
  

  
    [image: Cover: The Summer Hikaru Died, Vol. 2 by Mio Nukaga and Mokumokuren]
  


  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    

    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    COPYRIGHT


    
      [image: ]
    

     


    ORIGINAL STORY • ILLUSTRATION BY MOKUMOKUREN


    TRANSLATION BY AJANI OLOYE
COVER ART BY MOKUMOKUREN


    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


    HIKARU GA SHINDA NATSU Vol. 2


    ©Mio Nukaga 2025 ©Mokumokuren 2025


    First published in Japan in 2025 by KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo.


    English translation rights arranged with KADOKAWA CORPORATION, Tokyo,


    through TUTTLE-MORI AGENCY, INC., Tokyo.


    English translation © 2026 by Yen Press, LLC


    Yen Press, LLC supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


    The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact the publisher. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


    Yen On


    150 West 30th Street, 6th Floor


    New York, NY 10001


    Visit us at yenpress.com


    facebook.com/yenpress • twitter.com/yenpress


    yenpress.tumblr.com • instagram.com/yenpress


    First Yen On Edition: May 2026


    Edited by Yen On Editorial: Rachel Mimms


    Designed by Yen Press Design: Liz Parlett


    Yen On is an imprint of Yen Press, LLC.


    The Yen On name and logo are trademarks of Yen Press, LLC.


    The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


    Library of Congress Control Number: 2025001186


    ISBNs: 979-8-8554-3403-3 (paperback)


        979-8-8554-3404-0 (ebook)

  

  
    

    TABLE OF CONTENTS


     


    
      	COVER


      	INSERT


      	TITLE PAGE


      	COPYRIGHT


      	PROLOGUE


      	CHAPTER 1 I Don’t Want to See His Face


      	CHAPTER 2 From the Moment I Drove the Blade In


      	CHAPTER 3 Hikaru’s Gravestone Felt Cold


      	CHAPTER 4 Dad Felt the Same


      	CHAPTER 5 You Don’t Need to Know


      	EPILOGUE


      	AFTERWORD


      	AFTERWORD BY THE ORIGINAL AUTHOR


      	YEN NEWSLETTER

    

  

  
    
      [image: ]
    
  

  
    

    THE EVENTS SO FAR


    Yoshiki’s best friend went missing, only to return as something that merely looked like him.


    Yoshiki knows the person before him is not the Hikaru Indou he grew up with, but he finds it hard to reject this new Hikaru—a childlike creature whose eyes light up with wonder at all the new sights and experiences to be enjoyed as a human being.


    But recently, bizarre incidents have begun to increase in the village of Kubitachi, where they live.


    Suspecting that Hikaru might be at the root of it all, Yoshiki makes the tough decision to reveal Hikaru’s true identity to Mrs. Kurebayashi, a seemingly normal housewife who appears to know more about the situation than expected.


    Meanwhile, as Hikaru is torn between Hikaru Indou’s memories and his own feelings, he nonetheless yearns to stay by Yoshiki’s side.


    And Yoshiki, despite knowing that this creature is not Hikaru Indou, can’t abandon his desire to be with Hikaru.


    Now, as Hikaru and Yoshiki struggle to find a way to coexist, a mysterious man named Tanaka catches wind of Hikaru’s presence…
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    PROLOGUE


    The cicadas in the village buzzed loudly. Hikaru had always thought it was the type of mind-numbing sound that beat the inside of your head into a frothy soup.


    Or rather, to be more accurate, it was Hikaru Indou who thought that way. The creature who took his place had only inherited those memories from the real Hikaru.


    Amid the constant buzzing of cicadas, the sunflowers growing in his family’s garden stood facing the sun, their vivid yellow petals unfazed by the blazing rays of solar energy showering down upon them.


    Summer in Kubitachi Village made everything feel more saturated. The sweltering heat hung thick in the air, seeping into the verdant mountains, the roadside plants and trees, the rice fields, even the roof tiles on the houses that dotted the settlement. The colors would get so incredibly intense that it was nearly suffocating.


    But that, too, was likely a memory of Hikaru Indou.


    Hikaru Indou had died in the mountains, and the thing calling itself Hikaru had merely taken his place, slipping into the settlement of Kubitachi as if he were just another villager. If Yoshiki Tsujinaka, Hikaru Indou’s childhood friend, hadn’t said, “You ain’t the real Hikaru, are ya?” then the creature would’ve continued pretending to be Hikaru Indou.


    And if his true identity had been exposed, then he would have just killed Yoshiki. At least, that’s what Hikaru thought he would do at first.


    But Yoshiki saw Hikaru for what he was—not just that he wasn’t Hikaru Indou, but that he wasn’t even human—and didn’t reject him for that. That’s why Hikaru couldn’t kill Yoshiki. He had no desire to do so.


    In an attempt to shake off those memories, Hikaru shouted, “It’s hot as hell!” and wiped sweat from his brow. His mother had asked him to buy some beer from Yamahisa, but the path to the shop that he’d been well accustomed to had felt longer than usual.


