nice.”
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      After Kai went back to Kyousuke’s place, he sat cross-legged on the sofa and played his guitar furiously. Only now, after realizing Yui’s feelings for the first time, did it hit him that there was absolutely nothing his current self could do for her. His strumming was filled with forlorn minor chords, producing a sound as despondent as the cries of bell crickets.


      “I’m back.”


      Kai stopped playing. “Hey!” As soon as he saw Kyousuke, he launched into conversation. “Y’know, I never realized for a second how Yui felt… Wait, hold on.”


      Kai stopped in the middle of his spiel, noticing something in the air. He started sniffing, and then drew himself to Kyousuke.


      “You reek of booze! What happened, Kyou? You’re bright red! Whoa, did you drink that much?”


      Kyousuke staggered over to the bed, where he collapsed at once.


      “Yeah, I went a bit overboard. It’s been ages since I last talked to Yui. I was so nervous!” Kyousuke said with an easy smile, full of satisfaction.


      Kai stared at him, completely forgetting everything he was planning to discuss with Kyousuke when he got home. “Wow, you’re a real adult now, Kyou. Here, want some water?”


      “Yeah… Thanks!”


      As Kai went into the kitchen and poured a glass of water out of the tap, he heard Kyousuke’s voice behind him.


      “Hey, Kaaai! I’m putting on the show tomorrow. You gonna be there? Yui’s looking forward to it, too!”


      As far as Kai was concerned, this was a sudden, but welcome, development. He was sure the reason he came back to this world was to redo that fateful concert and help Kyousuke start to live again. And so he smiled, glad that Kyousuke had taken a step forward.


      “Nice.” Then, he blanched. “Wait! Get your ass up and have some water already!”


      Kai shook Kyousuke’s shoulders, but the other young man showed no sign of getting up. He just went on talking, slurring his words all the while.


      “Maaan, I wish we could’ve had a drink together! Would’ve been sooo much fun! If only Yui could see you, too, huuuh?”


      Kyousuke carried on this one-sided conversation as he nodded off.


      Kai pulled the bed sheets over Kyousuke’s body.


      “It’s not like I wanted to die, dummy…,” Kai muttered, a tiny peek into the window of his soul.


      Then he lay down on the sofa and shut his eyes.
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      The next morning, Kyousuke was still snoring like a bear. Kai poked his cheek incessantly.


      “Wake up already! What about the concert?”


      The word “concert” appeared to be a trigger, because Kyousuke’s eyes abruptly opened, and his body shot up with rocket speed.


      “The concert!”


      “Geez, you scared me, dude! Don’t move so suddenly!”


      Kyousuke stood up and looked at his phone. It was eight thirty AM.


      “Right! I was going to hold a concert! Yui said she reserved the place for five PM, so I’ve got until then to practice!”


      “Shower first!” Kai said firmly.


      It was only then that Kyousuke remembered he had fallen asleep right after getting home the night before. Strangely enough, he wasn’t hungover—his head felt perfectly clear.


      “Oh, right! Be right back!”


      As he watched Kyousuke scramble to the bathroom, Kai picked up his guitar. “This’ll be my last time playing with you. Phew, there’s a sad thought…”


      Kai existed right now, but he hadn’t come back to life. At some point, he would have to return to wherever he was meant to be.


      “I’m glad I was able to come back for a little while. Thank you.”


      Kai would probably have to leave after the concert was over. That was only natural. His being here was far more unnatural.


      “Would’ve been nice to eat kanitama just one more time…”


      Kai wiped his eyes.


      “Let’s end this on a fun note.”


      He kissed the guitar and put it in its case. His mind was made up—he would hide the sneaking suspicion that he would disappear and savor what was left.


      Kyousuke came stomping back into view, hair dripping and undressed above the waist.


      “I gotta get going to the club and prepare! When are you ready to leave, Kai?”


      “I’m good anytime. I mean, I’ve got nothing to do.”


      “True! Okay, I gotta hurry!” Kyousuke replied, using the towel to dry his hair without much vigor.


      Kai smiled as he watched him. Kyousuke was in too much of a rush to notice the sadness in his eyes.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      The lights of the club flickered different colors in time with Kyousuke’s keyboard. The rehearsal was proceeding smoothly.


      There was only one person in the audience: the woman who owned the club. She was standing, tapping her feet to the rhythm. This was not her first time helping to prepare the stage for Kanitama—she had also done it on the day of Kai’s death. The two young men owed a great deal to her.


      “Your sound is as delicate and pretty as always, Kyousuke.” The manager pulled out her phone and started filming the rehearsal.


      Kyousuke was reflected on her screen. He was slightly to the left of center stage, playing the keyboard. He’d placed the amp and effects unit on the opposite space—along with the stand for Kai’s beloved guitar.


      The setup was identical to the Kanitama performances of old. Recalling the sight of Kai leaning his foot against the speakers at the front of the stage, playing his electric guitar furiously, the manager sniffled slightly.


      “Looking good.” In Kyousuke’s vision, Kai was performing right there, across from him. Nothing to think twice about.


      Rehearsal time was a precious, finite resource for an artist. They fine-tuned as much as they could, over and over in pursuit of their ideal sound. The performance itself pumped them full of adrenaline, making them prone to mistakes. Rehearsals gave them a fighting chance to stay in control.


      “Think that’s good? Now for the real deal,” Kyousuke whispered to Kai.


      Kai nodded and put his guitar down. “Yeah. We’ll lose the rawness if we overdo it.”


      As contradictory as it sounded, rehearsals weren’t meant to be perfect. Some artists liked to polish things up to 95 percent so they could maintain some spontaneity during the actual show—Kai definitely subscribed to that school of thought.


      When the rehearsal ended, Kyousuke climbed off the stage and walked toward the manager. “Thank you so much for all this.”


      “Don’t mention it. I’m so thrilled to see you on the stage again, Kyousuke. After everything with Kai, I thought you’d never come back. I should be thanking you. I’m sure Yui’s looking forward to the show,” she said as she walked to the front of the house.


      Kai hung near, listening to their conversation. Then, with a satisfied smile, he returned to the stage. Kyousuke went up with him and took his position at the keyboard. Kai stood in front of the guitar stand.


      Kyousuke and Kai started to talk—a conversation that only they were privy to.


      “Not long now, Kyou.”


      “Yeah.”


      “I wonder what Kanitama would be like now if I were still alive. Maybe we’d have our CD debut or a concert to ourselves in Budokan.”


      “There wouldn’t have been one empty seat, I bet.”


      “You’re nervous, Kyou. Your hands are shaking.”


      “Can you blame me?! Meanwhile, you look like you’re going to snooze right up until the last second.”


      “As if!”


      The pair exchanged glances and chuckled.


      Kyousuke resumed their talk of what-ifs. “We’ll have our celebrations at Yui’s restaurant!”


      “We can have kanitama with toppings for once!”


      “You could live up to your promise of ordering a hundred deluxe kanitama!”


      “Oooh, nice! How about I gorge myself and go home in a limousine?”


      “Great idea! There were a lot of things we wanted to do, huh?” Kyousuke said earnestly.


      At this, Kai turned somewhat serious. “Hey, Kyou. Just checking, but you brought the present this time, right?”


      “Of course I did! Look.” Kyousuke pulled the present out of his pocket and made a point of showing it to Kai. No longer was it in the state it had been immediately after the accident; the small box had brand-new wrapping around it.


      “Ha-ha-ha, good. We can finally give it to her and get that off our chests.”


      At that exact moment, the two of them sensed someone opening the doors to the venue. They fell silent.


      Kanitama waited on the stage, brimming with nervous energy.


      Bit by bit, the thick, soundproof doors swung open. Kyousuke gulped and gripped the mic. Kai held his guitar and prepared to play.


      The door opened fully, revealing Yui.


      Unlike when she was at work, her hair was curled, and she was in a nice, neat white outfit. The moment Kai spotted her, his expression shifted to one of resolve. After the concert, he would pass on—he had come to terms with that.


      Kyousuke spoke through the mic. “Welcome to Kanitama’s final show.”


      Just then, Kai’s words shot through Kyousuke’s mind, unbidden.


      “The concert’s gotta be the reason I came back!!”


      Wait… Is Kai going to disappear after we finish playing?


      “W-wait a second,” he said. “Sorry…”


      Yui gazed at Kyousuke with concern. Her hands were clasped tightly, as if in prayer.


      Kyousuke lowered the mic and squeezed his eyes shut.


      Crap. How did I not realize when it was staring me in the face? Should I really go through with this?


      Kai sidled over to Kyousuke, brushing gently up against him.


      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere. Let’s just do this thing already.”


      His words restored calm to Kyousuke’s mind. Kyousuke brought the mic near his mouth again. When Kai saw this, he returned to his original position.


      “Sorry about that. All right, thanks for coming out! We were set to debut three years ago—but that didn’t pan out. I wanna sing for you again, just one more time. This one’s for Yui…”


      Kyousuke and Kai declared the song’s title in unison.


      “‘Sakura Traveler.’”


      The song began with Kyousuke’s piano. Its warm sound filled the venue like blooming petals. Then, the fervent, tempestuous cry of the guitar entered the mix, shattering the gentle mood like a clap of thunder. Kyousuke and Kai exchanged blissful expressions.


      Yui could only hear the sound of the piano. Kyousuke was the only person she could see.


      Regardless, Kai was there. His presence was unmistakable, and for the two members of Kanitama, that was more than enough.


      Like a reel, Yui’s mind played back her memories of the pair: the street performance where they first met, Kai stuffing his mouth with the plain kanitama at her family’s Chinese restaurant, Kai declaring his dream for all the world to hear, the sight of him tuning his guitar. So many scenes and faces, as vivid as if it had just happened yesterday.


      “…Kai, there’s something I want you to know. When we first met, I thought you were a weird guy, someone I should keep my distance from. But somewhere along the way, I realized just how much fun it was to spend time with you. You order a bunch of things even though you have no money, you’re kind of a dummy, and you have absolutely no filter. Before I knew it, I fell in love with all of those things about you. I found myself thinking, ‘If I’m with him, every day will be filled with laughter and smiles.’ Yet…I never told you how I felt. Now, I can’t. I never thought you would die. Even though I can’t see you anymore, I still feel like I have to tell you how I feel… I love you, Kai.”


      Yui spoke as she watched the performance—as if she was hoping to find some closure.


      Kanitama’s show went on.


      Kai’s soprano voice harmonized with Kyousuke’s. Their warm vocals conjured the image of simple, happier days. Had the duo remained together, their sound would surely have resonated with the masses.


      “Sakura Traveler” was about sakura going on a journey to see the world before eventually returning home. Yui found herself thinking that, through this song, perhaps Kai would return to this place one more time. And at that moment…


      “Huh? Kai?”


      He appeared in Yui’s eyes all too clearly.


      He was in his familiar denim pants and T-shirt, his foot was on the speaker, and he was singing his heart out as he played the guitar. Even his habit of cocking his shoulders slightly whenever he hit a high note was the same, plain as day. It couldn’t have been anyone else.


      “You really did…come back…”


      Yui’s eyes brimmed with tears. She kept her eyes squarely on the stage, never once looking away.


      The song came to an end under Yui’s watchful gaze. When the last note rang out, Kai looked her right in the eye.


      “Thank you.”


      He couldn’t hear her response.


      But in her heart, Yui said, I’m going to make the most out of my life.


      Kai smiled—then he disappeared.


      It was just for a brief moment, but Yui was able to see Kai. Nobody could deny it. And in that moment, she could not have been happier.


      Kyousuke and Kai had been holding the final note, drawing it out for seconds on end. The boys made eye contact and brought it to a stop in unison. “Sakura Traveler,” their phantom debut song, came to a close. Kyousuke stepped off the stage and walked toward Yui. She wiped the tears from her eyes.


      “Thank you so much for this, Kyou. You know what? I feel like I saw Kai on the stage. He thanked me for something.”


      “Yeah, that sounds about right.”


      “Huh?”


      Kyousuke changed the subject, handing Yui the neatly wrapped present. “Here, this is from Kai and me. Thanks for everything you’ve done for us.”


      “A present…?” Yui cocked her head, perplexed.


      “Here’s the thing… We were planning on giving this to you three years ago, after the concert, but we never got the chance. It’s three years late, but I hope you like it.”


      Yui grinned like Kai. Tears formed in her eyes again. “Thank you. Can I open it now?”


      “Go right ahead,” Kyousuke answered with a smile.


      Yui slowly peeled off the wrapping paper, revealing a golden box. “Is this a music box?”


      Kyousuke scratched his head a little sheepishly as he replied, “Open it.”


      Yui opened the lid, and the chorus of “Sakura Traveler” started playing. The melody traveled through the club.


      Yui clutched the music box tighter in sheer, unguarded delight. “Thank you so much! I’ll treasure this for the rest of my life.”


      “Good. I’m sure Kai would like that, too.”


      “……”


      A short silence followed. Yui broke the impasse, speaking as if she had made up her mind for certain.


      “I’m going to Kai’s grave after this.” She pulled out the neat envelope from her bag and showed it to Kyousuke.


      “All right.”


      The exchange ended, and Kyousuke felt the weight in his heart lift slightly.


      He glanced in Kai’s direction—there was nobody there. Kyousuke was prepared for a parting of ways. He said to Yui, “Do you think…I could come with you?”


      Yui smiled.


      “Sure thing.”


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      The moonlight beamed down upon Kyousuke and Yui. The cries and buzzing of insects rang out across the graveyard. Before them lay Kai Amano’s resting place.


      Neither of them saw Kai after the concert.


      Gratitude from Kyousuke. Yearning from Yui. They both stood in front of Kai’s grave so that they could express those feelings to him at last.


      They crouched down together, not saying any words, just pressing their hands together in prayer.
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      Kyousuke returned home after the visit to Kai’s grave and reached for the keys in his pocket. His expression had both feelings of achievement and mourning.


      “……”


      When he opened the door, he noticed something. The TV in his room was on, playing a show faintly.


      “What? Did I leave the TV on again…?” he muttered to himself as he headed for his room.


      And then…


      “Welcome back, dude.”


      Sitting there was Kai, the guy who had supposedly moved on to the afterlife.


      “Huh? What gives?” Kyousuke asked, utterly confused.


      Kai grinned.


      “I dunno, guess I’m still here!”
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      A crisp breeze came in through the window and swirled around the room. A plate with a watermelon rind sat on the table. Kai lay on the sofa, waving a fan at himself as he gazed vacantly at the TV.


      Kyousuke’s voice came in from the kitchen. “Bring your plate here if you’re done.”


      “Mm-hmm…” Kai gave a languid grunt in response.


      Kyousuke was attempting to conserve water by carefully adjusting the tap flow while washing the dishes. When Kai failed to bring his plate over, Kyousuke grumbled darkly under his breath and stomped into the room.


      Just then…


      “What the heeeck?!” Kai shouted, his eyes glued to the TV.


      “What happened?” Kyousuke asked, startled.


      “That was ‘Sakura Traveler’…”


      “Hm?”


      “It was playing in that ad! It was just for a second, but I swear that was Some Liars singing!” Kai was clearly shaken.


      Kyousuke grimaced sheepishly. “Oh, right… I gave the song to them. I thought it was a shame no one would ever hear it, and Some Liars said they would keep performing it in your honor.”


      Kai was silent for a moment—and then he was back to his usual smile, as if he had accepted everything.


      “Makes sense. I only heard a bit of it, but I could tell that they were giving it the love it deserves. To be honest, I wanted us to sing it…but I guess that’s not happening now that I’m dead.”


      “…I’m sorry. I should’ve thought about it more.”


      “Nah, it’s okay. You can’t play Kanitama’s music without me!” There was a hint of melancholy in Kai’s smile.


      “And vice versa.”


      Kai smiled even when he was upset or depressed. Perhaps it was more accurate to say his smile concealed his feelings. Someone who didn’t know Kai too well found it difficult to read him. However, since he’d been with Kai for so many years, that was no problem for Kyousuke.


      “I wanna go to a Some Liars concert!” Kai said abruptly.


      “Huh?”


      Kyousuke was taken aback. He hadn’t seen Some Liars live after they debuted. He had never even spoken to them since entrusting them with Kanitama’s song.


      “Let’s go! We gotta check if they’re doing our song justice!”


      “……”


      “What? You don’t wanna? C’mon, man, I wanna see how Some Liars has evolved! I hate to admit it, but they’ve got this raw sex appeal that we don’t… We beat them in every other department, though!”


      “You want to see how they’ve evolved…? I guess we could.”


      Kai was puzzled by Kyousuke’s half-hearted response. Before their debut, Some Liars was Kanitama’s one and only rival. Their street performances were equally popular among listeners, and the two groups roused each other to greater heights. Kai assumed that Kyousuke felt the same way he did, and that he would have jumped on the opportunity to see Some Liars.


      “We’ll go together! It’s decided!”


      Kai snatched Kyousuke’s phone and searched for information about Some Liars’ live performances.


      “Oooh! They’ve got a show this week! They’re playing at Nakano Surprise! Wow, those guys sure moved on up in the world!”


      Kai flashed Kyousuke a cheerful grin. They had a venue that could fit around seven thousand people all to themselves. Any musician could admire that kind of gig.


      “Well, they’re a very popular band now,” said Kyousuke nonchalantly. “Do you want Yui to come, too? Will we even be able to get tickets?”