    That’s how hot it was that day. Kubitachi Village, tucked away in a dead-end valley surrounded by mountains, likely trapped heat more than other places.


    Hikaru passed a small police station and made his way through an oddly shaped Y intersection. Just as he did, he looked up to see Yoshiki’s house. Even with no reason to stop, he couldn’t help but look in that direction as he passed by.


    “The heck…?”


    Yoshiki’s bike, which usually would’ve been parked by his front door, wasn’t there.


    The buzzing of the cicadas suddenly swelled, filling Hikaru’s head with nothing but their incessant sound.


    He remembered what had happened a few days ago—when Yoshiki had come over to his house with a watermelon.


    He’d seen Yoshiki’s phone screen. Actually, to be more precise, he first heard it ping with a new message, and then he just happened to see what was on the screen.


    The message was addressed to Yoshiki from someone neither Hikaru nor Hikaru Indou knew.


    Feel like talking now?


    The message was short but deeply significant.


    When Hikaru casually asked about it, Yoshiki brushed it off, saying it was from his mom and wasn’t anything special.


    Yoshiki lied.


    Did Yoshiki tell that Kurebayashi person somethin’? What exactly did he say? Did he tell her that his childhood friend’s a monster?


    As Hikaru stared at the empty spot where Yoshiki’s bike should’ve been, he remembered the sensation of Yoshiki striking his arm away in the gym storage room.


    The constant buzzing of the cicadas grew increasingly louder.


    “Go away!”


    Yoshiki’s voice echoed between the cicadas’ cries.


    “Truth is, I don’t need you anymore. I don’t need a——like you.”


    The sounds of the cicadas had prevented him from clearly hearing everything Yoshiki had said.


    Or rather, that’s what Hikaru wanted to believe. It had actually all been perfectly audible, and he just couldn’t bear to hear that particular word.


    Hikaru woke to the sounds of his own ragged breathing.


    From the darkness in front of him came the familiar scent of tatami mats and mosquito coils. As Hikaru’s eyes gradually adjusted to the dark, he slowly came to recognize the ceiling of his bedroom.


    Lying face up on his mattress, he found himself breathing heavily and trembling uncontrollably.


    He was covered in sweat, and when he wiped his brows and cheeks with the palm of his hand, he realized that the wetness spilling out of his right eye wasn’t sweat.


    Shoving the twisted towel blanket off his stomach, he opened the sliding door to his room and stepped into the hallway. Even those simple actions felt unbearably difficult to carry out. Each creaky footstep he took as he walked down the hall seemed to scrape away at something inside him.


    He washed his face at the bathroom sink. The eyes staring back at him in the mirror looked deeply sunken.


    “I look just like ’im, though—on the outside.”


    Without a second thought, he reached out and touched the mirror. The person in front of him was undoubtedly Hikaru Indou.


    Then why—?


    “Eugh, gross. Whatever,” Hikaru muttered as he scratched behind his ear before going back to his room.

  

  
    

    CHAPTER 1 I Don’t Want to See His Face


    
      1


      As evening fell, the frogs began croaking, and the crisp chirps of bell crickets filled the air.


      Tanaka was walking along a mountain path that smelled of damp earth while carrying a cage with a hamster inside. The sky gradually dimmed, and before he knew it, dusk had completely swallowed the trail at his feet.


      Behind him, holding a flashlight, was Takeda, a landowner in Kubitachi. Tanaka didn’t need to turn around to know the man was frowning.


      “I have my eye on ya, so don’t go tryin’ anythin’ funny, y’hear?” said Takeda, his voice tinged with suspicion.


      Takeda was accompanied by two others—Mikasa, the head priest of Nisa Shrine, and Matsushima of the Matsushima Sawmill, which was the center of the forestry industry in Kubitachi. Before this outing, Tanaka had told the three men, “How about we smoke it out?” but none of them had really grasped what he meant.


      “You got it, boss,” Tanaka said to Takeda.


      “You can make some kinda barrier or somethin’, right? Can’t ya set it up over the whole village?”


      “Ohhh, you mean like the thing at the Mikasa Shrine? I had to give up one of my organs for that, so I can’t make too many.”


      Tanaka’s response caused Takeda to stumble, his feet scuffing against the gravel-like ground beneath him. This was followed a second later by his startled voice exclaiming, “O-organs?!”


      “I don’t have anything remotely like a sixth sense,” Tanaka added. “So this is how I gotta do things.”


      He wasn’t lying. He didn’t even have a sliver of a sixth sense. Tanaka’s self-deprecation caused his chest to quiver, and before he could stop himself, he let out a laugh.


      “It’s much stronger than what the company recommends.”


      Tanaka slid the collar of his shirt aside to expose a reddish-black bruise that spread across his neck. It covered his skin, starting from the top of his shoulder, making it appear as if it were trying to squeeze the life out of him.


      Even in the dim light, the bruise was clearly visible. Takeda’s gasp made that obvious.


      “…So the bruise on your neck’s from that?” Takeda asked.


      “It was taken on a job. It grows sometimes, but it’s not an issue.”


      Indeed, it was not an issue for Tanaka. As long as it brought him closer to achieving his goal, it wasn’t too large a price to pay.


      Lately, there had been a rash of strange incidents and accidents in the areas around Kubitachi and Kibogayama—from minor events where someone tripped and injured themself to traffic incidents, construction site accidents, and unexplained deaths. At a glance, these eerie events didn’t seem to be connected, but it became apparent that there was a darkness slowly spreading out from the mountains in Kubitachi.


      Tanaka had to stop it. He had to find the source of it all. Maybe then he would finally find what he was seeking.


      Up ahead on the narrow mountain trail, Tanaka spotted what he was looking for, and he immediately smiled.


      “Ah. There it is,” he said.


      At the end of their path was a small shrine nearly consumed by the forest. Takeda, the landowner, didn’t know who or what it was dedicated to. He stood wide-eyed next to Tanaka, marveling at the fact that there had even been a shrine there.


      Without hesitation, Tanaka kicked the shrine.


      It was made with old stacked stones, and it easily crumbled apart after just two kicks. Beneath the dislodged rocks, a slick black patch of dirt oozed into view.


      “The hell’re ya doin’?! Hey! You punk!” shouted a panicked Takeda as he lunged forward and tried to hold Tanaka back.


      Takeda didn’t know what had been enshrined there, but he knew well enough that destroying it would likely bring bad karma.


      The hamster inside Tanaka’s cage let out a shrill squeak, but Tanaka paid no attention and simply stared down at the shrine.


      “Seems like it’s still below.”


      It was what Tanaka had come for. He pulled out a knife and used it to slice his left palm open. A thin red line appeared, and a moment later, the cut welled up with blood.


      Ignoring Takeda’s confusion, Tanaka dug into his pants pocket, and with a soft jingle, he pulled out a worn-out cord with a bell at the end.


      He wrapped his bloody hand around the bell, then tossed it under the shrine.


      The blood-soaked bell shimmered on the black soil.


      “Wh-what’re you doin’…?” Takeda asked him.


      “This one’s my hunting dog. The thing causing you trouble here—y’know, what you guys are calling ‘Nounuki’—it’ll go after that. Impurities like this should be drawn to something like your ‘Nounuki.’”


      Tanaka could feel Takeda’s gaze boring into his back. He knew that he was being eyed with suspicion. Takeda had reluctantly come to rely on Tanaka, but he didn’t see Tanaka’s presence as a positive for the village. That much was clear from Takeda’s expressions.


      Somewhere along the way, the frogs and bell crickets stopped singing.

    

    
      2


      Hikaru, in a rare act, actually showed up to club practice. Wearing a scrimmage vest, he chased after a soccer ball while Yoshiki Tsujinaka watched through a camera from the corner of the sports field.


      Despite not taking practice seriously, Hikaru Indou performed surprisingly well on the field due to his innate flair for athletics.


      Peering through his viewfinder and watching Hikaru kick up dry dirt as he ran, Yoshiki found himself thinking back to something that had happened a few days earlier in his Modern Social Studies class.


      It began with a handout that the teacher passed around. The paper the class received was an introduction to the following thought experiment:


      One day, a man went out for a hike. As he was walking along, lightning suddenly struck him and took his life. But in that instant, a chemical reaction occurred between the lightning and the mud in a nearby swamp, creating an entity identical to the man in appearance and memory, down to the molecular level.


      Swamp Man was born.


      Afterward, the entity returned home and continued living the man’s life without even realizing that he was now Swamp Man.


      In this case, would you say Swamp Man and the man who died are the same person?


       


      “That teacher sure does love them things,” said Yuuta Maki, Yoshiki’s classmate. By the tone of his voice, he didn’t sound entirely enthused about the thought experiment.


      Meanwhile, Asako Yamagishi, who was with Maki, actually enjoyed these types of activities. “I like ’em,” she said with a smile. “They’re fun.”


      “‘Swamp Man’… What do y’all think?” Yoshiki suddenly asked.


      The question appeared to come out of nowhere.


      “Don’t matter much to me, buuut…they’re clearly different, ain’t they?” Maki replied.


      Yoshiki expected as much from Maki but found himself pressing further, asking, “Why’s that?”


      “Just ’cause.”


      Another predictable answer.


      But Asako’s response was a bit different.


      “Hmm…,” she murmured thoughtfully with her hand on her chin. “Hard to say how they’re really different. I mean, humans regenerate their cells an’ stuff, so we don’t have the same cells we had a few years ago. Ain’t that the same thing?”


      She made a good point.


      “But the real guy’s dead an’ gone in the swamp,” Yoshiki muttered.


      “So he’s a different person, ain’t he?” Maki shot back as he flopped down on a nearby chair. He had clearly become bored and was done thinking about the topic. “’Cause for a moment, they both existed at once,” he added.