      “We can buy ’em day of. We’ll line up first thing in the morning!”


      “…Figures.”


      In sharp contrast to Kai, Kyousuke hardly seemed excited at all. Kai had no idea why.
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      Around four years ago, amid the fall winds, two separate crowds teemed outside the station. They had two very different focuses of attention: one was a three-piece band, the other, a musical duo.


      The duo was Kanitama, who sang breezy, refreshing songs. Kyousuke had just graduated from high school, while Kai was in his second year.


      The other group was Some Liars, a band that sang exclusively in English. Their pronunciation was as beautiful as a native speaker’s, and each of the three members sported a unique fashion sense. They drew in a lot of young fans.


      Some Liars had once dominated the area outside the station, but Kanitama was picking up momentum, and it now stood on the same level as Some Liars.


      The two groups enjoyed a friendly rivalry. It was an everyday occurrence to see them duking it out with their music on the street.


      “Slow it down, Takeshi,” the percussionist, Makoto, warned the singing lead guitarist in a soft tone so the audience wouldn’t hear. He was keeping the rhythm by striking a wooden box-like instrument known as a cajón.


      “Sorry, I’ll get back on track.” Takeshi instantly adjusted himself to the beat.


      None of the fans noticed the discrepancy. It took a fine ear for rhythm and an outstanding musical sense to perceive such subtle fluctuations.


      “Nobody’s gonna notice something so minor. Live performances don’t have to be pitch-perfect. Don’t kill the spontaneity,” Minoru grumbled under his breath as he let his bass freely control the rhythm.


      The trio was young but already performed at a professional level. They kept their physicality light, not sweating a drop as they captivated their audience with their rich sound.


      “Hello, everyone! We hope you enjoyed the show. We’ll be here again tomorrow. Make sure to swing by!” Takeshi wrapped up the show as all three of them bowed deeply.


      After a great round of applause, several dozen of their fans walked away. The trio kept their heads down until the very last person was gone. To any onlooker, they were like samurai—instead of swords, however, they wielded instruments. Their commitment to politeness was another reason they had garnered so much attention.


      “You guys are so stiff!” Kai laughed as he approached the bowing trio.


      “Hey there, Kai! Are you guys done for the day, too?” Takeshi lifted his head at Kai’s voice.


      “Yeah. Don’t you think we had a bigger crowd today?” There was a distinct bluster in Kai’s tone.


      “What are you talking about? We were obviously more popular!”


      Minoru noticed the two young men glaring at each other. “Dang it, they’re at it again. Stop ’em, bro!” he called out to his older brother, Makoto.


      “Why bother? Kyousuke’ll be here in a second,” said Makoto.


      “Well, true…”


      The brothers chatted as they packed away their instruments. Meanwhile, Kai and Takeshi carried on bickering.


      “Hey, I was listening to you before. There was a moment when your rhythm was off!”


      Some Liars had only been very subtly off-beat. The fact that Kai noticed it was a testament to his own musical sense.


      “What’s the problem with that? Live shows aren’t meant to have the same quality as CDs. You’re meant to enjoy the raw sound!”


      “You haven’t even released a record!”


      “Hey! Kai! Cut it out!” Kyousuke shouted from a distance.


      Makoto and Minoru smiled when they saw Kyousuke hurrying toward them.


      “What’d I tell you?” said Makoto.


      “It’s always the same song and dance. They’re gonna make up after this and go out to eat!”


      As exasperated as the brothers were, there was comfort in having an everyday routine. Kyousuke butted into Kai and Takeshi’s argument as soon as he caught up to them.


      “Come on, Kai! Quit it!” Just like always, Kyousuke grabbed Kai by the back of his neck, putting a stop to the situation. “Sorry about that.”


      Kyousuke pushed Kai’s head down, forcing him into a bow.


      Takeshi burst out laughing at the display. “Ha! All right, got it out of my system. What do you say, boys, should we grab dinner?”


      “Yeah! What are we having?”


      After being at each other’s throats just minutes prior, Kai and Takeshi now launched into an enthusiastic chat about food options. This was common for the two rivals.


      “Excuse me. Are you Some Liars and Kanitama?” an unfamiliar male voice cut in.


      The man was tall and dressed in a neat gray suit. With his blackish-green glasses, he was the very image of an accomplished businessman.


      “We are. We actually just finished up for today. You come by every now and then to watch our shows, don’t you?” Takeshi replied. He vaguely recalled the man, having memorized the faces of his listeners to a certain degree.


      “I do, but that’s not what I’m here for today.” The man in the suit pulled out a business card from his briefcase. “My name is Araki, and I represent Mint Records.”


      Everyone’s hearts pounded faster at those words. Mint Records was one of the three biggest record labels in Japan. Many of its bands and solo acts had a global presence.


      Araki handed copies of his business card to every member of Kanitama and Some Liars.


      “I’ve seen you guys play quite a few times. Both of your groups have great potential.”


      Takeshi’s hand trembled with excitement as he gripped the business card. The look in his eyes changed to become that of a samurai poised to draw his sword at any moment.


      “I’m Takeshi from Some Liars. Consider us warriors who’ll cut through the world, not just Japan.”


      Araki took off his blackish-green glasses and grinned. “Nice. I like that confidence.”


      Flustered by this exchange, Kai rushed to join in. “We! Are gonna give the entire world! A taste of Kanitama!”


      The air froze over. Minoru’s shoulders shook in his effort to repress his laughter as he said, “What are you guys? A food delivery service?”


      Kai turned red to his ears. Tears of embarrassment welled in his eyes. Noticing his predicament, Kyousuke hurried to smooth things over.


      “It’s very nice to meet you. I’m Kyousuke Tsurumaki, of Kanitama. Thank you for reaching out to us. We’re aiming for a major debut, so we’d very much appreciate the opportunity!”


      He bowed his head low. Kai followed a moment later, practically jerking his head down with the momentum. “Pleased to make your acquaintance!”


      Araki stared closely at the two young men before he spoke. “Likewise. Both your groups have big futures ahead. Despite playing different genres of music, you possess a friendly rivalry and top-notch skills. Your story has already begun, and I’m curious to see where it leads. What would you say to coming down to the Mint offices?”


      The five young men shouted for joy. Kai leapt on Kyousuke’s back in glee, while the three members of Some Liars bumped fists.


      “Thank you so much!” Kai said to Araki. “Both our groups are gonna reach the top, don’t you worry!”


      But Araki’s next words caught Kai off guard.


      “…That’s no easy feat. Of course, we’ll do everything to back you up. Our clients collaborate with other artists, too. From a producer’s perspective, I’d love for both your groups to debut on the same day. I think that would make the best of what you’ve accomplished so far. Still, it would be too optimistic to assume that you’ll both reach the peak. Work with us, and you’ll release debut records on the same day, and whichever one of you doesn’t take the top spot will be dropped. Music’s a cutthroat industry. Of course, the decision is yours. What do you say?”


      Araki’s words instantly shattered the bright and optimistic mood.


      He wasn’t wrong. He was violently realistic, which was why no one could argue. Everyone bit their lips, clenched their fists, and gritted their teeth, the anguish plain across their faces.


      However, not a one of them lost the spark in their eyes. Araki nodded in satisfaction before asking the closest person a question.


      “Kai. What do you think is the most important thing to become a hit artist?”


      After a bit of thought, Kai blurted out the answer that came to mind. “Songs and performing skills!”


      “No. Can you be the best in Japan? Can you tour the country? Your songs and performances are important, of course, but just having that won’t make you sell. What do you think is important, Takeshi?”


      “Polish,” Takeshi answered with what his own group placed importance on.


      But Araki shook his head at that as well. “No. No matter how polished your songs are, it won’t directly generate sales, although I suppose you’ll gain a solid reputation among music lovers.”


      Then, the exec voiced his theory.


      “You need three things to become a hit: a minimum amount of technique, a story, and charisma. It’s good to have technique, but as long as your music clears the bar, nobody expects more.”


      “What? No way…” Kai’s face twisted into a far-too-blatant scowl.


      Araki went on, cool as could be. “That’s a big thing with idols. Leave room for growth, and your fanbase will wanna support you. Then, a story. In those western audition shows, they make a big deal about the aspiring artists’ backgrounds. That’s to get the audience emotionally invested. And finally, most importantly, charisma. It’s hard to explain, but think of it like umami in cooking. It’s not a straightforward taste like sweet or sour. You get that umami, and you’ve got a hit. There are other things you need, but that’s the baseline.”


      Araki had taken a sledgehammer straight to everything the five young men believed. They fell silent.


      Kyousuke’s eyes fell inertly to the ground. Only Kai had it in him to bite back at Araki.


      “You might be right, but if there was some guaranteed formula for success, everyone would be a hit! There’s no surefire way! That’s just a shortcut. Even if we take the long way around, we’ll become hits by staying true to ourselves!”


      Araki had delivered his entire lecture with a straight face and absolutely no inflection in his voice. When he heard Kai’s argument, he abruptly burst out laughing.


      For some reason, Kai started laughing along with him. Everyone else exchanged glances and cocked their heads at this bizarre sight.


      Feeling slightly weirded out, Kyousuke spoke to Kai. “Why are you laughing…?”


      Kai was still wheezing as he replied, “I was so confused about why Mr. Araki started laughing, it looped back around to being hilarious!”


      “I mean, sure, but this isn’t exactly the time for jokes,” Kyousuke said in exasperation.


      “So this guy’s the type to laugh when he gets scolded…,” Minoru muttered from the sidelines.


      Araki calmed down eventually. When he spoke next, his tone was bright—a complete 180 from before. “Kai! You’re exactly right! There’s no guarantees. There are a million different ways to go about it. I was just giving one example. What I really think is important is tapping into the mood of the times. I’m sorry for saying such antagonistic things earlier. I spoke to you because I believe that you have what it takes to be stars in this day and age,” he continued. “Kanitama and Some Liars… Your street performances made a fan out of me. Please contact us if you’re interested in our offer. I’ve taken enough of your time for now. Goodbye!”


      Araki bowed and left. His back retreated into the distance. Not one of the five musicians spoke as they watched him go.


      “I’m gonna do it. What do you guys think?”


      Takeshi was the first to speak. He looked back at the other two members of his band, peering at their faces.


      Minoru’s eyes—or what was visible of them through his long bangs—gleamed sharply. “Did you need to ask? Of course I’m in.”


      “Same here,” Makoto answered, the corners of his lips rising.


      Upon witnessing this display of Some Liars’ resolve, Kyousuke turned to Kai. At that moment, Kai broke out into a run, galloping off like a horse.


      “Hey, Kai!”


      Kyousuke sprinted off, too, trying to catch up.


      Kai ran after Araki, shouting at the top of his lungs. “Make us debut! We’ll show you something you haven’t seen before!”


      Caught up in Kai’s fervor, Kyousuke started shouting, too, paying no heed to the people around him. “Please give Kanitama a chance!”


      When they saw what the pair was up to, the three members of Some Liars started running after Araki as well.


      “Trust us! Some Liars’re gonna be the most popular in the world!” Takeshi declared louder than anyone else. “Even a Grammy’s not beyond our reach!”


      As Araki looked back over his shoulder at his five pursuers, a smile came to his lips. “Ah, youth,” he said quietly to himself. “Nothing beats it.”


      He shouted back at the young men, his voice just as impassioned as theirs, “I’ll make you into the world’s greatest artists! Come with me!”


      And so the two groups got their big break.
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      A blue, cloudless sky. Swarms of people gathered around a pearly white circular building. Young women showed off their dedication with Some Liars badges plastered over their bags. A group of twenty-somethings wiped their sweat with Some Liars towels. The elderly attendees fanned themselves, young families trotted happily toward the venue, and couples held hands. The majority of attendees were female.


      Some Liars, the massively popular band, would be performing tonight. Everyone present basked in the stir of anticipation.


      When Kyousuke arrived at the ticket window, he called out to the staff, “Excuse me, one same-day ticket, please.”


      “Thank you for coming. We happened to make some space for seats after moving the equipment out of the way this morning,” the staff member said with a pleasant smile.


      Kyousuke bowed and took the ticket. “Thank you very much.”


      “Hey? What about my ticket?!” a smiling Kai said next to Kyousuke, but Kyousuke ignored him, seeing as he was a ghost and all.


      “Enjoy the show!”


      The staff member was all smiles during the entire interaction. Kyousuke and Kai smiled back and headed for the venue’s entrance.


      “Those guys got super big! But hey, if we were alive, Kanitama would be doing a nationwide tour around now!”


      “Maybe. Oh, there’s the entrance,” Kyousuke whispered to Kai, conscious of the eyes around him. He pointed at a large, colorful billboard with the words SOME LIARS TOUR [image: image] FUNTASY [image: image] written on it.


      Kai cocked his head, puzzled. “Fun-tasy? Did they always have that vibe?”


      “……”


      Kyousuke did not respond.


      When he walked into the air-conditioned venue, it was crammed with people in Some Liars T-shirts holding penlights, making it difficult to navigate. Kyousuke took care not to go against the flow of the crowd.


      After much ado, he found his way to the seat written on his ticket. They were at the back of the second floor, giving them a view of the entire stage. It was currently obscured with what appeared to be a white curtain.


      “I bet it’s gonna start with that curtain coming down!” Kai predicted.


      “…Mm, yeah. That’s how the pros do it,” Kyousuke responded with a subdued murmur.


      The lights in the venue dimmed, leaving only the stark illumination of the penlights. A cheer rose up from the audience. A sense of heightened anticipation immediately surged across the venue.


      “Oooh! It’s starting!”


      “……”


      Kai seemed to be caught up in the mood, too. Kyousuke sat in silence next to him.


      Just as Kai had predicted, the white curtain covering the stage tumbled down, signaling the start of Some Liars’ performance. The lights turned red and yellow, bathing the stage in bright, warm colors.


      “Make some noise!”


      At Takeshi’s stirring shout, the audience’s excitement reached a fever pitch. The whole space quivered as if an earthquake ran through it.


      The first number was “Sakura Traveler.” Though the song came from Kanitama, it had been adapted to suit Some Liars’ sound. Takeshi beamed at the audience, never failing to show them what they wanted to see.


      “They’re so awesome!” Kai said giddily to Kyousuke. “It’s so cool hearing their take on our song!”


      “This one’s all well and good, but…,” Kyousuke said as he kept his eyes on Some Liars’ performance.


      Some Liars and the audience were both heating up. Takeshi was on the vocals and guitar, Makoto was on drums, and Minoru was on bass. They’d all grown as musicians since Kai’s passing.


      The first song ended after the hype had stabilized. Takeshi began talking to the audience.


      “Hey, everyone, thanks for coming out. It’s a scorcher outside, yeah?”


      The audience cheered in response.


      “You guys get it. You know what I think, though? This place is gonna heat up like crazy. You and me, let’s make this the hottest place on the planet!”


      Makoto banged the drums at Takeshi’s words.


      “All right! Here’s our next song!”


      Makoto hit the hi-hat, starting the countdown. Penlights glimmered in the audience.


      The second number was a pop song with an upbeat rhythm, a far cry from the American-style rock Kai associated with the band. The venue was soon buried in a bright, peppy beat.


      This was what they had become.


      Kai reacted as soon as the song began. “Are these guys for real? We used this chord progression all the time.”


      “……”


      Kyousuke looked down at his feet, not saying a word.


      “Hold on, this can’t be for real! They’re like shallow copies of us! Did you know about this, Kyou?” Kai hounded Kyousuke. “Why didn’t you say anything?”


      Kyousuke grimaced as he responded, “I’m just grateful to them for adopting Kanitama’s song… I might have opinions, but I figured I wasn’t in a position to say anything after I quit.”


      Kai’s face contorted with anger. “What the hell?! I won’t stand for this! Their old music used to be so cool! What’s the point in even doing music if you’re stifling yourself?! Have they given up on their dream of taking on the world?!”


      “……”


      Heedless of their feelings on the matter, the show went on.
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      The main show ended—only the encore was left. Responding to the audience’s cheers, the members of Some Liars came back to the stage for one final song. Makoto and Minoru were blank-faced as they set up. Only Takeshi was all smiles as he waved at the fans.


      “Thank you! It’s thrilling to see your smiling faces out here. This’ll be our last song, so shout it at the top of your lungs!”


      Behind Takeshi, Makoto and Minoru made eye contact. They weren’t acting like their usual selves—their hands were shaking. Minoru approached Makoto and said quietly, “Bro, I’m counting on you.”


      “……”


      Takeshi continued talking to the audience, oblivious to the conversation happening behind him. Then, he gave the signal to start.


      “Here we go! Take it away, Makoto!”


      The fans waited in silent anticipation, not knowing what song would play.


      Minoru looked down, ready to start playing, and Makoto hit the drumsticks together, counting them in.


      “One, two, three, four.”


      The tempo was slower, creating a very different feeling from the rest of the concert. The deep sound of Minoru’s bass rang out in time with the beat.


      From their position in the audience, the two members of Kanitama exchanged looks.


      “Kyou! They did this bassline back in their busking days, right?”


      Kyousuke was surprised. This song was called “Perfect.” Some Liars used to play it all the time when they squared off against Kanitama before their debut.


      “You’re right…”


      The smile came back to Kai’s scowling lips. “I can tell it from a mile away! The calm melody makes an awesome combo with the passion in Takeshi’s voice!”