      “Oh. Yeah, yer right.” Asako gazed at the ceiling. “That’s pretty sharp of you to say, Maki.”


      Maki responded with a smug, I know, right? look, although it appeared that he somehow missed the “of you to say” part.


      “If the two of them existed, they could both lead separate lives, but from the outside, they’ll always look like the same person. At the end of the day, we can only judge others by how we see ’em…,” Asako mused as she furrowed her brows with concern.


      Maki waved the whole thing off, saying, “Ugh, I don’t get it! It don’t matter anyway!” to which Asako replied, “Yeah, I hear ya. It’s a tough one,” and the conversation fizzled out.


      But it was a thought experiment; it had no clear answer. It was meant to create a discussion where people shared differing opinions—as they had just demonstrated—and there were no right or wrong answers.


      Yoshiki knew this, and yet he couldn’t stop thinking about the questions it raised.


      What qualifies a person to be themselves? he wondered. Their memories? Their cells? Their experiences? Looking at what Asako said from another angle, is that thing Hikaru? I mean, to Maki and Asako, Hikaru Indou is alive. So what truly kills a person?


      “Oh! That’s right!” Asako cried. “I gotta return the gym clothes I borrowed from Hikaru!”


      The sudden mention of Hikaru’s name caused Yoshiki’s shoulders to tense. For a moment, he felt as if Asako had read his thoughts.


      “Huh?! You borrowed gym clothes from a guy?” Maki exclaimed.


      “Shut up! All the girls’ clothes’re too small!”


      At 5′7″, Asako was tall for a girl at their school. There was no way the standard girls’ gym uniform would fit her. And when that tall frame of hers served a volleyball spike, it was unimaginably powerful.


      Holding a bag with a gym uniform in it, Asako ran over to Hikaru, who was sleeping with his head down on his desk. She handed his clothes back to him.


      “I washed these for ya!” she chirped.


      Then, for some reason, Hikaru held the bag to his nose and sniffed it.


      “Whoa! Do ya normally smell the things people give back to ya?” Asako asked him.


      “It smells dang good. All girlie an’ stuff.”


      Hikaru was staring at the bag of clothes intently, and seeing this, Yoshiki nearly sighed. That “girlie” scent must have been something from the real Hikaru’s memories. Even so, everyone except for Yoshiki treated Hikaru like he was Hikaru Indou. And in doing so, it felt like Yoshiki was being mocked for seriously contemplating the Swamp Man problem.


      “Mama’s particular when it comes to fabric softener,” Asako explained.


      “It’s all flowery,” Hikaru replied.


      Maki watched their exchange with an absurdly serious expression. Yoshiki could already tell he was about to say something even dumber than what he had already witnessed.


      “Girls always smell real good, huh? Maybe it’s the fabric softener they use,” said Maki.


      “Heck if I know,” replied Yoshiki.


      “Why do guys stink so much?”


      “Beats me…”


      Maki’s question was even dumber than Yoshiki expected, and this time, he couldn’t stop himself from sighing in response.


      As the sound of a whistle rang out across the sports field after school, Yoshiki snapped more photos of the soccer team kicking the ball around. Occasionally, he would capture Hikaru in the frame and glare at him.


      What qualifies a person to be themselves…? What makes Hikaru, Hikaru? What makes Hikaru, Hikaru?


      In the end, Yoshiki couldn’t even find the start of an answer.


      “Oh! Tsujinaka?”


      Someone called out to Yoshiki from behind, startling him and causing him to lower his camera.


      The voice belonged to Mrs. Tezuka, a social studies teacher and advisor for the volleyball team. She stood looking down at Yoshiki with a box of volleyballs in her arms.


      “I thought ya’d be in study hall today. It’s rare to see ya doin’ club activities,” she said.


      Still seated on the steps leading down to the field, Yoshiki nodded and replied, “No one really shows up for Photo Club… I just happened to get asked to do this.”


      Yoshiki also didn’t really show up for his club. He had actually hoped to be in the “go-home club,” but unfortunately, no such club existed at Kibogayama High School. Yoshiki reluctantly joined the Photo Club, and every now and then, he got roped into taking promotional photos for other clubs and teams like this.


      “That so?” said Ms. Tezuka. “Yer photo from last year’s cultural festival was great. Y’know, that one of the church from over yonder.”


      She pointed past the sports field. The hillside school commanded a clear view of Kibogayama Town. It had a shopping mall and a supermarket, making it livelier than Kubitachi, but it was still rural, just not as much as Yoshiki’s village. And at the base of the mountain where the high school stood, an old church was visible. On its roof was a cross that glowed dully in the afternoon light.


      “Th-thank you,” said Yoshiki.


      At the Photo Club’s exhibition during last year’s cultural festival, Yoshiki had a photo of the church on display. There wasn’t any real significance to his choosing it as his subject—it was simply because the church was nearby and easy to shoot.


      The conversation with his teacher could’ve ended then and there, but after being reminded of the photo he’d taken of the church, Yoshiki found himself asking Ms. Tezuka a question.