      On stage, though, Takeshi’s demeanor contrasted Kai’s entirely. Takeshi turned to Minoru, obviously furious. “What do you think you’re doing?! We’re not playing this one.”


      Minoru ignored Takeshi and went on playing.


      “Hey, cut it out! The fans don’t want this!”


      Minoru glared sharply at Takeshi and stopped. “Says who? I like this song. We’re not allowed to perform songs we like?”


      Takeshi and Minoru glowered at each other. Makoto stopped playing and stood up from the drum kit as if he was about to run over to them.


      Takeshi raised his fist in the air.


      “Takeshi! Stop!” Makoto shouted.


      But he didn’t. He threw a punch, connecting right with Minoru’s left cheek. The bassist collapsed to the floor, causing gasps to resound across the audience.


      “What’s going on?”


      “Is this part of the performance?”


      “This looks dicey.”


      “Did Takeshi just punch him?”


      The audience was full of reactions. Hearing their voices, Takeshi seemed to realize what was going on, because he tried to smooth things over with the fans.


      “Sorry, everyone!” he said with a sheepish smile. “Things went off track a bit and I lost my cool. Now let’s get back to our last song…”


      Makoto helped Minoru get back to his feet, then approached Takeshi and said calmly, “I think that’s enough for today. We can’t perform. Consider the encore canceled.”


      Takeshi gazed intently into Makoto’s eyes, gripping the mic tightly. There was a pregnant pause, then he turned back to the fans and bowed deeply.


      “I’m so sorry. It looks like I can’t give you a satisfying performance right now. We’ll be canceling today’s encore.”


      Makoto and Minoru bowed as well. The buzzing audience went quiet, filling the area with an uncomfortably long silence.


      Kyousuke and Kai exchanged looks.


      “Kyou, let’s go.”


      “Right.”


      The two got out of their seats and hurried to the dressing room behind the venue.


      On the stage, the band slowly lifted their heads and departed. Their fans watched them worriedly. Some were in tears.
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      Kyousuke and Kai stood outside the dressing room, panting and sweating. Kai carelessly wiped the sweat off his cheek with the sleeve of his T-shirt. Kyousuke neatly dabbed his forehead with his handkerchief. Judging by the fact that there weren’t any fans around waiting for the stars to show up, the venue was likely still in chaos.


      “They’ll probably come out from here, right?” said Kai.


      “Yeah. We came here spur of the moment, but what are you going to say to them?”


      Kai froze up at Kyousuke’s calm question. “I wasn’t thinking that far ahead…”


      “Some Liars can’t see you… I wonder what I should say.”


      “I—I guess… ‘How are you doing?’ Or something?”


      “Yeah, that’s totally not an awkward thing to say right after watching them have a meltdown!”


      As the pair racked their brains about what to do, the dressing room door opened.


      When they saw Takeshi emerge in his black boots and skinny denim jeans, a spike of tension shot through Kyousuke and Kai.


      “T-Takeshi!” Kyousuke called out abruptly.


      When Takeshi spotted Kyousuke, surprise registered on his face. “Wh-what are you doing here…?”


      Takeshi looked down uncomfortably once he was certain that it was Kyousuke. Then, he ran—as if he was trying to run away.


      “Hey, wait! Takeshi!” Kyousuke shouted in an attempt to stop him.


      But Takeshi didn’t stop. He merely hurried into the car that was waiting to pick him up.


      “Is he okay…?” Kai muttered, evidently worried for Takeshi.


      The next moment, the dressing room door opened again, this time revealing Makoto and Minoru.


      “Huh? Is that you, Kyousuke?” Minoru called out, noticing Kyousuke’s presence immediately.


      “Yeah, hey. It’s…been a while, huh?”


      Multiple years of absence hovered between them. Things would never be exactly like they were in the past. As if to cut through the awkward, stifling atmosphere, Makoto bowed profusely in Kyousuke’s direction.


      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”


      The sudden apology confused Kyousuke. Kai stayed silent, watching the scene play out.


      “Whoa, calm down,” Kyousuke mustered finally. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”


      Makoto slowly lifted his head, though he still wouldn’t meet Kyousuke’s eyes.


      Minoru continued the apology in Makoto’s place. “We’ve turned into a phony Kanitama. I wouldn’t blame you if you gave us a thrashing. But our hands were tied. I’m so sorry.”


      “It’s okay, I get it. Not like I can really complain after quitting music. I’m not mad. I’m just grateful you’ve been performing our song. And I wanted to talk today.”


      Makoto finally met Kyousuke’s gaze. “Thanks,” he said sheepishly.


      Minoru glanced behind Kyousuke, evidently conscious of where they were. “Can we go somewhere else for now?” he said uncomfortably.


      When Kyousuke turned around, he noticed that dozens of fans had shown up out of the woodwork to greet Some Liars. Kyousuke felt their piercing gazes.


      “Sorry! I didn’t notice!” Kyousuke answered in a panic, and the four of them took off.
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      The group moved to a yakiniku restaurant, where they sat facing each other in a half-sized tatami mat booth.


      All ten seats or so that were visible from the entrance were occupied, suggesting that the restaurant was at capacity. Although the interior was clean, one could feel the restaurant’s fifty-year vintage from its yellowing walls and ceiling.


      The booth with Kyousuke and the others was located farther inside, past the tables at the entrance.


      “It’s been ages since I last had yakiniku,” Kyousuke said blithely, sitting on a cushion.


      Makoto smiled. “We always come here after we finish a show. We had a reservation for three today—your timing couldn’t have been better.”


      “Make it four, since I’m here, too!” Kai piped up cheerfully, sitting cross-legged next to Kyousuke.


      Kyousuke couldn’t exactly talk to him, so he ignored him and faced Makoto and Minoru instead.


      “Do you drink?” Makoto asked as he looked at the menu.


      “A little, yes.”


      “Good to know. Can I go with our usual?”


      “Sure. I trust your judgment.”


      Makoto called over the waiter and started ordering. From the way he handled it, he was clearly a regular. “Two beers and… Hey, what’ll you have, Minoru?”


      “Apple juice. You order the rest,” Minoru said simply. Apparently, it was Makoto’s role to handle food orders.


      “All right. We’ll have a platter of kimchi and two servings of salty beef tongue, belly meat, and liver.”


      The waiter took the order and headed for the kitchen. Once they were gone, Kyousuke turned to question Makoto and Minoru. “Is Takeshi all right?”


      Makoto grimaced. “To be fair, we were the ones in the wrong. We started playing a song that wasn’t in the program without telling him.”


      Minoru piped up, looking disgruntled. “Our music is so boring now.”


      “Really? It looked like you were having fun at the concert.”


      As far as Kyousuke could see as an audience member, the trio seemed like they were enjoying themselves up until the encore.


      Minoru gazed at the lit iron grill in the middle of the table. “I like performing, yes,” he mumbled. “But not our current songs.”


      Kyousuke cast him a worried look. “Why’s that?”


      “Here we are! Two beers and an apple juice! And your kimchi and beef tongue.” The waiter brought over their order with a smile.


      Kai instinctively stood up and barked, “Bad timing, much?!”


      Kyousuke shot a glance at Kai before returning to the conversation. Makoto picked up his mug and pointed it in Kyousuke’s direction. “Cheers to our reunion!”


      “Cheers!”


      Kyousuke tapped Makoto’s mug lightly with his own. Minoru joined in with his apple juice while Kai added his fist to the mix.


      Everyone took a swig of their drinks. Makoto sighed and resumed the conversation.


      “Never thought this day would come. When I heard through the grapevine that you quit music, I figured we’d never have the chance to talk like this again. Thanks for coming today, Kyousuke.”


      Makoto had always been the kind of person who said “thank you” and “sorry” whenever it was appropriate. It was why people were so fond of him.


      “No problem,” said Kyousuke. “So what were you saying about your current music?”


      Minoru put his apple juice on the table. “You could tell from watching our concert, right? They’re not ours. I wanna play stuff with more foreign influence,” he explained. “You know, like what we did before we debuted—all-English lyrics and compositions with foreign inspirations.”


      Kyousuke felt awful about entrusting Kanitama’s song to Some Liars. Makoto must have read Kyousuke’s mind from his expression because he hastened to add, “We’re happy to perform Kanitama’s song. Really, it’s an honor as your friend. But it really changed Takeshi.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Kyousuke looked at Makoto.


      There was a slightly forlorn look on Makoto’s face as he continued. “As shameful as it is to admit, of all the songs we released, our cover of ‘Sakura Traveler’ was our biggest hit. Not anything we made, but the cover of a song Kanitama gave us… I mean, I guess it only makes sense. Kanitama is the epitome of J-pop.”


      Kyousuke nodded. “Very different from Some Liars, yeah.”


      “We were in shock. We thought that our music would have a place in Japan, too, but no. So we changed our style. Takeshi said we should make music with mass appeal… We started making catchy songs like what you guys used to play. Sure enough, they sold way, way better. Then we had a discussion about switching our vibe completely, and here we are.”


      Minoru made a sour face as he added, “I’m glad we have fans, but it kills me on the inside that we’re not doing our own music. Takeshi’s idea of success is just different from ours. Obviously, we’re grateful to him for getting us this far, but I feel like we’re just a soulless copy of you guys.”


      Kyousuke sipped on his beer and pondered. Then, out of the blue, Kai sprang to his feet.


      “Gimme a sec! I’m gonna punch that jerk!”


      “Argh! Hey!” Kyousuke shouted as Kai abruptly sprinted out of the restaurant.


      “Kyousuke?” Makoto and Minoru looked startled at Kyousuke’s out-of-nowhere exclamation.


      “Sorry, ignore me…” Kyousuke gulped his beer to conceal the awkwardness and forced the conversation back on track. “So basically, you’re conflicted about the identity of your music?”


      Minoru briefly cocked his head in puzzlement at Kyousuke’s attitude, but then he sighed. “It’s not that simple. Takeshi is haunted by Kanitama. We were just trying to wake him up.”


      “Haunted…?” Kyousuke responded with a stiff smile.


      Makoto’s expression was dead serious. “That’s how incredible you guys were,” he said. “Ever since you stopped playing, Takeshi has been chasing your shadow. We hoped that playing one of our old songs for the encore today would bring Takeshi back to his senses, but it didn’t work. I don’t think Takeshi’s wrong, but he’s not right, either.”


      Kyousuke listened to Makoto and Minoru in silence, keenly aware that he and Kai were the cause of their old friends’ suffering. It was a heavy weight to bear.


      “Anyway, let’s eat.”


      Minoru picked up the tongs on the table and started grilling. Kyousuke did nothing for a while after that. He just watched the meat cook.
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      On the top floor of an inner-city apartment building, Tokyo’s nightscape glittered through tall windows. The floor was made of white marble. At the center of the spacious dwelling stood an enormously luxurious dining table and sofa surrounded by an upright piano, roughly ten electric guitars, and a single acoustic guitar. A screen on the wall played footage of a Some Liars concert. Several dozen pages of sheet music were crumpled up and scattered on the floor.


      The lights were off, shrouding the apartment in darkness. Only the projector screen stood out clearly. The apartment was silent save for the shower in the bathroom, far from the large windows revealing the bustling city.


      “They just don’t understand…,” Takeshi muttered as the water poured down his head. Not even at its highest pressure was the shower capable of washing away his gloom. “Damn it.”


      Takeshi furiously stopped the shower and left the bathroom. Carelessly, he wiped his head with a white towel and slipped into a black bathrobe.


      “Ugh…”


      He sighed and walked toward the enormous island kitchen. There were no cooking utensils to be found, just a sink and gas stove that were practically brand new. What the kitchen did have plenty of were whiskeys and wine. There were also a considerable number of empty beer cans.


      Takeshi opened the fridge, which contained only more beer and energy drinks.


      “……”


      Without a word, he reached into the fridge, grabbed a beer, and opened the can to down it all in one go. Then, after pulling out another fresh one, he walked toward the neat array of guitars and picked up his Fender Telecaster, his beloved guitar since before he debuted.


      “…I wanted to do that song, too.”


      Takeshi started playing “Perfect,” the song Makoto and Minoru had sprung on him at the encore. Even without plugging his electric guitar into the amp, its sound and his humming rang out loud and clear across the approximately fifty square-meter room.


      “Takeshi! Are you here?! I dunno where you live, so I’ve been poking my head into every Tokyo apartment!” shouted Kai as he strode inside.


      His voice didn’t reach Takeshi. Takeshi went on humming his song as he drank his beer.


      “There you are…” Kai glared at Takeshi as he fought to catch his breath. “You jerk! You’ve been killing Some Liars—huh?”


      Kai instantly recognized the song Takeshi was playing. The words died in his throat. He looked around the room and saw the crumpled sheet music on the floor.


      “…What’s this?”


      Kai reached out for the pages and scanned the contents.


      “What the heck? You haven’t changed one bit…”


      Kai’s gaze turned from the sheet music to Takeshi.


      Takeshi looked as if he was fighting back tears.
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      The sun was high in the sky, bearing down on Kyousuke and Kai. A convenience store bag hung from Kyousuke’s hand, filled with breakfast for two in the form of sweet pastries and yogurt.


      It was the day after the Some Liars concert. The two young men were on their way back from the convenience store.


      “Think I’ll nap again when we get back.” Kyousuke yawned as he checked the time on his phone. The screen said it was twelve noon.


      “You’ve slept more than enough, dude. Also, why are we having breakfast at noon?”


      “First meal after you wake up is always breakfast. Besides, I was out late last night drinking with Makoto and Minoru, so it was ages before I got to sleep…”


      “I’m A-OK without sleep! Best part of being dead!”


      “I told you to quit it with the dark humor.”


      Just as Kyousuke dug his hand into his pocket to fish out his apartment key, he heard a voice in front of him.


      “Talking to yourself?”


      Kyousuke looked up to find Takeshi sitting there, wearing skinny jeans and a white T-shirt over his slender body.


      “What the—? Takeshi?”


      Takeshi scratched his head uncomfortably. “Hey, um, sorry about yesterday.”


      Kai avoided looking at Takeshi. Kyousuke took notice of this as he opened the door to his apartment.


      “You’re gonna draw attention to yourself if you hang around out here. Might as well come in.”


      “Thanks. Sorry.”


      Kyousuke went into the room first and ushered Takeshi inside. Kai trailed after them.


      “I used to come by here all the time, huh?” Takeshi said fondly.


      Kanitama and Some Liars once got along so well that they had partied at Kyousuke’s house after their street performances on multiple occasions.


      Kyousuke led Takeshi through the apartment and let him have the sofa. Takeshi peered around the room. When he noticed Kai’s guitar, he asked Kyousuke, “Is that Kai’s?”


      Kyousuke was a little flustered as he responded, “Yeah. I borrowed it from Jin.”


      Takeshi scrutinized Kai’s guitar closely. “Has someone been playing it a lot?”


      Kyousuke couldn’t exactly say that Kai was the one playing it, so he settled for an evasive reply. “Kind of, I guess. Why do you ask?”


      “Just a hunch.”


      Guitarists could tell the difference between a guitar that saw a lot of use and one that didn’t. Kyousuke quickly changed the subject. “What brings you here?”


      “Sorry.”


      Takeshi placed his hands on his knees and bowed his head.


      Another sudden apology. Kyousuke had an idea of what this was about. He was sorry for jacking Kanitama’s style.


      “I already told the other two, I don’t care. I quit music, so don’t worry about me… But are you okay with how things are, Takeshi?”


      Takeshi bit his bottom lip. “I am,” he answered, sounding a bit vexed. “The fans want you and Kai. I think…it’s right to give the fans what they want.”


      Kai, who had been silent until that moment, opened his mouth.


      “He’s lying.”


      “Huh?” Kyousuke reacted in spite of himself.


      Takeshi was puzzled by this. “Kyousuke?”


      “Oh, nothing!” Kyousuke smiled sheepishly as he moved the conversation back on track. “I was chatting with Makoto and Minoru yesterday, and they were saying they’d rather stick with the American-inspired music you guys did before. I get the impression you might see things differently, but what do you say? Why not give it a sho—?”


      Takeshi scratched his head with his right hand as if he was repressing something.


      “Takeshi, are you okay?”


      “…I started playing music ’cause I dreamed of becoming a star. I even aped Kanitama’s style just to make that happen,” Takeshi declared. “But I can’t do it anymore.”


      “Huh?”


      Kyousuke couldn’t wrap his head around what he was hearing.


      “……”


      Takeshi looked down in brief silence.


      “I can’t make J-pop songs like Kanitama’s anymore… But I have to make songs. That’s why…I need your help to make them.”


      Takeshi lowered his head, throwing every last scrap of pride away. Kyousuke understood the pressure he was under painfully well.


      “Please!” Takeshi insisted, as Kyousuke trembled before him. “Nothing’s working anymore. I changed my musical approach to be popular. I even changed the way I perform to get the audience more engaged, just like Kanitama! That’s the version of Some Liars fans are waiting for! I want to meet their expectations! So please, help me!”


      Kyousuke gave a sympathetic look. He lowered his eyes.


      “Thank you for singing our debut song. We couldn’t sing it, but here you are, keeping it alive for us this whole time,” he answered. “We made you shoulder such a heavy burden… Of course I’ll help you.”