      “Speaking of, there are plenty of churches in this town. Isn’t that kind of rare for a country town like this?”


      “Oh, about that… Christians who were persecuted during the Edo period fled to this area. At least one of those old churches is still active.”


      It was just the kind of answer he expected from a social studies teacher. Apparently, she was also a local history buff.


      In response, Yoshiki let out a “Huh,” and nodded. Then he remembered the cross hanging from Mr. Kameyama’s neck at the summer festival.


      “Hm? But why weren’t they persecuted here?” he said.


      If they were enough of a presence to be persecuted, then why were they able to live here safely?


      “Not sure why. I heard it has somethin’ to do with the domain havin’ a hard time interferin’ with things here. Maybe that’s why? But it’s true that this place has a history with religion.”


      “The domain had a hard time interfering with things here…?”


      Then the sound of a whistle echoed across the sports field, and among a cloud of dust the soccer team kicked up as they ran around, Yoshiki heard Hikaru laughing and shouting something just out of earshot.


      


      It was hard to remember who had first suggested doing fireworks—it may have been Maki, or Asako, or perhaps even Hikaru. At this point, Yoshiki couldn’t recall.


      Hikaru and Maki were sitting on the tatami floor and fussing over a fun pack of fireworks with the thoroughly ridiculous name of “Ultra ☆ Spark Demon King,” and the question of who suggested this popped into Yoshiki’s head as he sat at the living room table with his cheek resting in one hand. He watched the two boys out of the corner of his eye.


      “Yer place is huge, Hikaru!” Yuuki Tadokoro exclaimed upon peering into the back room through an open sliding door. She was sitting across from Yoshiki, and next to her was Asako, who nodded and said, “Sure is.”


      Yoshiki had never been to Yuuki’s or Asako’s houses, even though they’d gone to the same school since middle school. Still, there was no denying it—Hikaru’s house was big. It had so many rooms that, even with each family member having their own, there were still plenty of unused spaces.


      “Musta been a hassle for y’all to come all the way out here for a sleepover,” Yoshiki remarked.


      Hikaru’s house was tucked away deep within Kubitachi. For Asako and Yuuki, who lived in Kibogayama Town, and Maki, who lived even farther away in Ashidori, it was quite a trip.


      “It’s the weekend, and my folks drove me here, so it’s all good!” said Maki as he pointed at a pack of fireworks. He was bickering with Hikaru over which ones to light.


      They had all planned to light fireworks together, but officially, they were holding a study session for finals. That was their pretense for all of them sleeping over at Hikaru’s house—something they’d decided the previous week.


      “Hey, Yoshiki, grab a game from my room,” Hikaru said as he looked up from the fireworks.


      To make sure he was getting the right thing, Yoshiki asked, “How ’bout Nashitetsu?” It was pretty much the only game they could play with the number of people there, so Hikaru instantly nodded and replied, “Yeah!”


      But Hikaru’s eyes kept drifting back to the fireworks. It was only natural, seeing as he’d never actually set off fireworks before. If he had, it would’ve only been through Hikaru’s memories.


      Yoshiki passed through the hall that he knew like the back of his hand and opened the sliding door to Hikaru’s bedroom.


      As expected, it was a mess. The mattress hadn’t been put away, Hikaru’s school bag had been flung across his desk, and half-read manga lay scattered across the tatami floor. Everything in the room had been left about carelessly.


      The faint smell of mosquito coils lingered in the air. A poster of a soccer player hung on the wall, placed neatly, even though Hikaru had never been that passionate about soccer practice.


      “Nothin’s changed,” said Yoshiki.


      It was almost as if Hikaru Indou had been lying around, reading manga on the floor here just a moment ago.


      Yoshiki found himself pressing his forehead against a T-shirt hanging on the wall. Nothing had changed. The room was exactly the same as when Hikaru had been alive.


      He took a deep breath, and as he did, he was reminded of the conversation about the Swamp Man from the other day. There was no answer to be found, and yet Yoshiki was slowly being dragged into that whirlpool of thought.


      But then something lightly bumped against the crown of his head, causing Yoshiki to look up. The brim of a hat had hit him. It had been hanging on the wall alongside Hikaru’s T-shirt.


      It was a blue work cap embroidered with the words Matsushima Sawmill. Yoshiki knew he had seen it somewhere.


      Ah, yeah. It belonged to Hikaru’s father. I saw him wear it before.


      Yoshiki couldn’t recall when exactly he last saw the hat being worn, but he figured it would’ve been before he’d started elementary school. He remembered going to the summer festival at Nisa Shrine with his family and somehow getting lost.


      He’d gotten separated in the crowds and had been wandering around, looking for his mom, when suddenly his dad, holding a tray of grilled corn cobs, found him.


      After that, he and his father sat side by side on a set of steps at the edge of the shrine, eating corn. Yoshiki remembered his usually taciturn father suddenly speaking to him.


      “This festival was originally held for the god of that mountain.”


      Yoshiki nodded and let out a “Huh” in response. His father fell silent again.