      Kai could tell that this was not entirely what Kyousuke thought. “You’re lying, too, Kyou,” he whispered into Kyousuke’s ear. “You’ve got to be honest with the guy.”


      Kai’s words made Kyousuke realize he was getting swept away by his compassion. All that would do is prolong the problem. If he didn’t speak his mind, Some Liars would rot from the inside out.


      “Thanks, Kai,” Kyousuke muttered softly, before locking eyes squarely with the man before him. “Takeshi,” he declared. “I have a condition.”


      “What is it?” Takeshi asked back, evidently not expecting that from Kyousuke.


      Kyousuke let out a breath. He exchanged a single glance with Kai.


      “I want you to play a song with me.”


      Takeshi looked perplexed. “Sure, but do you mean right this second?”


      “No—tonight! I want everyone from Liars to play with us!”


      “‘Us’?”


      “Er, I mean, with me!”


      “I see.” Takeshi paused. “All right.”


      Takeshi had no idea what this would accomplish. But he was willing to go through with it so Some Liars could live on.


      Kyousuke smiled. “I’ll tell Makoto and Minoru!”


      “All right, see you tonight, then. Get ready.”


      With that, Takeshi left. His entire way out the door, his uncertainty was plain.


      Once he was sure Takeshi was gone, Kyousuke expressed his gratitude to Kai again.


      “I’m glad you came to your senses.” Kai hesitated before adding, “I couldn’t bring myself to mention this to you before, but last night, I went to Takeshi’s place to knock some sense into him, but I couldn’t bring myself to go through with it.”


      “What stopped you?”


      “He’s still got the soul of a warrior. There was a whole bunch of sheet music in his room. They were some really kick-ass songs. I think, deep down, he wants to make the same kind of music he used to. I racked my brain for a way to help him, but I couldn’t think of anything. When you suggested playing a song with Takeshi and the others, I realized that you’ve got it all thought out. I gotta hand it to you, Kyou!”


      Kai cracked a grin.


      Kyousuke looked down at his feet, feeling slightly bashful. “You were thinking the same thing I was, weren’t you?”


      “You’ve changed, Kyou! You’re so freaking cool now!” Kai patted Kyousuke on the shoulder.


      At that moment, something clicked in the back of Kyousuke’s mind. “Hey, do you remember what those songs you saw at Takeshi’s were like?”


      “’Course I do! I’ll write ’em out real quick! You go and get in touch with Makoto and Minoru.”


      Kai slapped some sheet music on the table and started arranging the song from memory.


      Meanwhile, Kyousuke called Makoto and explained the situation. Apparently, neither he nor Minoru had any plans for the evening, which allowed Kyousuke to plan a performance without much issue.


      Time passed, and night fell.
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      The studio was quite clean. Evidently, it was kept in good shape. It had slick wooden floors and soundproof walls along with a white drum set, a piano, and five large amps. A stand—complete with a black-corded mic—stood in the middle of the approximately thirty-three-square-meter room.


      Kyousuke, Kai, Makoto, and Minoru were already there, each on standby with their instruments.


      “Once Takeshi gets here, we’ll have everyone,” said Makoto as his eyes swept the studio.


      Kyousuke handed the sheet music to Makoto and Minoru. It was the song Takeshi had written, as arranged by Kai.


      “I want to do this song. I wanted you guys to have a look at it beforehand, so I told Takeshi to come half an hour later.”


      Makoto and Minoru peered at the sheet music. Minoru immediately had questions. “What’s this?” he asked Kyousuke. “It’s like our old stuff…”


      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” Kyousuke’s eyes flitted this way and that.


      Minoru was about to press him further when the studio doors opened.


      “……”


      Takeshi was early. He walked in, guitar slung over his back, not saying a word. He carried the baggage from yesterday’s incident with him, making for an uncomfortable atmosphere.


      Minoru looked down, unable to look directly at Takeshi. Out of a lack of anything better to do, he restlessly plucked the strings of his bass.


      Makoto stood in front of Takeshi and apologized. “Sorry about yesterday. Now you, Minoru.”


      Anyone could tell Makoto was the band’s emotional pillar. Without him, Some Liars may well have broken up a long time ago.


      “…I was out of line. Sorry,” Minoru said quietly, head still hung.


      “Your turn, Takeshi.” Makoto nudged the singer.


      Takeshi scratched his head as he apologized. “I shouldn’t’ve gotten physical… But I want Some Liars’ music to stay on its current path. That hasn’t changed.”


      Minoru scowled. He strode right up to Takeshi, his temper flaring.


      “No, I’m sick of it! I want to do Some Liars’ music! Are you that passionate about ripping off Kanitama? That’s lame, and you know it! I don’t want to limit ourselves to Japan! Our music should reach the whole world!”


      Takeshi clicked his tongue loudly in irritation. Tension in the studio spiked.


      “Don’t be such a baby!” Takeshi shouted. “You don’t know what I’ve been putting myself through for this band! We’re popular! We’ve gotten to where we are because we’ve given the fans what they want! Oh, hey, I wonder what our most famous song is… Oh, right, our Kanitama cover! The songs we believed in never came close! We should do what sells!”


      “You think that’s the Liars way?! You’re willing to throw away your pride to sell a few records? That’s dumb as hell!” roared Minoru, tears of frustration in his eyes.


      The argument escalated, and nobody could stop it.


      “Have some common sense! Not everything’s about ego! What was our dream again? Remember what you said—you wanted our music to reach the world! If we can’t conquer Japan, how the hell can we reach the rest of the world?!”


      “And how are you going to do that without any originality? I don’t want to keep making music with a shameless sellout!”


      Takeshi grimaced. “Are you running away? The real world doesn’t bend to your fantasies! Wake up and face reality!”


      “I know all that; I don’t need the damn lecture! But I still have my ideals! Argh! I’ve had it. I quit! My dream’s not coming true with this phony-ass band.”


      Kyousuke gritted his teeth as he watched this war of words. He looked down at the floor. Then words started trickling out of his mouth, unbidden.


      “I’ve had it with this crap…”


      Everyone’s eyes turned to him. “Huh?”


      Unable to hold himself back any longer, Kyousuke roared in anger. “As long as you’re alive, that’s all that matters! I wanted to debut, too! I dreamed of standing on the big stage with Kai and arguing about the music we make. But we weren’t so lucky! You guys are all alive! You can sing, beat a drum, play the bass. It doesn’t matter whether you rip off our music or stick to your own guns. What really matters is that Some Liars is around at all—that you guys can smile together! Stop scapegoating your fans by saying they only want a certain kind of music! Y’know what they really want to see? Some Liars put their all into chasing their dream, that’s what! If you didn’t put your heart and soul into your songwriting and performances, nobody would support you!”


      Nobody had ever seen Kyousuke so impassioned. Silence filled the studio. Even Kyousuke himself was surprised at how fired up he had become.


      “……”


      The silence continued, and Kyousuke opened his mouth once more.


      “…Kai is here.”


      Kai had been staring down, hapless to affect anything in his ghost form, but now his eyes shot to Kyousuke. “Kyou?”


      “It’s fine. I’m gonna tell them everything…”


      As far as Takeshi could see, Kyousuke was talking to empty space. “Kyousuke, you good?” he said, concerned.


      “Not sure. That doesn’t matter, though—Kai is here. He’s definitely here. Kai’s the reason I invited you guys here to play with me.”


      The trio was taken aback. They probably didn’t believe it. But Kyousuke had a trick up his sleeve to prove Kai’s presence.


      “Look at this sheet music…” Kyousuke showed Takeshi the sheet music Kai had penned. Takeshi had yet to see it. “You wrote this, didn’t you, Takeshi?”


      Takeshi took the sheet music and then froze, utterly speechless. Right there, plain on the page, was the song he thought he had scrapped.


      “How did you get this…?”


      “Last night, Kai went to your house. He transcribed the sheet music he saw there. Deep down, you feel the same way as Minoru, don’t you, Takeshi?”


      Takeshi’s legs seemed to collapse beneath him. He slid to the floor and hugged his knees, looking down.


      Minoru piped up. “Did you write this, Takeshi?”


      After a pause, Takeshi spoke, his voice trembling.


      “Yeah. I know that what we want to do clashes with what’s expected of us. What people want Some Liars to be these days is what Kanitama should have been. It took me too long to realize that’s what happened to society’s idea of Some Liars. That doesn’t change the fact that Kai’s gone, and because he can’t make his own dream come true, we chose to carry it in his stead. That’s what made me lose sight of myself. Kyousuke, it was the same for you, right? When you lost your dream, you lost your drive. You’re…a victim. Same as me, same as Makoto, same as Minoru. We’re all haunted by Kanitama. The only way I can carry on is by lying to myself. If I can’t do that, then breaking up the band is the only other option I have.”


      Kai stood rooted to the spot, unmoving. In Kyousuke’s eyes, it looked as if he was desperately holding back tears. Nobody said a word. The silence dragged on and on.


      “……”


      Kai broke the tension. Despite his all-too-evident pain, he broke out into his usual grin and started playing the intro to Takeshi’s song.


      It was a beautiful sound, one that made everyone who listened feel the weight of the future beyond.


      “That sound…”


      Takeshi’s heart pounded. There was no question—this stirring sound belonged to Kai. He had heard it so many times, it was impossible to mistake it.


      “He’s…really here?” Takeshi asked Kyousuke, dumbfounded.


      With a small smile, Kyousuke nodded. “He is.”


      The three were utterly confused, which was only understandable. It was unthinkable under normal circumstances for Kai to be present in any shape or form, yet his music most definitely reached their ears.


      “……”


      Tears of anguish streamed down Takeshi’s cheek as he recalled his own words. A drop fell to the floor, followed by another, then another.


      “I’m so sorry, Kai! I sounded like I was blaming you! I shouldn’t have said that! Can you ever forgive me?”


      “Don’t sweat it. Just pick up your instruments,” Kai said gently as he continued to strum the guitar.


      Everyone heard him speak.


      The members of Some Liars exchanged glances. Minoru murmured in surprise, “No way…”


      Makoto walked silently to the drum set and sat down. Minoru followed suit, picking up his bass just like Kai told him to.


      Minoru pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and passed it to Takeshi.


      “Takeshi…sing for us.”


      He nodded and grabbed the mic.


      Kyousuke faced the piano, too—and they began to jam.


      Kai played perfectly in time with Makoto’s drums. Kyousuke’s piano, Minoru’s bass, and Takeshi’s vocals soon joined the mix, filling the studio with sound. Everyone followed the sheet music.


      The song was about experiencing a second adolescence in adulthood. Every member of Some Liars had their time to shine throughout the song’s duration, and they would bring the tempo down at points to savor the sound.


      “Can I slow it down here?” Makoto suggested.


      Takeshi and Minoru nodded. Judging by Kai’s peppy expression, he was enjoying the session. Kyousuke poured his concentration into the music, working desperately to keep up with Some Liars’ technique.


      Everyone enjoyed themselves as they played.


      Just then, Takeshi caught a glimpse of the ghost in the room.


      “Kai?”


      He flashed a grin at Takeshi. “Looks like we never could beat you guys! I love Some Liars’ sound!”


      Emotion flooded Takeshi, feelings impossible to articulate. Tears cascaded down his face as his singing soared into a crescendo.


      Makoto and Minoru saw Kai as well. It was impossible to say whether the music had them hallucinating or if he was truly there. Whatever the case, the two young men savored the moment.


      “Thank you, Kai.”


      A smile rose to Kyousuke’s lips as he watched Some Liars come together as one. He beat his fingers against the keyboard and buried himself in the music.


      The five didn’t stop at one song. They blazed through tune after tune, until a contented exhaustion finally claimed them.
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      After the dreamlike jam session with Some Liars came to an end, Kyousuke and Kai returned to the apartment. Kai was probably drained, because he yawned loudly as he plopped down on the sofa and began maintaining his guitar. With careful precision, he wiped the nut and loosened the strings.


      The window was open a whole ten centimeters, letting the night breeze flow inside and gently ruffle Kai’s hair.


      There was something Kyousuke wanted to ask. At some point, something started nagging at him, but his intuition told him asking about it would ruin something. So for the longest time, he wasn’t quite able to muster the words.


      Now, though, he forced himself to say it.


      “…Hey, Kai.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Do you know this band?”


      Kyousuke passed Kai a Some Liars CD. His face was terribly stiff—as if he were deathly afraid of something.


      “……”


      Kai stared at the CD jacket. The trio was pictured, holding their instruments and smiling.


      Unable to stand the short silence, Kyousuke pressed Kai impatiently. “Well? Do you?”


      Kai slowly put the CD down on the table and opened his mouth.


      “Hm… Nope.”


      Kyousuke had prayed his fears were just a misunderstanding. But here he was, faced with the cruel reality.


      In a desperate fit, Kyousuke continued his line of questioning. “It’s Some Liars! They were our rivals! The guy with the guitar in the middle is Takeshi! The guy with the drumsticks is Makoto! Don’t you remember them?!”


      “Not really…”


      “Look! That’s Minoru, the bassist!”


      “……”


      Despair assailed Kyousuke, and the words died in his throat. When Kai saw his distress, he took on a sheepish tone.


      “…Sorry, dude.”


      With a dead serious expression, Kyousuke asked his final question.


      “Okay… Then do you know Yui?”


      “Who’s that…?”


      This was the nail in the coffin, the final confirmation of Kyousuke’s theory. After their concert, Kai had never mentioned Yui again, making Kyousuke wonder if he’d forgotten about her. And now the same thing had happened with Some Liars…


      Did that mean Kyousuke would be forgotten next?


      The sharp claws of fear pierced Kyousuke’s flesh. He didn’t sleep that night.
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      The end of August drew near, which meant no more summer events. Once the month was over, there would be no more festivals or fireworks displays.


      Still, the heat persisted. At nine AM, the sidewalk was still damp from sprinklers.


      Some Liars met up at the studio where they’d held their jam session with Kanitama. Their instruments were packed in their cases. Takeshi sat on a silver suitcase as he fiddled with his phone.


      “I’ll send the vid to Jin.”


      “Good call. Wish I could have seen him perform before we went to London,” said Minoru as he hefted a backpack over his shoulders. It was large and practically bursting.


      Takeshi said nothing. Instead, he flashed a toothy smile.


      Meanwhile, Makoto took a swig of his iced coffee with an audible gulp. “We’ll go when we get back,” he answered.


      Takeshi looked over his text to Jin.


      Hi, Jin, it’s been a while. We’re going to London. It’ll be a fresh new challenge for Some Liars, and we’re thinking of starting from scratch as buskers. We’re going around to different countries to learn about their music and polish up our sound. That’s all for now, thanks for hearing us out.


      He sent the message along with a video of the jam session with Kanitama.


      “All right, off we go!”


      Some Liars packed up their suitcases and left the studio behind. Joy radiated from the trio—three boys chasing their dreams.
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      The thick, heavy curtains in the living room rejected the outside world, leaving no space for even the morning sunlight to seep through. Hardly any objects occupied the approximately fifty-square-meter room, creating an air of stillness.


      Multiple exquisite paintings lined the pure white walls. One of them had been drawn by Kai in his early childhood with a clumsy, yet undeniable warmth. It was of his mother, father, and himself.


      Kai’s father, Jin, paced the room, his feet inadvertently stepping on the hem of his black pajama pants. His hair was unkempt. He sat down on the sofa, open beer can in one hand.


      A deep sigh escaped him and into the dark room as he peered at a piece of paper.


      REQUEST TO PERFORM AT THE SUMMER ROCK FESTIVAL


      “Damn it.”


      At the same moment Jin crumpled the paper, his phone chimed on the desk with a text notification. Jin picked up the phone.


      “……”


      Silently, he gazed at the screen. The sender was Takeshi. He opened the text and played the accompanying video.


      “Is that…Kyousuke…?”
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      Kai was beginning to forget the people he was close to.


      Knowing he could be forgotten at any moment, Kyousuke sat on the couch, his stomach churning in fear.


      Noticing the uneasiness in Kyousuke’s face, Kai called out to him in a chipper tone. “What’s with that look?! Don’t worry, dude, I won’t forget you.”


      “But you don’t remember Yui! Or Some Liars! You could forget all about me someday, too…”


      Kai looked at Kyousuke—his gaze was unwavering.


      “Kyou, you’re the one person I’ll never forget.”


      Kai had nothing real to back his words up. Still, his vehemence lifted a slight weight off Kyousuke’s chest.


      Kyousuke smiled. “Thanks.”


      What could the trigger be for Kai losing certain memories? As long as Kyousuke was in the dark about that, he couldn’t completely shake his uncertainty. The oppressive atmosphere in the room broke only when Kyousuke’s phone on the table began buzzing.


      “Hm?”


      A call—from Jin. Kyousuke and Kai peered at the screen.


      “It’s my dad. Pick it up, pick it up!”


      “R-right.”


      Kyousuke put the phone on speaker and accepted the call. “Hello?”


      “Kyousuke?”


      There was an unusual note of impatience in Jin’s deep, refined voice. Kyousuke was puzzled. “Jin? How are you?”


      “…You’ve started playing again?”


      “Huh?”


      For a moment, neither Kyousuke nor Kai had a clue what Jin was trying to say.


      “Takeshi sent me a video. I saw you playing piano.”


      He must have seen the video of Kanitama playing with Some Liars.


      “Yeah. I played with Some Liars the other day.”


      “I see!” Jin said. “There’s something I want to chat with you about. When are you free?”


      He sounded incredibly rattled, which suggested to the pair this was important.


      “I’m free anytime. When’s good for you?”


      “Why don’t you come over to the house right away, then?”


      “All right. I’ll head over now,” Kyousuke said, and hung up.


      Kai’s face creased with worry. “What do you think that’s about?”


      “No clue. I’ll go now, though. What about you?” Kyousuke hesitated. “I mean, if you get too involved with Jin, you might forget about him…”


      “I’m going,” Kai answered immediately. He grinned, but not as fully as usual, the worry he may forget his own father evident on his face.


      Kyousuke opted not to point that out.


      “Okay, then. Let’s go.”


      The two of them chatted less than normal as they prepared to leave.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      Clouds wrinkled the heavens. Kyousuke stood in front of Kai’s house. Kai seemed uncharacteristically pensive, and Kyousuke muttered to him, “Don’t push yourself.”


      “Don’t worry about me. I feel like I’ve gotta face my dad properly. Go ring him, okay?”


      Kyousuke reached out and pressed the intercom button. Jin’s deep, pleasant voice immediately came over the speaker.


      “It’s Tsurumaki,” Kyousuke said.


      “I’ve been waiting. Come in.”


      Kyousuke passed through the fancy-looking gate and into the front garden. Before Kyousuke even reached the entrance, Jin opened the door. For some reason, he was wearing a suit studded with pretty sequins—his stage outfit.


      “Hi there, Kyousuke. Welcome.”


      “Thanks for having me over.”


      Kyousuke entered the house, making sure not to touch Jin’s clothes as he brushed past him.


      When Kai saw what his father was wearing, he smirked with evident approval. He adored how much of a star his father was.


      Jin led Kyousuke into the living room. Curtains cordoned the area off from the daylight. Empty beer cans dotted the table. Convenience store food containers were littered about the kitchen.


      Kai was deeply shocked at the sight.


      “Dad…”


      As far as Kai was concerned, his father was the physical and mental embodiment of cool, and yet this weary middle-aged man was merely a hollow shell of the concept.


      Sensing Kai’s dejection, Kyousuke spoke kindly. “You won’t open the curtains, Jin?”


      Jin did not respond for a moment. “If I open the curtains, Kai will be able to see me from above. I don’t want him to see me like this.”


      He spoke languidly.


      Kai looked down to conceal the heartbreak on his face—then noticed the crumpled paper on the floor. “What’s this?”


      He picked it up and smoothed it out.


      REQUEST TO PERFORM AT THE SUMMER ROCK FESTIVAL


      “……”


      Kai’s expression stiffened. Although Kyousuke noticed the oddity in Kai’s demeanor, he could not address it while Jin was in the room.


      “Kyousuke, I have a request for you,” Jin declared.


      His expression was serious, as if he had made up his mind about something. Kyousuke felt the pressure in his gaze. Although Jin was not quite the same person he was on the stage, his intimidating aura was undoubtedly that of a star.


      Kyousuke was frightened by those intent eyes—they were like those of a tiger, moments before it snagged its prey. A celebrity could invoke fear in others through the overwhelming power of their gaze.


      Then, he spoke up. “Would you play with me, Kyousuke?”


      “Huh?”


      Kyousuke was so dumbfounded, such a meager reply was all he could muster.


      “No?” said Jin.


      Kyousuke had no reason to refuse. Yet neither he nor Kai could make heads or tails of what Jin was trying to accomplish.


      “It would be an honor…”


      Jin smiled in relief.
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      Jin stood in the basement studio, instrument in hand. His hair was styled with wax into his trademark slicked-back look, no longer as messy as it had been earlier. Kyousuke could tell he was serious.


      Kyousuke knew this studio inside and out, but Jin Amano’s presence turned it into an entirely different space. It made Kyousuke reluctant to make any noise. He sat in front of the keyboard, hands trembling.


      “All good, Kyousuke?”


      “Yes. I’ll do my best.”


      Jin smiled at Kyousuke’s robotic movements. “Don’t be so nervous. We’ll keep it light.”


      “But, Jin, your hair… You’re really gonna go all out…”


      “Ha-ha, hardly. Let’s get this party started,” Jin declared as he made his electric guitar sing.


      Jin’s sound swamped the studio. Each pluck of his strings was beautiful and refined yet carried an overwhelming power.


      A jolt ran through Kyousuke’s body, as invigorating as it was intimidating. “You’re incredible, Jin.”


      Jin turned his gaze to Kyousuke. “You try it!” his expression said. Not one to be outdone, Kyousuke started pounding his fingers against the keyboard.


      “Good! That’s the sound only a young person can make!”


      Jin continued playing with a magnetic force.


      Kai watched Jin and Kyousuke’s performance with a contented smile. “Man, they’re so cool,” he muttered. His eyes were fixed on the two, burning the sight into his retinas.


      Jin’s performance was exactly what Kai had grown up admiring. Meanwhile, Kyousuke worked desperately to keep up. Only two minutes had passed since they began playing, and Kyousuke was already sweating from the intensity.


      As the session reached its climax, Kyousuke’s fingers sped up to a furious pace.


      Then, the guitar noises ceased.


      “Jin?”


      When Kyousuke stopped his hands and looked at Jin, he saw the man’s face was turned downward, frozen in a look of frustrated agony.


      “What’s the matter? I’m sorry for not keeping up with you,” Kyousuke said hurriedly.


      “No, I should be sorry. I’m the problem.”


      Kyousuke stood up from the stool, worried.


      Jin wordlessly put the guitar onto its stand and sat down in a corner of the studio some distance away from Kyousuke.


      “Are you okay?” Kyousuke asked.


      Jin parted his lips, as if fighting against an oppressive weight, and began to speak. His body was trembling slightly.


      “…I’m not happy with my playing. My guitar’s sound isn’t moving me.” He paused before continuing. “You know, I haven’t been onstage since Kai passed away.”


      Kyousuke gulped in surprise. In his own sabbatical from the music world, he hadn’t been aware of Jin’s hiatus. Besides, it was common for stars on Jin Amano’s level to step away from the stage for years at a time.


      “I can’t write anything new. I don’t understand music anymore. People call me a rock star, but now I’m a washed-up old man. I’ve tried to climb back onstage, but I just can’t.”


      Jin’s grimacing smile was so painful, Kyousuke could hardly bear to look at it. All he could do was stay silent and keep listening.


      “Sorry, kid. That’s my baggage. I thought I might get the feel back if I played with you, now that you’re back on the keys.”


      Seeing his father apologize so profusely, Kai bit down hard on his lower lip. “Damn it all…,” he said darkly under his breath.


      Out of the corner of his eye, Kyousuke watched Kai storm off.


      Meanwhile, Jin asked, “Just one thing, Kyousuke… Can you tell me what made you start playing again? You’re the same as me. You couldn’t touch your instrument after Kai passed.”


      Kyousuke averted his eyes, unsure whether he should tell the truth.


      “Please. That’s all I want to know.”


      A rock star who was a household name in Japan was tearfully begging a much younger man for guidance. It was such a painful, tragic sight.


      Kyousuke spoke slowly and thoughtfully. “I think it was because…a friend helped me. I never wanted to do music again, and unlike you, I wasn’t interested in being onstage. But I was able to bring myself to play again for my friend’s sake. I mean, I suck because I’m rusty and I don’t practice every day anymore, but I think my music is a reflection of who I am now, if that makes sense? I don’t know whether that’s the right answer, but…”


      Jin listened seriously to Kyousuke’s words. Then, he said softly, as if he were speaking more to himself than anyone else, “A reflection of who you are now…?”


      “That’s right. I think you’re really cool, Jin!”


      Jin smiled kindly. “Thanks, kid.”


      “All right… I guess I should get going.”


      Kyousuke bowed his head to Jin and hurried out of the studio. Kai’s exit bothered Kyousuke—where had he gone off to?


      Just as he leaped out of Jin’s house, he heard Kai’s voice. “Over here!”


      Kai was waiting for Kyousuke in the shade nearby. Relieved, Kyousuke trotted over.


      “You good?”


      “I’m great!” Kai replied with a cheerful smile and a thumbs-up.


      “Hm? Your hand is all dirty, dude.”


      “Huh, guess so!”


      There was no trace of Kai’s earlier depression. He was back to his usual self.
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      Back in the studio, Jin sighed and brushed his fingers lightly against the neck of his guitar.


      “I’m sorry.”


      After a short while, he packed things up in the studio and climbed the stairs.


      “A friend, huh…?” Jin muttered softly, placing his hand on the living room doorknob.
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      Jin remembered a bright, cheerful living room from sixteen years ago, back when Kai was still around.


      He was still a very young child, and the room was filled with colorful metallophones and educational puzzles. He sat in the middle of this paraphernalia, drawing portraits of his family.


      Jin sat beside the boy, along with Kai’s mother, Akane, and the members of Jin’s backing band. They were meeting over lunch. High-class Italian cuisine covered the table, and cheerful laughter filled the air.


      “The set list’s been sorted. Now to coordinate!” Jin told the band members with a smile.


      “Thanks so much for the opportunity! Performing with you is a dream come true!”


      Jin’s band members changed with every tour. Because of this, he held regular parties with his bandmates to get them ready and motivated. Any musician would jump at the chance to be a part of Jin Amano’s backing band.


      “Hey, Jin, why don’t you have regular band members?” one musician asked.


      “I think it’s important to keep things fresh and bring in young talent. If I stick to one group, we might get complacent and start compromising our sound. Let’s make this tour a success together, yeah?”


      “Yeah!” the young musicians replied in unison, all sounding very enthused.


      “Hey, hey! Look at this!” Kai came over to the dining table with his family portrait. The crayon drawing showed Jin, Akane, and himself singing together and smiling.


      Akane reacted immediately. “Wow! Look at my little artist!”


      Jin stood up from his seat, too, to look at his son’s handiwork. “Oooh, nice one! What do you think, Kai, are you gonna be an artist when you grow up?”


      Kai shook his head dramatically. “Nooope! I wanna be like you, Daddy!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! I can see it! That’s my boy.”


      Jin smiled, faint tears of happiness brimming in his eyes.


      Even now, that memory was a blissful one, never losing its vivid color after all the intervening years.
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      Jin sat on the sofa of the dark living room, reliving the distant past. When his gaze flickered to the portrait Kai had drawn back then, he noticed something strange.


      “…What’s this?”


      It was no exaggeration to call the drawing his treasure, but now, as if through some black magic, the words “Don’t be a chicken!” were etched in big letters across the paper. He could have sworn that those words weren’t there before.


      Jin was convinced—Kai wrote this message. The chicken scratch handwriting told him one thing—his son wanted to him to kick his ass in gear.


      As he gazed at the writing, Jin spoke as if Kai were there.


      “…Your old man’s been a wreck ever since you went away. When your mom passed from that sickness a decade ago, I sang for you. But now you’re gone, too. What should I sing for now? I’ve got nothing left to protect. ‘Don’t be a chicken,’ huh…? I guess you’ve noticed the fear that’s been keeping me off the stage. Thank you, Kai. I’m glad you still care about your hopeless dad…”


      Jin quietly covered his eyes with his hand.


      Tears seeped through the cracks between his fingers.
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      That night, Kyousuke and Kai sat side by side on a park bench, illuminated by the streetlights. As insects buzzed around them, Kai spoke softly.


      “Sorry about my dad.”


      “I’m fine… I just hope he’s all right.”


      Kai grinned. “Jin Amano is my idol!” he declared in his usual boisterous tone. “He ain’t some weakling!”


      Kyousuke felt his own heart lighten a little at Kai’s optimism. “You’re right.” Then he paused in thought. “Jin didn’t see you when he and I were playing, right? Yui and Some Liars noticed you when we were playing for them, you know.”


      “Um… What are you talking about?”


      “Oh, sorry. Guess you don’t remember that much…”


      A car zoomed past the park, its headlights twinkling like a beacon.


      “Mm. Nothing you’re saying rings a bell.”


      Silence sat between them. Kyousuke took a deep breath and turned to Kai. “You might lose your memory again if you meddle any further with your dad… Who knows what’ll happen if you lose memories of a parent? You might even forget your own identity. That would be terrible.”


      Kyousuke spoke heatedly—yet Kai was completely calm.


      “Kyou,” he responded serenely. “I’m already dead. It’s weird I have memories or a sense of self at all. It’s good enough that everyone who’s still around remembers me.”


      He smiled, but Kyousuke could see only heartbreak on his face.


      “You sure?” Kyousuke asked.


      “Super sure! I don’t know how long I’ll even be a ghost…”


      Those words came like a slap in the face to Kyousuke—a cold reminder of the irregularity of Kai’s situation. Averting his eyes from the anxiety brewing within him, Kyousuke pasted a smile on his face.


      After a pause, he said, “Right.”


      “Great. Let’s head back!”


      This new normal could end at any moment.


      The thought weighed heavily on Kyousuke’s mind as he followed Kai home.
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      Kyousuke woke to the sound of his phone ringing. He rubbed his eyes and checked the screen to find Yui’s name displayed. He instantly swiped the screen to answer, wondering if something urgent had come up.


      “Kyou! You there?”


      Her tone was bright as always, though Kyousuke sensed she was in a rush.


      “Good morning, Yui,” he replied drowsily.


      “Did you see the news this morning?! Kai’s dad is gonna be at the Summer Rock Fest!”


      “What?”


      Yui’s words didn’t register at first. He was still waking up—it took him a second to process things.


      “Didn’t you hear me? Kai’s dad! Is gonna be at the fest! For the first time in three years!”


      “…What, no way?! Why now?”


      Kyousuke’s head finally kicked into gear, and he couldn’t help but blurt out the first thing that came to mind.


      Yui chuckled and continued. “So yeah, wanna go with me?”


      Kyousuke’s eyes searched for Kai throughout the call. He was still snoozing away on the sofa.


      “Hm, could you give me a sec? I’ll call you back!” Kyousuke kept his response vague, his mind still on Kai.


      “’Kay. It’s the day after tomorrow, so make sure you get back to me quick!” Yui replied, sounding slightly put out.


      “Sure. I won’t be long.”


      “Okay, talk to you later.”


      At the same moment the call ended, Kyousuke raced over to Kai and bellowed into his ear.


      “Kai! Wake the hell up!”


      “Whoooa! You startled me!”


      Kai sprang up with a yell, evidently startled. Then it was Kyousuke’s turn to jump.


      “What the heck?! Don’t shout like that out of the blue!”


      “Huh? Sorry! Wait, you yelled first! Or was it me?”


      Kai was still disoriented moments after waking up. Kyousuke chuckled at his confusion.


      “Sooo, what’s up, Kyou?”


      “Oh, right! Jin’s gonna perform at the Summer Rock Fest! Wanna go?”


      Kai’s face lit up before Kyousuke had even finished speaking. With a full-faced smile, he said, “Totally!”


      “Thought so. I wonder what got him to say yes all of a sudden? He told me yesterday he couldn’t perform anymore…” Kyousuke cocked his head in confusion.


      Kai responded by puffing out his chest in pride.


      “He’s got this. He’s my dad, after all!”
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      At one PM on the day of the Summer Rock Festival, roughly thirty thousand music lovers in branded T-shirts gathered at the sea-themed stadium, an appropriate scene for a summer festival.


      The Summer Rock Festival drew packed crowds every year. The day before, the festival’s social media accounts suddenly announced its headliner: Jin Amano. It would be the rock star’s first performance in three years—the whole crowd thrummed with anticipation.


      Kyousuke was privileged enough to receive an invite to the man’s dressing room.


      “Thanks for coming all this way, Kyousuke.”


      Kyousuke was wearing a ton of festival merch, including a branded towel around his neck. “I should be the one thanking you. You really gave me the works… Thanks!”


      Jin’s entire face scrunched up with laughter, the same way Kai’s did. “As long as you’re having fun, that’s what’s important. Sorry for ending our jam sesh so abruptly after you were kind enough to join me the other day. To be perfectly honest, right up until the last second, I didn’t know if I really wanted to perform. As pathetic as it is to admit, I was scared. Playing with you changed my mind.”


      “I’m looking forward to seeing you sing again!”


      “Ha-ha-ha, likewise. I’ve always been fond of your performance style, Kyousuke. You play, and I see the future.”


      “The future?”


      Kyousuke didn’t really get it. He sensed there was some kind of unspoken implication in Jin’s words, but the rock star simply gave a casual, dismissive wave.


      “Don’t think too hard about it, kid. Oh, right, there’s something I want to show you…,” Jin said as he stood up from his seat. He walked to the back of the dressing room and brought back a sheet of drawing paper.


      “What’s this?”


      Jin unfurled the sheet, revealing what looked to be a child’s drawing of a three-person family unit. At the top of the page were the words “Don’t be a chicken!” in large letters.


      Kyousuke knew whose handwriting that was.


      “Kai drew this when he was a little kid. I went back to the living room after we played together, and these words had appeared on the page.”


      Kyousuke said nothing.


      A serious look came over Jin’s face as he continued. “It’s a message from Kai. He was telling me to play today. This might sound kooky, but what do you think, Kyousuke?”


      Kyousuke smiled gently. “I agree. That’s definitely him!”