      But then:


      “That’s why you’d best not go up there, Yoshiki. Don’t get yerself snatched up,” he added.


      That was when a figure ran toward them, interrupting Yoshiki’s father.


      “Heeey!”


      It was Hikaru and his father.


      Hikaru’s father was wearing a blue work cap with Matsushima Sawmill written on it. He had it because he worked at the sawmill while also farming shiitake mushrooms on the side.


      “So that’s where ya been, Toshi! Hey, Yoshiki! Is the corn good?”


      Hikaru’s father held a beer in one hand and grinned at Yoshiki and his father. It was the same toothy grin that Hikaru always wore—the kind you could almost hear. Yoshiki had never understood why such a cheerful, friendly man got along with his father.


      “Me an’ the boys’re drinkin’ over that way. Come join us. And I won’t take no for an answer,” Hikaru’s father continued.


      Yoshiki’s quiet father stood up, smiling slightly as he said, “I’ll head over then.”


      Yoshiki rarely spoke to his father, but for some strange reason, he remembered that day vividly—perhaps because it was one of the few times he’d seen him smile.


      His father was always arguing with Yoshiki’s mother, and he didn’t talk, but when he got mad, he’d hit things. He’d slam doors or tear up his own books and throw them into the trash. That was the kind of parent he was. Yoshiki often hoped he would never grow up to be like him.


      He then shook his head to clear his mind of his father’s face. The aromatic smell of various sauces cooking on food stand grills faded, and the scent of mosquito coils in Hikaru’s bedroom returned.


      “Oh, almost forgot. Nashitetsu…”


      Yoshiki reached out to a shelf filled with video games. The shelf was just as disorganized as everything else in the room, with games from the same series shoved in randomly and out of order.


      As he pulled out the case for Nashitetsu, a soiled scrap of paper fell to the floor.


      “What’s this thing? Something spilled on it and got it all crusty…”


      Yoshiki thought it might be okay to throw out, but just in case, he opened the folded paper. It was a scrap torn from a notebook.


      The browned and blotchy paper crackled as he pulled it open. Once he got it unfolded, he saw Hikaru’s handwriting.


      Method—


      for—nuki


      Hichi—


      —ther—


      —the—duty of the Indous.


      —Daddy—


      Most of it was unrecognizable, but he was able to make out a few phrases: “Hichi,” “duty of the Indous,” and “Daddy.”


      A bead of sweat ran down his cheek. It was a cold sweat—there was no doubt about it. He couldn’t bring himself to wipe it away. Instead, he shoved the stained scrap of paper into his pants pocket.


      


      Even though they were just sparklers, everyone cheered with joy as soon as they lit the first one.


      Maki swung his around, scattering vibrant orange sparks and drawing an infinity symbol in the darkness as he shouted, “Infinity!!” Despite his disastrous grades in English, Maki’s pronunciation was annoyingly perfect.


      Asako and Yuuki were laughing at Maki and commenting on how he was getting “hype,” and Hikaru was next to them, his cheeks flushed with excitement from this first experience with fireworks.


      “Fireworks are amazin’…!” he exclaimed as the sparklers’ golden bursts of light reflected and glittered nonstop in his wide eyes.
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    Asako used her smartphone to snap a photo of Hikaru in that state. She then said, “Everyone, look over here!” and went around taking shots of Yuuki, Maki, and Yoshiki, one after another—even one of Hikaru copying Maki and swinging his sparklers around like he did.


    “Ah! The lighter’s not lightin’!” Hikaru said while continuously clicking the empty lighter. At that point, they had only lit about half of the fireworks.


    But no matter how many times he tried to turn it on, the igniter only produced small sparks.


    “I’ll go get another from Yamahisa,” he told the group.


    Still itching to keep the fun going, Hikaru dashed back into his room to grab his wallet.


    Yamahisa, the only shop in the village, might still be open if he hurried. Worst-case scenario, he’d get there after it closed, but even then, the old lady who ran the shop would probably still sell him a barbecue lighter if he asked.


    “Oh, I’ll come with!”


    Asako immediately volunteered to go with Hikaru, perhaps thinking it would be nice to take a little stroll around Kubitachi, since she rarely came here.


    “Sure, let’s go,” said Hikaru.


    And with that, the shopping was left to Hikaru and Asako, while the others stayed behind to clean up the bucket now filled with spent sparklers.


    “By the way, I heard there’s gonna be a huge fireworks event at the end of the summer,” Maki mentioned.


    “I heard the same. You goin’, Maki?” Yuuki asked.


    Yoshiki didn’t feel like he could join their conversation. Just as he decided to let them carry on without him, Maki, while fanning himself by tugging on the collar of his shirt, furrowed his brows and said, “But it sure is hot, ain’t it?”


    The heat that week had been particularly brutal. Their area, which had an overabundance of nature, was still bearable, but apparently, the temperatures in the cities were absurdly high.


    “…I’ll go catch up with Hikaru and Asako right quick an’ tell ’em to grab some ice pops,” said Yoshiki.