      Jin gave a very Kai-like grin. “Thanks, kid. Now kick back and enjoy the show. Sorry for taking up so much of your time.”


      “No problem. I’ll be cheering you on!”


      Kyousuke left Jin’s dressing room. He found Kai standing outside.


      “Thanks for waiting. You sure you’re good with missing that?”


      Kai responded cheerfully. “Yup. If Dad caught sight of me now, I might stop recognizing him. I wanna see him perform.”


      He smirked and spoke even more energetically than before.


      “We’ve got a show to watch!”
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      The crowd was filled with all types of people, and they were going wild. The concert hadn’t even started yet, and people were cheering at the top of their lungs. Some danced around, beer in hand. It was a scorching hot day—forty degrees Celsius—and the stadium had no roof, which perhaps explained the feverish display.


      Kyousuke found Yui waiting in the thick of it all.


      “My seat’s over there,” he said to Kai. “What are you gonna do?”


      “I’m a ghost, nobody can see me. I can watch from wherever,” Kai said. His smile was tinged with melancholy.


      Kai no longer had any idea who Yui was. Kyousuke got the impression he felt uncomfortable in her presence, so he accepted Kai’s words readily.


      “All right. We’ll meet up later, then.”


      “Got it. Don’t get carried away by the mood and make a move!” Kai teased Kyousuke with a cheeky grin.


      “Don’t be an idiot! It’s not like that, dude!”


      As Kai went off near the stage, Kyousuke headed over to Yui. “Sorry. Hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”


      Yui turned around. She was wearing a festival T-shirt, one beer in each hand. “What took you so long? The drinks got warm.” Pouting, she passed Kyousuke a cup, which had lost its chill after being pressed against her skin.


      “Thanks.”


      “Cheers!”


      They tapped their warm beers together and took sips.


      “Wow…the taste of mediocrity,” Yui muttered as she drank.


      “Yeah. Sorry,” Kyousuke said sheepishly.


      Yui laughed. “Hey, that’s just outdoor festival beer. Anyway, how’s Jin? You went to see him in his dressing room, right?”


      “He’s fine…,” Kyousuke answered calmly as he peered at the stage. “I’m sure it will be an incredible show.”


      At that moment, the lights in the stadium went out. The giant screen on the stage showed a countdown from ten. The crowd’s cheering swelled with each number displayed.


      When the counter hit zero, a great tremor ran through the audience.


      From his position right in front of the stage, Kai flailed with excitement. He leaned so hard against the fence that, under different circumstances, he might have broken through.


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      Kyousuke and Yui took to their feet, enjoying the concert thoroughly. Every so often, the sea breeze whistled through, brushing their skin.


      As she sipped on her beer, Yui chatted to Kyousuke. “I’m just talking hypothetically, but if Kai were still alive, you think Kanitama would be on that stage right there?”


      Kyousuke smiled slightly. “Maybe. What’s the point in hypotheticals, though?”


      “Do you ever want to perform onstage again?”


      “Huh?” Kyousuke thought about it. “Maybe. Who knows?”


      That wasn’t a no. The thrill of the stage seized anyone who stood upon it. Once they had experienced the audience’s single-minded passion, it never entirely let them go. It was like an addiction.


      Kyousuke did not immediately deny the charge, and Yui sidled up closer to him. She wasn’t about to let him off the hook.


      “I wanna see you onstage again. I loved watching the two of you play on the street, but I want to see you sing and play piano on a stage as big as this one! I’ve always adored the way you play, Kyou.”


      Her purehearted feelings came through loud and clear. Yui had always loved music, and she hated to see Kyousuke languish in obscurity.


      “……”


      Kyousuke gazed at the stage in silence. In his head, he traced an image of himself performing on that very same platform.
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      The festival neared its end. Jin’s appearance was but a scant five minutes away.


      Dressed in his white rock T-shirt, tight black pants, and boots, Jin sat on the sofa. He leaned forward and closed his eyes, then clasped his hands together in total concentration as he muttered, “Are you watching, Kai? Your dad’s done being a chicken.”
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      Ten years ago, a woman with neat, long brown hair waited for Kai at the entrance of his house. She was dressed simply, just a long white skirt and black shirt. She was Akane, Kai’s mother.


      “Kai, it’s time to go!” she called out to her son, projecting her clear voice like a trained voice actress.


      “Wait for meee!”


      An eleven-year-old Kai scampered toward the door, backpack strapped over his shoulders. He was dressed in a T-shirt from one of his dad’s concerts, and it was so big on him, it trailed to his knees.


      “Isn’t that shirt a little too big?” Akane said with a smile.


      “I’m good! I’ll get Dad to sign it!”


      “Will you now? All right, then, let’s get going.”


      “Okaaay!”


      Kai stepped out of the house, hand in hand with his mother.


      They were headed for a Jin Amano concert.


      Jin went back to his dressing room after his one-man show. The space was large enough to include a makeup area, a neat row of ten guitars, and a gargantuan sofa. A custom black bathrobe with gold embroidery hung from a clothes rack.


      “Great job today.” A staff member bowed deeply. The man had short, slick hair and wore a trim suit.


      “You too. Is my son not here yet?” Jin looked around for Kai and Akane, whom he had invited to the dressing room.


      “The concert only just ended. The staff are bringing them here as we speak.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      The staff member smiled. Jin’s eagerness to see his son made for an endearing sight.


      Soon after, a knock came at the door.


      “Hey, Dad! Lemme in!” Kai’s voice came through the door.


      “Sure thing!” Jin hurried over to the entrance to invite Kai and Akane in. “Good, you came!”


      In sharp contrast to his demeanor throughout the concert, Jin’s expression was soft and mellow.


      “Dad?” Kai looked puzzled.


      “Hm? It’s me, your dad! Did you enjoy the concert?”


      “Yup. But Dad, you were so different up there…”


      “Ha-ha-ha. Think of it like this—there’s stage me, and regular ole dad me. I’m a rock singer for the audience, and an ordinary dad for you.”


      Kai pouted in evident displeasure. “I like how you look when you sing!”


      “Come now, aren’t both options fine?” Jin replied with a self-effacing smile.


      “Nuh-uh! Sing for me! Encore! Encore!”


      Akane stepped in gently to curb Kai’s tantrum. “Oh, Kai, Dad’s tired after his concert. Let’s have him sing tomorrow, okay?”


      “Aw…”


      Kai seemed unsatisfied. He went off by himself to play, grabbing one of the electric guitars in the dressing room and plucking its strings.


      “What did the doctors say, Akane?” Jin shifted his gaze to her. His expression turned solemn.


      Akane was silent for a moment before she spoke.


      “They said they don’t know the cause. They told me to get to the hospital as soon as possible for a full checkup, but I just couldn’t miss out on the show today,” she replied with a smile.


      Her expression was stiff, devoid of her usual ease.
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      A staff member knocked and entered the room.


      “Mr. Jin, you’ll be up soon. Please stand by.”


      Jin pulled on a crimson jacket and slicked his bangs back with both hands. His trademark look was complete.


      “Let’s get this show on the road,” he replied, and left the dressing room.


      His expression—and the overwhelming aura that came with it—was identical to how it had been prior to Kai’s death.


      “R-right!”


      The staff member was absolutely convinced—this show would be the start of a second chapter for Jin Amano.


      Kyousuke and Yui watched as the lights onstage started strobing. More smoke than ever before shrouded the platform and expanded by the second.


      “They really went all out,” Yui murmured, entranced.


      Kyousuke quietly agreed. “I bet Jin’s about to show up.”


      All of a sudden, the sound died away, and silence fell over the stadium. Not a single person in the audience spoke. For roughly seven seconds, you could hear a pin drop. It was hard to imagine that they had been so boisterous just moments earlier. This was the calm before the storm.


      Out of nowhere, pyrotechnics blazed. Jin Amano appeared before the audience with a shout, and his first number started to play.


      This moment of unbridled excitement was always the best part of a music festival. The audience came together as a single entity, jumping and cheering for the legend known as Jin Amano.


      “I knew Jin was amazing, but still… Wow.”


      Kyousuke’s heart pounded faster. His eyes were glued to Jin on the stage. Between the intensity of his electric guitar and his sensual, husky voice, nobody could hope to replicate Jin Amano’s sheer presence.


      The crowd went absolutely wild. At the very front of the pack, Kai clenched his fists and stared unblinkingly at the stage.


      “This is what I love about you, Dad.”


      His eyes glinted through a thin film of tears.


      “I bet this is the last time I’ll get to see this…”


      He was far from the only person to weep at the rock star’s comeback. All around him, the people screamed themselves hoarse in a show of support.


      Kai felt tears well up as he watched Jin perform.


      “You’ve got this, Dad…”


      Jin Amano’s performance raced to its close.


      The star was proud and dazzling on the stage. It was impossible to imagine from his blinding presence that he had been on hiatus for three years.


      Laser lights beamed around the stadium, and flames soared upward without pause.


      Jin’s body and voice shone magnificently on the stage. It was an absolutely fitting performance for the Summer Rock Festival’s finale.


      Within seconds of the festival’s end, the story of Jin Amano’s comeback took the internet by storm. The entire world would know about this day.
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      The audience basked in the afterglow of the rock star’s return to glory as they streamed out of the stadium and toward the train station.


      Kyousuke parted ways with Yui outside the venue and found Kai at the seaside behind the stadium. It made for a tranquil change of pace, especially when their ears were still ringing slightly from the explosive show.


      In the quietude, the two young men chatted casually.


      “Your dad was awesome,” Kyousuke said to Kai, trying to coax his thoughts.


      “Yeah. It reminded me how much I love seeing his shows,” Kai said as he looked up at the sky. The stars twinkled overhead.


      The faint sound of an acoustic guitar trailed over to them, carried by the sea breeze.


      “What’s with the acoustic guitar?” Kyousuke looked around.


      “…That’s him.”


      “Huh?”


      Kai broke out into a furious sprint.


      After a moment of confusion, Kyousuke scrambled to catch up. “Hey, Kai!”


      Just past the levee that stretched out into the open sea, Kyousuke saw a man crooning to himself as he sat cross-legged, playing the acoustic guitar. Kai ran full speed toward him. Although Kyousuke could not see the man clearly, Kai was evidently convinced it was his father.


      Kyousuke decided to stop and wait for Kai.


      “Dad!” Kai bellowed when he reached the levee.


      His intuition was right.


      But Kai’s voice failed to reach him.


      “Oh, right,” said Kai. “Other people can’t hear my voice…”


      Jin started singing as he played. The clean, crisp arpeggio complemented his voice, blending into the sounds of the sea and wind. His undeniable genius as a musician was on full display in the way he modulated his unique style to fit seamlessly with nature.


      “The way you play is so relaxing. Wonder if this’ll send me off to heaven…” Kai sat on the levee, dangling his legs over the side. Listening to Jin play from up close, he fought to hold back his tears.


      “Kai?”


      As that single syllable rolled out of Jin’s mouth, he stopped his guitar.


      “…Huh?”


      Kai turned his gaze to Jin in shock.


      And their eyes met.


      “Dad?”


      Jin was silent. His mind raced, trying to come to grips with this inexplicable sight of his deceased son.


      “Dad, I’m sorry I died before you…”


      Kai wrenched his gaze away, looking down as he spoke.


      This time, Jin heard his voice. Even as he questioned what his eyes were showing him, he quickly accepted it. Part of that was because of the message on the drawing. As mysterious as it was, it all made a sort of sense.


      “…No, Kai,” said Jin.


      Kai looked up in reaction. Jin’s eyes welled with tears.


      “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you.”


      Kai shifted his gaze to the sea in discomfort. “Don’t apologize. It was all my fault. I got into an accident because I was so distracted by my debut. You know, I hurt a lot of people because I died. I hurt you, too, Dad… When I saw you cry for the first time after Mom died, I felt like I had to support you—but I couldn’t. I’m really sorry.”


      Kai’s voice choked up as he was speaking, making him struggle to articulate himself, but the message got across. Jin gently put his guitar down on the ground and wrapped his arms around Kai.


      The moon, cloaked by thin clouds, illuminated their bodies all too clearly.


      “No, you’ve been plenty helpful. Thank you, Kai.”


      His arms shook in the embrace. Kai threw his arms around Jin in turn.


      “You’ve lost so much weight, Dad… You gotta eat properly,” he murmured, feeling the bones through his father’s back.


      “I know…”


      With infinite tenderness, Kai pulled his hands back and stepped away. “Hey, sing for me.” He grinned, tears streaming down his face.


      “You always did love my songs.” Jin grinned back, lifting the corners of his lips the exact same way Kai’s did.


      “You were so cool back there onstage! Encore!”


      “Who do you think I am? If that’s the best shout you’ve got, I’m not gonna come out for an encore.”


      Kai stood up, egged on by Jin’s words. Turning to face the sea, he shouted at the top of his lungs,


      “Encore! Encore!”


      His voice echoed across the night. The waves roared back, as if refusing to be outdone.


      “All right, you win!”


      Jin picked up the acoustic guitar from the levee with gusto. He aligned his fingers over the strings and began to play.


      He sang a gentle melody that starkly contrasted his stage persona.


      A melody primed to reach the heavens above.


      “Thank you,” Kai murmured.


      As Kai sat near Jin, letting the song wash over him, Jin closed his eyes and sang.


      Sometimes his voice was forceful, and other times it was soft and forlorn. As he sang, he recalled everything: his happy days with his beloved son, his wife succumbing to her illness, Kai’s accident, and the yawning loneliness of it all. This moment, too, would surely be carved into his soul.


      “…And that concludes my encore.”


      When he had finished singing, Jin slowly opened his eyes. Kai was gone. Jin was alone once more.


      He murmured, “Kai, your old man’s gonna stick around here for a while. Take care of your mom, okay?”


      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      


      Kai staggered across the levee, making his way over to Kyousuke.


      “Kai!” Kyousuke shouted.


      Kai looked up and formed a weak smile. Slowly, he approached Kyousuke.


      “……”


      Kyousuke sensed Kai had already forgotten about his father, and that nothing he could say would ever bring those memories back. Desperately, Kyousuke searched for words.


      “Are you, um, okay?”


      “What makes you ask?”


      Kai smiled back. Anyone could tell that his smile was forced.


      Then, Kai lowered his eyes. When he spoke, his voice came out terribly sad.


      “Hey, Kyou. I’ve been getting this weird pang in my chest for a while, but I have no idea why it hurts or why I’m feeling this way. I think I might have forgotten something again…”


      Kyousuke did everything he could to find the words to reassure Kai.


      “It’s okay, Kai. I’m sure you’ll be fine… Wanna head home?”


      “Yeah. Thanks, Kyou.”


      Together, they headed for the station. As they were walking, Kai mentioned something to Kyousuke.


      “That guy singing on the levee was really awesome.”


      “……”


      How much would it hurt a parent to know that their own child had forgotten them? It was impossible for Kyousuke to fathom.


      If Kai had even forgotten his own flesh and blood, Kyousuke was probably next in line. He silently steeled himself for this eventuality.


      “Ah…”


      For a moment, Kai stopped, as if he had remembered something. Then, he resumed walking, and Kyousuke was none the wiser.
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      The day after the Summer Rock Festival saw an almighty downpour, making the bright skies of the day before seem like a figment of the imagination. Large raindrops hammered the glass window of Kyousuke’s apartment.


      Inside, Kyousuke and Kai faced each other with grave expressions.


      Kai broke the heavy atmosphere with a single, forthright suggestion. “Kyou, you should try to debut again.”


      Throughout the summer, Kyousuke had witnessed Kai forget Yui, Some Liars, and even his own father. Kyousuke’s intuition told him that accepting this suggestion would purge his own existence from Kai’s memory.


      “I don’t think I can…”


      “Why not? You wanted it in the past. You’re plenty talented—you should go for it!”


      Kyousuke did not respond immediately. “I wanted to debut with you. You get that, right? I’m sure you do.”


      “……”


      Kai hung his head in silence.


      Kyousuke changed the subject by asking a question. “Kai, do you know who Yui is?”


      “That’s random. Why are you—?”


      “What about Some Liars?”


      Irritation flashed across Kai’s face. “This again?”


      “How about Jin?”


      “I said I don’t! Who are these people anyway? I get the picture, they’re important, but I’ve told you a million times, I can’t remember!” Kai snapped.


      He was clearly agitated. Kyousuke chose his next words carefully so as not to lose his own calm.


      “I was so happy when we reunited. That was all I could think at the time. But now you’re forgetting the people who were important to you… I don’t want you to forget about me. If it means that we can stick together forever, I don’t want to rock the boat.”


      “C’mon, man…”


      Looking slightly meditative, Kai closed his mouth—although it swiftly turned upward into a bright grin.


      “No can do!”


      He spoke with the same cheerful tone as ever.


      “I get it, Kyou. But here’s the thing—I’m already dead. I know I’m forgetting the people who were important to me: I can’t recall a thing, no matter how hard I try, and their names and faces just don’t stick in my brain when I try to memorize them now. Coming back and hanging out with you again has been a blast. But sticking together forever? Nah, that’s crazy talk. Let’s say you stop being able to see me and I’m still stuck in limbo. What then? I might end up being one of those ghosts doomed to wander the world forever. You really want that for me?”


      “……”


      Kyousuke’s face twisted into a terrible grimace. With the question posed to him like that, he couldn’t exactly nod and say yes. His thoughts ground to a halt. An almost painful silence ensued.


      It was Kai who cracked first. He continued speaking, this time very softly.


      “I remembered something.”


      Kyousuke turned his listless gaze to Kai’s eyes. Kai was staring straight at him, as if his mind was thoroughly made up.


      “I forgot something when I first came here.”


      “Oh yeah, that rings a bell… What was it?”


      Kai took care to put on a cheerful voice. “A song!” he declared. “We started writing a song as soon as we met in high school. We never finished it, though. When we were walking back from the festival yesterday, it came back to me. That song is my unfinished business!”


      Kai’s words jogged something in Kyousuke’s memory. “You’re right. I totally forgot about that.”


      “I’m here to finish that song and get you back onstage, dude. Let’s finish it together!”


      “But that would—”


      That would make Kai disappear. Completing the forgotten song would mean the end of their time together. Kyousuke couldn’t bring himself to get on board.


      Kai surely knew about Kyousuke’s internal struggle, but he pushed the conversation forward anyway. “Uh, what kind of song was it again? I think it was a ballad?”


      “Wait a second! If you finish that song—”


      As Kyousuke floundered, Kai spoke his next words like a kick to the shins. “Quit being so indecisive! It was a ballad, right?”


      “…Yeah,” Kyousuke replied, folding to Kai’s pressure.


      Kai cast his eyes around the room as if looking for something. “We had sheet music for it somewhere… Where’s that at?”


      “In the drawers, I’m guessing,” Kyousuke said, glancing at the drawers underneath the bed, although he had no recollection of what was on the sheet music.


      Kai opened the drawers without hesitation. Kanitama’s CDs and materials were arranged neatly inside, as always.


      “Let’s see… Oh, here it is!”


      Kai picked up a piece of sheet music which was completely blank save for a title: 98% LOVE SONG (WORKING TITLE). He burst out laughing.


      “What the heck?! This is lame as hell! What about the last two percent?! I bet you were the one who came up with this, Kyou.”


      Kyousuke’s face reddened. “It was you!” he retorted, his pitch rising slightly.


      With a look of deep skepticism on his face, Kai drew his head right up to Kyousuke’s and stared at him. “You look like a tomato! It was your handiwork for sure!” Kai burst out laughing, while Kyousuke boiled in embarrassment.


      Soon enough, however, Kai frowned with worry.


      “Wait—this is just the title. Do you remember what was actually in the song?”


      Still coping with the humiliation, Kyousuke silently flicked on his keyboard. “I think it went something like this…” He played roughly two bars’ worth of a clear melody in the key of C.


      “Oh, yeah! Wow, that sure brings back memories. We were talking about not having an intro and launching straight into the vocals, right? Wait a minute, you should’ve told me ages ago if you remembered it this whole time!”


      Kyousuke stayed silent. His fingers drew to a halt, and he looked Kai in the eyes.


      “Will you forget about me when we finish this song?” he asked bluntly.


      “No way. Even if you stopped being able to see me, I’d never forget you,” Kai answered solemnly, meeting Kyousuke’s gaze.


      Kyousuke repressed the tears that threatened to pour out of him. He knew Kai was saying that to be nice. Even if Kai really was going to forget Kyousuke, he wouldn’t change his answer.


      Kyousuke just wanted to steel his resolve.


      I’ll finish what Kai forgot.


      He would do it. His mind was made up.


      “All right. Let’s get to work on the rest of the song.”


      Kyousuke finally turned his eyes to the future. Kai met his gaze with a smile. “Yep. Once we finish that, you gotta play it for a packed audience!”


      “You think I can fill an entire venue? You’re asking for the impossible!”


      Kai leaned against the sofa. When he spoke, it was like he was mulling over his bliss.


      “This is fun. Real, real fun. I’m guessing we got a time limit. Maybe God’s saying, ‘Get back here! How long are you gonna goof around?’”


      Kai’s words snapped Kyousuke back to his senses. It hit him that their final farewell was just around the corner.


      “……”


      Kyousuke wiped his damp eyes with his hand. His face contorted terribly in his effort to hold back his tears. Kai burst out laughing.


      “Dude, you’re such an ugly crier!”


      “Shut up!”


      Kai then said, in a soft and gentle tone, “You’ve cried plenty already, haven’t you? When I died.”


      In the end, Kyousuke couldn’t stop the tears. The feelings he’d repressed since Kai’s appearance gushed forth all at once, as if from a broken dam.


      He cried for joy at their reunion. For the chance to build even more memories. For the pain of their parting.


      “Kai, stay with me forever…”


      It was the only thing he could bring himself to say through his tears.


      Kai brought his head close to Kyousuke’s. “Dummy! How am I supposed to do that when I’m dead?!” He laughed and patted Kyousuke’s shoulder. “There are tons of things I wanna do when I reincarnate! I wonder what kind of family I’ll have? What sorta friends I’ll make? What kind of band will I start next time? I’ll be the best in the world, you know! I won’t have time to haunt you all day, Kyou. Got it? You gotta pursue your own dream! Wouldn’t you say it’s super unfair for a dead guy like me to have a ton of things I want to do while you don’t have anything, even though you’re alive?”


      Kyousuke tried valiantly to accept those words. “Okay, I’ll try,” he said, sniffling.


      Kai picked up his guitar and started playing the song. For his part, Kyousuke also turned to the keyboard and played a note.


      Just then, the phone on the table vibrated. The two of them glanced over in sync. It was Jin.


      Deciding he couldn’t talk to Jin in front of Kai, Kyousuke hurriedly scooped the phone off the table, opened the door, and left the apartment.


      “Hello?” he said. “It’s nice hearing from you. Great work yesterday.”


      Curious about the sudden change in Kyousuke’s demeanor, Kai strained to hear the conversation through the door, but he was only able to pick up bits and pieces through the heavy patter of the rain.


      “What? Your backing band? I couldn’t!” Kyousuke raised his voice slightly.


      “Backing band…?” Those were the only words Kai managed to pick up. He returned to the room and picked up his guitar again.


      The call lasted for ten whole minutes. Kyousuke came back to the room when it was over.


      “Welcome back,” said Kai. “What was that about?”


      “Nothing. Let’s continue,” said Kyousuke, acting calm. He plopped himself down in front of the keyboard.


      “Aw, come on. Tell me what you were talking about! What was that stuff about a band?” asked Kai, feigning innocence.


      Kyousuke realized Kai had been eavesdropping. “You were listening?”


      “Huh? Whatever to?” Kai persisted with that totally-not-suspicious expression.


      Kyousuke sighed, wondering how to express the story to Kai.


      “Tell meee!”


      Kai was being oddly stubborn. Kyousuke knew that when Kai got like this, it was impossible to worm his way out of answering. He decided to tell the truth while keeping the part about Jin vague.


      “There’s this rock star, and he has a show next month. He called and offered me a spot in the band, but I turned it down.”


      “Huh? Why?! You should’ve gone for it!”


      “If I accepted, I’d have to spend time on practice and rehearsals, and that would mean no time for our song… The schedule wouldn’t work out.”


      “I see… Kyou, you’ve really changed. I thought you quit music, but now your whole life revolves around the schedule for this song. You’ve really gotten back on your feet, but if you wanna be onstage, you should forget about me and accept the deal,” Kai declared with a smile.


      Kyousuke was happier now. He was moving forward, little by little, and he knew it. Kai could sense the change in his attitude.


      “Can’t you at least hear them out?” Kai went on. “You can do the stuff with me whenever.”


      “You think so?” Kyousuke paused for thought. “I can at least listen, I guess. It might not be such a big commitment.”


      “That’s the spirit. Now chop-chop!”


      Kyousuke left the room to call Jin back.


      It was distinctly possible that Kyousuke could return to the world of music. The thought brought a satisfied smile to Kai’s face.
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      Jin was holed up in his basement studio, playing an electric guitar. Sweat flew off his forehead as his fingers darted across the frets with a speed that bordered on superhuman. Jin Amano’s constant striving for the physical limits of music was what made him a star.


      “Darn it. I’ve gotten slower.”


      He put down the guitar, picked up the drawing that still had Kai’s writing on it, and spoke to it.


      “I got a solo show next month, Kai. Your dad’s making a full comeback. Gotta be honest, though, I would’ve loved to play with Kyousuke.”


      Jin’s phone vibrated. It was Kyousuke. Jin immediately swiped to accept.


      His voice came through the phone’s speakers. “Hi, Jin. About your earlier offer… I’m sorry for brushing you off before without even hearing you out. Could you tell me some of the details?”


      “Let’s meet up and chat about it, shall we?” Jin responded eagerly. “When are you free?”


      “Would you mind if I came over right now?”


      “Not a problem.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      Jin ended the call and practically pranced through the studio, still grasping his phone in one hand. His good mood was radiating.
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      The rain had stopped, and the puddles reflected the cloudy sky. After Kyousuke left the house, Kai’s feet carried him to the nearby park, where he sat on a bench. As he plucked his electric guitar, he hummed a song to himself.


      “It’s not quite coming together,” he grumbled as he experimented with a few different tunes.


      Now that the rain had stopped, a few kids had come out to play. One kid was riding a bicycle with training wheels, while another walked along, holding hands with their mother. Kai eyed them as he strummed the guitar.


      “La-la-la!” he heard someone sing behind him.


      Kai turned around, startled.


      “That’s the song you were singing, right, mister? La-la-la!”


      Standing there was a young girl in denim overalls and longish black hair. Her long, pretty eyelashes fluttered as she peered straight at Kai.


      Kai froze. His thoughts raced.


      Could this girl see him? How did she know the song? All sorts of questions swirled in his head.


      “Can you see me?” he asked, in an effort to clear his mind.


      “Yeah.” Her pure, innocent eyes saw no distinction between ghosts and living humans.


      “Do you know the song I was singing?”


      “I do! We were singing it before! Together!” the girl replied with a beaming smile.


      “Huh? Where?” Kai kept the conversation going, not having the foggiest idea of what to make of this situation.


      “Lemme see… It was at the bus stop! You taught it to me!”


      Her explanation was perfectly clear.


      Indeed, before Kai returned to this world, he had been at a bus stop in a strange and mysterious space. He could have sworn that no one else was there at the time, but…


      Lacking confidence in the veracity of his own memories, Kai continued his line of questioning. “Was that…really me?”


      “Definitely. Have you forgotten?”


      “Maaaybe. What was your name again?” Kai replied cheerfully, attempting to smooth over the awkwardness.


      “Aoi! You’re a weird guy, Kai!” The girl laughed off Kai’s question.


      Kai was utterly lost. He had no idea how to react to this completely unprecedented situation.


      “How old are you, Aoi? Where did you come from?” He couldn’t help but bombard her with more questions.


      “I’m five! And I came from my house, silly!”


      “Oh, right! Of course you did!”


      Even Kai, who felt perfectly at ease chatting with strangers, felt thwarted. As he sat there, perturbed, Aoi approached him with a smile.


      “Hey, Kai, sing that song from before. I wanna know how the rest of it goes!”


      As much as Kai tried to wrap his head around the situation, nothing made a lick of sense to him, so he shrugged at it all and decided to sing the song.


      “All right. How about we sing together?”


      They began singing the work-in-progress tune as a duet.


      “La-la-la!”


      For some reason, he came up with the rest of the melody naturally as he sang with Aoi. Perhaps her pure, innocent voice served as a guide.


      “Thanks, Aoi! I’ve gotta go home now!”


      He wanted to tell Kyousuke about the song as soon as humanly possible. He was dying to know how it would sound with Kyousuke. Anticipation raced in his heart as he ran for Kyousuke’s house.


      Aoi waved her whole arms as she watched him go.


      “Make sure you finish the song this time, Kai!” she shouted after him.
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      Kyousuke and Jin sat facing each other at the table in Jin’s dining room. Unlike Kyousuke’s previous visit, the room was clean and orderly now. The curtains were open, allowing Kyousuke to peer through the large window into the garden. Every inch of the place was spotless and beautiful, like a model home.


      Jin spoke with a sunny expression. “As I mentioned on the phone, I want you to play in my band for my next show.”


      Keeping his expression placid, Kyousuke asked a question in return. “How long would it take to prepare?”


      “There’ll be two shows over two days. Including rehearsals, it should take about a month. If possible, I’d like to start tomorrow. I’m thorough when it comes to choosing my teams. I know you have the talent, Kyousuke. How would you like to be onstage again?”


      “A month…?”


      “That’s the bare minimum. A pro should never deliver a sloppy performance to their audience.” Jin paused. “I owe you big time, Kyousuke. I want to return the favor by giving you a chance to take the stage again. Timing is very important when it comes to gaining popularity as an artist. Now would be the ideal time to start over, don’t you think? Sorry if I’m being a bit presumptuous.”


      Kyousuke thought this over for a long moment.


      How much time did he have left with Kai? His promise to finish their song, and the possible future he would gain as an artist by participating in this concert—both thoughts ran through his mind. What did he want? What was important to him?


      The answer Kyousuke arrived at was this: He had to face the present in order to live. Otherwise, the future had no foundation.


      “I’m really sorry. I’m truly flattered, but I can’t.”


      Kyousuke bowed his head deeply.


      “…I see. All right. At least you gave it some thought. But I will say—humans are impulsive creatures. What was true yesterday might not be true today. The future is never set in stone. If you need me, I’m there for you.”


      Kyousuke slowly lifted his head. Jin was grinning.


      “I’m sorry! There’s something I absolutely have to do today.”


      “I see. Give it your all, kid,” Jin said with a wink and a thumbs-up.


      “Th-thank you very much.”


      Kyousuke left Jin’s house—and raced back to Kai.
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      Kai sat alone on the sofa. He had closed the curtains, shrouding the room in darkness. Mutely, he played the guitar, occasionally struck by flashes of inspiration and writing down the melody that came to mind.


      There was the click of a key turning in its lock, breaking the reverie in the room.


      “I’m back!”


      Kyousuke rushed inside. When he noticed the sound of the guitar, he looked around for Kai.


      “Huh? Kai?”


      Kai was so deep in concentration in the dark room that he failed to notice Kyousuke.


      “Huh? This melody…” Kyousuke scrambled over to Kai. “Oh my god, Kai!”


      Kai blinked at Kyousuke’s unusual behavior. “Huh? What?”


      “That sounds incredible! Like, seriously incredible!”


      “Well, yeah. I am a genius!”


      The two young men grinned at each other and turned on the lights.


      “I reckon I could whip up a really great song right now,” Kyousuke said as he turned to his keyboard. “Let me hear that melody you were just playing.”


      “Okey dokey!”


      Kai strummed his guitar, joining his sound with Kyousuke’s keyboard.


      The song they never managed to finish in high school. The time they spent at each other’s sides. It all came together into a warm, gentle, pleasing sound. The tiny, pokey apartment sparkled like the music room all those years ago. Kyousuke and Kai’s hands paused as their eyes met.


      “Hey, Kyou, you always wrote the lyrics, yeah? What do you say I take a stab at it this time?”


      “Huh? You hardly ever ask to do them. Sure, I leave it in your capable hands.”


      “Nice! Let’s keep at it!”


      “Roger that!”


      The pair resumed work on their final song.


      Kai surely had things he wanted to convey, right at the very end. Meanwhile, Kyousuke got to work on the song’s chord progression and tempo.


      As he watched Kyousuke grapple with the keyboard, Kai muttered softly to himself, “This is for the best…”
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      Three days passed.


      Their creation lay on the table in the form of sheet music. The title sat at the top.


      RECORD


      Kai’s idea was to leave behind his feelings and memories before he vanished, so the lyrics stripped his emotions bare.


      Kai gazed at the sheet music. “Can we consider this finished?”


      Polishing a song never really ended. It was up to the creators to draw the line where they were satisfied.


      The two young men gauged each other’s opinions.


      “I’m not sure,” said Kyousuke. “What do you think?”


      “I think it’s good to go! Tinker with it any more, and we’ll probably screw up the balance.”


      “You think so? Okay, good! Then it’s fini—”


      Kyousuke was about to finish the sentence when a sudden thought occurred to him. His mouth fell shut.


      It was only to be expected. This would be their final song together.


      Fear assailed him. What if Kai disappeared the moment Kyousuke declared that the song was done?


      As Kyousuke grappled with this wave of emotion, Kai spoke up. “Can I ask for one last thing?”


      “What is it?”


      “What if, for our grand finale…we have some kanitama together?”


      Kyousuke smiled at this suggestion. “Sounds like a plan.”


      He grabbed his wallet from the table and stood up, but Kai didn’t move. His gaze was locked on one particular spot.


      “Hey, Kyou.”


      “What?”


      “Why am I craving kanitama?”


      Kyousuke was speechless. He realized instantly—Kai had already forgotten that, too. Unlike the other occasions when he forgot people, his memories with Kyousuke were disappearing slowly and gradually.


      “Kanitama… Why kanitama?” Kai held his head in his hands, desperately trying to remember.


      Kyousuke hurried to explain. “Kanitama! That’s the name of our band, dude! When we had no money, we ate plain kanitama!”


      Kai scratched his head. He vaguely got the impression that kanitama was important, but the anecdote rang no bells.


      “Let’s just get to Linlin!” Kyousuke pulled Kai’s hand, dragging him out of the house.