    As far as ice pops were concerned, the old chest freezer at Yamahisa probably only contained Crunchy ice pops, Papiccos, and perhaps one more type. Yoshiki wiped away the sweat that had beaded up on the back of his neck and then took off through the yard after Hikaru and Asako.


    In the garden in front of Hikaru’s house, the sunflowers drooped silently, as if they were sleeping.
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    As she walked along a country road dotted with flickering streetlamps, Asako glanced at the fields stretching out around her.


    In the distance, she could see the faint glow of a few houses, but the rest of the settlement was dark, as if the entire area were fast asleep. There was a gloominess that felt almost devoid of human presence.


    Instead, the steady croaking of frogs echoed from all directions. It was so loud, it nearly drowned out Hikaru’s yawn as he walked ahead of her.


    Asako’s hometown was rural enough, but Kubitachi felt even more rural. Something was unsettling about the night air here. It was crisp and clean but somehow stifling at the same time.


    “Hey. Is that the mountain where you went missin’?” Asako asked, pointing toward the faint silhouette of a mountain.


    Hikaru nodded surprisingly quickly. “Sure is. Don’t ’member much about it, though…”


    “I see. Kinda feels like everything’s gone back to normal. But it felt like a funeral back then. For real. I’m glad you made it back.”


    Asako meant what she said. She truly was glad. Even now, just remembering that week when Hikaru had gone missing caused a dull ache to run deep within her chest.


    The mood in class had been somber. Barely anyone spoke. Even when someone tried to lighten the mood with a joke, it would fall flat and shatter. The loneliness emanating from Hikaru’s empty desk had been almost palpable.


    “But, like…,” Asako began hesitantly. “Feel free to ignore me if this don’t make no sense, but…”


    Hikaru came to a stop. And it seemed as if the frogs croaked even louder than usual.


    Hikaru slowly turned back to look at Asako, and as he faced her, she asked her question directly.


    “Just who are you?”


    Hikaru said nothing. His expression remained unchanged. He merely stared at Asako in complete silence.


    But Asako could see a bead of sweat slide down his cheek. Under the streetlight, it glistened white as it trickled down his face.


    A frog croaked in the raised footpath beside them.


    Then, startled by how close it sounded, Asako momentarily clenched her fists.


    That noise overlapped with Hikaru’s footfall as he took a single step toward her.


    She couldn’t move.


    Hikaru’s eyes locked onto Asako’s as he continued his approach. She was rendered speechless. She couldn’t even back away.


    Without a word, Hikaru reached out and touched her right cheek. His middle finger grazed her earlobe.


    Silhouetted by the streetlight, Hikaru’s face was cast in shadow, leaving Asako with no clue as to the expression he was wearing.


    But his eyes alone, staring at Asako, were glowing and clearly visible.


    Something stirred behind them and reached out to Asako—and that was the last thing she remembered before passing out.
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    I’m a hearer.


    For as long as she could remember, Asako had known this about herself.


    One time, when she was hanging out in a neighborhood park with her grandmother, she’d heard sounds coming from a playground spinner:


    Spin me, spin me, spin me…


    There was no one there, but the voice she heard was clear.


    “Granny, there’s a weird noise comin’ from over there,” Asako said, pointing to the spinner.


    Her grandmother then quietly looked over and asked, “Do ya hear somethin’, Asako?”


    “Yeah. Can’t see nothin’, but I sure can hear it.”


    “That’s ’cause yer a hearer,” said her grandmother, deeply nodding as she held Asako’s hand. “Ya best not answer or mess with them things, because your voice will end up reachin’ them on the other side.”


    “Can you hear ’em, too, Granny?”


    “I can’t hear ’em, but I can see ’em a little. My big sister and my daddy could see and hear ’em a little, too.” Asako’s grandmother stared at the spinner, then murmured, “’Cause it runs in the family.”


    “Are they ghosts?” Asako asked hesitantly.


    A concerned look came across Asako’s grandmother’s face, and she nodded once again. “You could say that. Y’see, the world of the dead overlaps with ours, so they’re right beside us. An’ every now an’ then, people an’ things from the other side end up over here due to little distortions.”


    “Ehhh? Sounds scary…”


    Asako clung tightly to her grandmother’s sleeve. Her grandmother then touched Asako’s fingers with her wrinkled, dry hand.


    “Well, some of ’em are scary, an’ some ain’t. The spirits of the dead and people’s lingerin’ emotions pool and mix together in that other world before bein’ reborn back in this one.”


    Her grandmother’s finger then traced a circle on the back of Asako’s hand.


    “It’s what we call the never-endin’ cycle of life and death.”


    “I don’ really get it,” said Asako.


    “What I’m sayin’ is the things on the other side ain’t always bad, an’ the things here ain’t always good, either. But them things are terrifyin’, so ya best not get involved with ’em…”


    Asako had done her best to follow that advice. Whenever she heard strange voices or sounds, she ignored them. As long as she did, nothing ever happened. The voices never did anything to her.