      They were running out of time, and fast. As he gripped Kai’s hand, Kyousuke trembled.
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      The end of August was nigh. It was still blistering, making it as sweaty an endeavor as ever to run outside. Kyousuke’s T-shirt was damp when he swung open the sliding door at Linlin.


      “Excuse me!”


      The restaurant was bustling with activity. Yui, who seemed to be struggling with the time-old dilemma of having only two hands, whipped around at Kyousuke’s voice.


      “Kyou? You’re dripping with sweat! What happened?”


      Ignoring the look of shock on Yui’s face, Kyousuke scanned the restaurant. There were around ten other customers inside, but fortunately, the four-person table where he and Kai always sat just happened to be unoccupied.


      He dragged Kai over there and forced him to take the adjacent seat.


      “Yui! Two plain kanitama!” he barked at Yui.


      “Huh? What’s going on? You want two? That’s from the special menu, and—”


      “It’s fine! Just put the order in, please!” Kyousuke shouted, interrupting her.


      Kai, who had no idea what was going on, watched in meek silence.


      “What’s the matter?” asked a bewildered Yui. “Fill me in here!”


      “Please, it’s urgent! I’ll explain later! Just hurry!”


      Yui was still utterly lost, but she figured that this had to be important to Kyousuke, given his panic and how rarely he raised his voice. She gave a thumbs-up.


      “Hey, Dad! Two plain kanitama!”


      “On it!” Yui’s father’s voice boomed from the kitchen.


      Taking care not to be noticed by the other people in the restaurant, Kyousuke whispered to Kai, “Just wait a little longer, all right?”


      The question marks were practically floating above Kai’s head, though he still smiled in response. “Not really sure what’s going on, but okay.”


      Kyousuke wondered if Kai’s memories of the two of them were fading with each passing second. Kai didn’t say a thing, which only deepened Kyousuke’s anxiety.


      Before long, Yui returned with a plate of kanitama in each hand.


      “Here you go, Kyou. Sorry for the wait,” she said, placing one plate in front of Kyousuke. Through force of habit, she placed the other in front of the seat where Kai always used to sit. “Ah, sorry. I put that in a weird spot.”


      Realizing her mistake at once, Yui tried to adjust the plate’s position, only for Kyousuke to stop her. “No, this is great, thanks!”


      Kai stared intently at the kanitama with no toppings or frills. “Was I really craving this? Doesn’t look appetizing at all…”


      “Stop talking and eat.”


      “Yes, Sergeant.”


      Kai brought a spoonful to his mouth. Steam rose pleasantly from the fresh dish, and the thick, starchy sauce had a distinct sheen.


      “Hm? This is…”


      The moment Kai took a bite, a tear rolled down his cheek.


      “I don’t get why, but it tastes so good. Like a happy memory…”


      Relieved by Kai’s reaction, Kyousuke took a bite of his own. Yui was perplexed at his attitude, but she made no comment. Perhaps, on a subconscious level, she felt Kai’s presence.


      “It tastes the best when I eat it with you…,” Kyousuke murmured softly.


      The two of them continued eating their kanitama in silence.
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      They left the restaurant when the meal was done. The sky was spotless now, allowing the sun to shine brightly upon the pair.


      Kai walked along, totally satisfied.


      “That was great,” he said to Kyousuke. “Hey, you know… I don’t think it’ll be long now before I disappear. Just a matter of time.”


      “……”


      Kyousuke’s heart lurched at those words. The uncertainty of what was to come when he was all alone filled him with dread.


      Gazing up at the sky, Kai went on speaking in a light, breezy tone. “Yeah, y’know, man… When it comes down to it, what I really want is for you to sing and play piano in a big stadium in front of all sorts of people!”


      Kyousuke’s feet stopped in their tracks.


      “Let’s go home.”


      Kyousuke and Kai exchanged no further words until they got back to the apartment. Silently, they probed each other’s feelings, searching for how to broach their final conversation. Kyousuke opened the curtains, allowing the setting sun to stream into the room.


      “Kyou, sit at the keyboard,” Kai told Kyousuke with a solemn face.


      “S-sure.” Kyousuke sat down as instructed.


      Meanwhile, Kai took the sofa and began to speak. “I told you I want you to keep playing and perform onstage. That’s my last wish. No more being paralyzed because I’m not around.”


      Kyousuke refused to meet Kai’s eyes. “I can’t do it without you. I love singing with you. I love the music we make together.”


      Kai smiled fondly. “I like it, too, you know that. It’s been such a blast getting to see you again. Still, I gotta hurry up and reincarnate so I can try again. You gotta see where I’m coming from, Kyou.”


      Kyousuke looked down. Silence.


      When at last he spoke, his tone was dark and gloomy.


      “Even to your last breath, you refuse reason. You just had to turn into a ghost, you just had to turn my life upside down, and now, at the very end, you just have to leave me all alone. I was dumbfounded when you died. I fell into such a deep depression. But I managed to get by in my own way. Life went on.”


      “‘Life went on’? You were a walking corpse, man! You never talked to anyone, you never left your shell. You did anything you could to keep your memories suppressed—heaven forbid you feel any sort of pain. Living isn’t just about existing, you know that? It’s about having dreams, being happy. It’s about having friends who cheer you up when things don’t go your way and doing the same for them! That’s the kind of life I wanted to live!” Kai roared, his voice choked with emotion.


      Kyousuke lashed back, frenzied. “That’s so naive! The world just isn’t like that! When it hurts, it’s only natural to shy away from other people. When things are depressing and painful, it’s only natural to want to run away!”


      “Sure, it may be naive, but I don’t care! As long as you’re breathing, you can still make your dreams come true! You can eat what you want every day, you can talk with people you like! And you can make music…”


      Kai picked up his guitar and pulled the strap over his head.


      “Kyou, let’s play our last song. The one we just wrote.”


      “……”


      Kyousuke was shaking. Kai flashed him a grin.


      “Oh, wait! Lemme say a cool one-liner!”


      “Huh?”


      “…Leave your name when you go, not your regrets.”


      Kyousuke listened to those words—and then snorted abruptly.


      “That was so lame.”


      Kai burst out laughing. “Sure, yeah. Y’know what I think, though? The coolest people in the world are the ones who really try, especially when it’s lame. You’re lame, Kyou, and it’s totally awesome! ’Cause you’ve been having fun!”


      “…Yeah, maybe.”


      “Promise me one thing. Make our final song the most famous song in the world.”


      Kai’s gaze was solemn.


      “That’s impossible,” Kyousuke insisted.


      “Ha! That’s what you always say. You never know until you try! Come on, promise me.”


      “I’ll do everything I can,” Kyousuke replied with a sheepish smile.


      Kai clapped his hands as if he had just thought of something else. “Oh, and one more thing. I’ll definitely be doing music when I reincarnate. Find me and let’s make songs again!”


      “How old do you think I’ll be by then?!”


      “Hey, you can make music at any age!”


      “All right.”


      Kai said nothing.


      Neither did Kyousuke.


      With their usual banter coming to a close, Kai held a pick to his guitar strings.


      “Let’s get started, then.”


      Kyousuke nodded seriously.


      Kanitama began to play their final song, “Record.”


      Kyousuke sang in a trembling, tear-choked voice. Every so often, sniffles could be heard. Kai played the guitar with his usual smirk and unerring enthusiasm. His guitar roared, its sound reaching toward the heavens.


      Kyousuke kept his eyes to the side, trained on Kai, as if burning the sight of him singing and playing into his memory. Kyousuke looked at Kai, and Kai looked at Kyousuke. The vocals passed between them like a baton. When Kanitama sang, it was as if they shared their emotions, crying out so that the other could hear.


      “I’ll never forget you—ever,” Kai whispered softly, as he listened to Kyousuke’s singing with all the attention in his being.


      The melody was vivid and beautiful with its reciprocal parts. The duo sang as one, their faces beaming with smiles.


      The harmony only they could achieve blended into a powerful sound crossing from one world to the next—a melody of the boundary, engulfing the world in sound.


      There was no need to explain. There was no need for words. The lyrics and music expressed everything.


      They spoke of each other’s futures. Only they could know what lay ahead.


      “Hey, Kyou.”


      “Hm?” Kyousuke reacted with a tear-streaked face.


      Kai grinned from ear to ear.


      “I’ll see you around.”


      The song ended. Kai disappeared.


      “See you.”


      Kyousuke was certain Kai had lost his memories of him.


      But for the rest of his days, Kyousuke would never forget the time he got to spend with Kai anew.


      Even without the memories, what was left behind at the end of it all was the music they made. That would never fade away.
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      There was a fantastical world where the sky and the sea melded seamlessly into a clear blue vista with no end. The sun’s rays sparkled against the water’s surface, so bright and vivid, it was as if the sun were sinking into the sea.


      At the center of this aquatic dreamscape stood a solitary bus stop. There was a bench right beside it, and on that bench sat a young blond man. He plucked away at his acoustic guitar, and the notes flew about the crystalline world.


      He was singing “Record.”


      Cleanly and precisely, he played an arpeggio. The song played out in full, a complete and finished creation.


      Somewhere from the horizon, a bus appeared before quietly slowing down for the stop.


      The young blond man’s strumming stopped, and he stood up with a grin.

    
  


  
    
      “All right, time to head off!”
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      Afterword


      Hello, I’m Toshiya Miyata. Nice to meet you! Thank you for your support.


      I’m very grateful to you for picking up Melody of the Boundary. This is my debut novel. Some of you may already be aware of this, but my primary work is in the idol industry. I started in sixth grade, and it’s been most of my life ever since (although I have kept up with anime). Because of that, I had no clue how to write a book, and I had to learn from scratch past the ripe old age of thirty.


      I suppose this should be obvious, but I had to make sure not to let any of my idol work slip through the cracks as I wrote. Otherwise, I’d have to say goodbye to this whole project! I was determined to finish the story, though, and lo and behold, here we are. I really have to commend myself for sticking with it.


      (Go me! I did it! I deserve to buy myself an expensive watch! I worked reaaal hard!)


      Now that that’s out of my system…


      This book means to say one thing: It’s never too late to try something new. If you want to do something, do it. Age doesn’t matter one bit. Now that I’ve finished a book, I’d love for it to get an anime adaptation. I have no idea how many years that will take, or if it’s even feasible at all, but I think it’s important to express your dreams in words—it’s the shortcut to making them come true.


      This novel is entirely a work of fiction. Here’s the thing, though—fiction is real hard to make! When I started writing, I just wrote what I liked, but I couldn’t help feeling that something was missing when I read it back. The story just didn’t land right. I asked myself, “What’s the problem here?” And the answer I came to was that the narrative just wasn’t convincing. I rewrote it over and over until I was happy with the result. Thus, we have this novel—the culmination of all the things I’ve ever felt, all my frustrations and all my joys. The only way I could write a novel I was satisfied with was by drawing from my own experiences.


      The characters in this book—Kyousuke, Kai, Yui, Some Liars, and Jin Amano—have pieces of me in them. I wrote them thinking, “It would be nice to have a friend/senior or younger colleague like this around.” In that sense, they’re a mix of my experiences and ideals.


      Let me talk about Kai first. He’s my idea of a fun junior, but in my head, I hear Daisuke Sakuma’s voice when he speaks. He’s four years my junior, and the first younger colleague who really latched onto me. Our first conversation went like this…


      “Hey, Miyataaa! I’m a huge anime fan, tooo!”


      “Oh, really? Awesome!”


      We hit it off right away. In the 2000s, there was this idea that anime fans were gross, so I was really happy to find someone back then who was open about liking it. As time went on, this preconception faded, and I started getting a lot more invites to variety shows and whatnot to talk about anime. Whenever I had scheduling conflicts, I would tell my agency, “Use Sakuma!” I ended up relying on him quite a lot to talk about anime in my stead… Looking back, I really dumped a lot on the guy. I’m so grateful to him.


      I was really happy when he told me, “I’ll nourish all those seeds you planted!” Nobody is a better fit than Daisuke Sakuma for the voice of Kai.


      I asked Kento Itou to voice Kyousuke. When the production for the audio drama was greenlit, I racked my brain over who should get the role. Then, when I was on a variety show with Itou, I realized the tone of his voice and the way he carried himself were exactly what I had pictured for Kyousuke.


      I was an assistant emcee—a position that doesn’t really require much talking. From my vantage point, I think I got a good look at the other people in the studio. After the recording ended, I immediately contacted the Melody of the Boundary team.


      “I’ve found our Kyousuke!”


      Then I got Itou’s contact details and gave him an offer directly, and you know what he said?


      “Please ask the agency if they can find time in the schedule.”


      It was such a Kyousuke-like response, it made my excitement skyrocket.


      And that’s how my very first novel and drama CD were made. Thank you so much, Sakuma and Itou. I have this vague desire to make a song with the two of them if this book ever gets adapted into an anime.


      There’s still so much I want to write. Please bear with me a little longer.


      The next character I want to address is Yui. I wanted a character who could tie everything together. Written in kanji, her name would use a character meaning “connect.” I didn’t steal the name from Yui Ikari from Evangelion, I swear.


      She’s the person who brings Kyousuke and Kai together. I think her presence really makes the story shine.


      I wanted Some Liars to be the coolest people in the story, so they’re the characters I was most particular about when I was plotting things out. They were lying to everyone through their music—that much was evident even from their name! I also channeled admirable traits when writing them. The trio feel so strongly about their friends that it creates a rift between them. I think I was able to depict that kind of conflict because I’ve been part of a musical group for around two decades. Try to see if you can spot the significance in their name.


      Jin is a reflection of the kind of adult I want to be one day. I really love performing onstage. I want to keep at it no matter how old I am! I want to be a legendary idol! In twenty or thirty years, I’m determined to stand nimbly and brilliantly on the stage.


      I could go on forever about Kai, Kyousuke, Yui, Some Liars, and Jin, so I’ll stop here for now.


      This book was made possible thanks to everyone at Media Works Bunko (especially my editor). I’m deeply grateful for all of their hard work.


      LAM, the illustrator, went above and beyond. I imagine it was very tricky for him to accommodate my requests in his busy schedule, but I’m delighted by the love and dedication he put into this book.


      I asked Ryuutarou Fujinaga to handle the music for the drama CD. He’s another nerdy friend of mine, but even more than that, I believed his talent would make the music shine.


      We should all get together sometime for a sappy meeting where we just sit around complimenting each other! Ha-ha.


      I’ve been truly blessed… I’ve gotta return the favor to everyone someday. I’ll do anything for them!


      As for what I’d like to do next with this project, I’ve been considering a spinoff about the adventures of Some Liars after they travel to London, but I have no idea how to write about London since I’ve never been there myself. When I was trying to come up with a good place for Some Liars to venture to, I found out London has a street with tons of street performers! I think it would be really cool to go there for research. The excitement never ends! It’s great to find something that gets my heart racing every day.


      I hope all of you readers can find joy and excitement in every single day of your lives.


      I’m also considering writing an entirely brand-new story. That gives me the freedom to think of anything. But there are rules even within that freedom, and I have to make sure that I don’t lose sight of myself while crafting a work of entertainment. That’s an important rule of thumb, I believe.


      Finally, writing this story made me really value my friends. That includes my fellow bandmates at Kis-My-Ft2 and all the fans supporting me. I love you all.


      This book is about taking the first step toward your dreams.


      Anyone can make their dreams come true!


      Thank you for reading all the way to the end.


      Thank you for everything.


      Toshiya Miyata
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      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup

    
  

OEBPS/Images/Art_tit.jpg
Loy
%”,ﬁﬁﬁﬂy

To hy a Miyata






OEBPS/Images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9798855428797.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Art_P140.jpg
hapter 5: Melody of the Boundary

w‘—





OEBPS/Images/Art_P36.jpg
Chapter 2: Yui






OEBPS/Images/Art_P168.jpg
Messages from Those Involved in the

Making of Melody of the Boundary!

Voice of Kyousuke Tsurumaki
in the audio drama

Kent Ito:

Hooray! It’s out!

| was positively giddy when | was approached for comment—
who would’ve thought I'd have this honor?

| imagine everyone knows how it feels to look back on a
dream that didn’t come true—no matter how big or small that
dream was. Well, what if you got the chance to try again? And
what if you knew you only had a limited amount of time to
make it come true? What would you do? It’s so easy to forget
that time is such a finite resource. That’s exactly what makes
it so precious. This novel made me realize that truth all over
again.

| recommend this book to everyone who is chasing their
dream, everyone who has ever chased a dream, and to
everyone who supports someone else chasing their dream...
Basically, | recommend it to everyone!

Ly

Voice of Kai Amano
in the audio drama

Daisuke Sakuma:

Toshiya Miyata—idol, artist, and now novelist! What an honor it
is to be a part of his debut title. This book is filled with insights
only someone working on the frontlines of this industry can
provide.

There’s a pleasant rhythm to Kai and Kyousuke’s banter, and
| wish | could hear their music for myself in real life. | hope this
pair stays in your heart forever.

lllustrator

LAM:

Happy release day, Melody of the Boundary!

| was shocked when | was first approached about this project.
“That Miyata is writing a light novel?!” It must have taken
superhuman effort to write a book with such a busy career in
showbiz!

It’s a beautiful and heartwarming story about youth. Every
single line was imbued with Mr. Miyata’s dreams and nerdy
passions. Thanks to that, | was able to put my heart and soul
into the illustrations.
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