    Over time, hearing what others couldn’t became just another part of her life.


    She only truly understood what her grandmother meant—about how people and things from the other side would come here due to distortions—right before graduating from elementary school.


    On that particular day, she happened to meet Yuuki at the supermarket. Their moms were friends, and even though they went to different elementary schools, Asako and Yuuki had always been close.


    With their mothers off in a long conversation, the two girls left the supermarket and sat on a bench just outside, excitedly chatting about things like which clubs they would join once they started middle school.


    That’s when Asako heard a KSHAK. It sounded like two metallic objects crashing into each other.


    KSHAK, KSHAK, KSHAK…


    The sound grew louder. Something was approaching—coming closer and closer from the road in front of them.


    I’ll just ignore it. Like I always do.


    And as Asako dropped her gaze to do so, Yuuki stood up from the bench.


    “Oh, Mama! Finally done shoppin’?” Yuuki called.


    She ran toward the supermarket, and the clashing sounds followed closely behind her.


    Not only that, the sounds sped up as they approached, as if they were chasing after Yuuki.


    Wait, no, thought Asako. It’s actually goin’ after Yuuki.


    “No, don’t!” Asako shouted toward the sounds. Her outburst was meant to warn the presence not to do anything strange to her best friend.


    The clashing grew quieter, and then stopped entirely. Her breath trembling, Asako stared blankly at the space where the sound had vanished.


    She wasn’t sure if it had left or had disappeared, or if it had gone somewhere else because she’d yelled at it.


    As Asako swallowed and tried to catch her breath, she heard something coming from the exact place where the sounds had stopped.


    WATCH OUT.


    She clearly heard a voice saying, “Watch out.”


    Then she gasped.


    “Yuu!” Asako yelled, turning back toward Yuuki.


    Standing in front of an intersection, Yuuki looked back at Asako and replied, “What…?”


    Just then, a white van blew past Yuuki at full speed. It was driving erratically with no signs of braking or slowing down.


    “That…was close!” said Yuuki. “Musta been goin’ over a hundred…”


    As Yuuki stood, puzzled by what had just happened, Asako heaved a huge sigh of relief. Then she wondered what would have happened if Yuuki had tried crossing the street without stopping.


    “It tried to protect her…?”


    Asako stared back toward where the sounds had gone. In the distance, she could clearly hear the clashing noises.


    KSHAK, KSHAK, KSHAK.


    They eventually faded away.


    Folks from the other world might be scary, but I don’t think they’re all bad. So…it shouldn’t be weird to talk with ’em.


    And that’s why—at night in the village of Kubitachi, on a country road lit by a single slender streetlamp—Asako asked her question.


    “Just who are you?”


    She directed it to the thing before her—not Hikaru Indou, her friend since middle school, but whatever was taking the form of Hikaru Indou.
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    In the middle of the country road, Asako and Hikaru stood talking. Hikaru approached Asako, and before she knew it, he reached his hand out to her cheek.


    “Hey…,” Yoshiki called out.


    The moment the words left his mouth, he saw from behind as Asako’s body swayed. Her tall, slender frame crumpled with a soft, wet thud against the road. And there she lay, utterly motionless.


    “Asako! Hey!”


    Yoshiki ran to her, not even bothering to fix his sandals, which had started to slip off. He tapped Asako on the shoulder as she lay unconscious with her mouth slightly open. He couldn’t tell if she was breathing.


    Yoshiki heard Hikaru inhale deeply—followed by the low, warm sound of him swallowing. With fear in his voice, Yoshiki asked, “What…did you do…?”


    Hikaru awkwardly averted his gaze, looking guilty.


    “I was about to be found out…so I just…”


    …Just?


    “Just…what…?”


    Hikaru laughed sheepishly and scratched his head. “Come ta think of it…I can’t do that, can I? Especially to Asako…”


    What exactly? What is it ya “can’t” do? What can’t ya do “especially” to her?


    “Wha—? Huh? What’re you…?” Yoshiki stammered.


    “It’d be ‘sad’ if she died, right?”


    Hikaru didn’t know what to do. Seeming to be at a loss, he gave Yoshiki a faint, uncertain smile while looking down at him.


    “Huh?”


    Yoshiki found himself giving a confused half-smile in return. It would obviously be “sad” if Asako died—she was their friend. And yet Hikaru asked that question as if the idea was some kind of revelation.


    “D-did you try to…k-kill her? How could you…? Huh? It’s someone’s life… That’s…”


    The scene he’d just witnessed replayed in Yoshiki’s mind. Hikaru and Asako were talking under the dim lighting of a streetlamp on a dark country road. Hikaru quietly walked toward Asako—and then she collapsed.


    It made Yoshiki wonder if it really was that easy for Hikaru to try killing Asako.


    “Life…”


    Hikaru mulled over the word as if it were his first time hearing it.


    “Bein’ dead, bein’ alive… Is there really that big a difference? Is bein’ alive really more important? I ain’t got no ‘life,’ though…”


    Hikaru was neither joking nor exaggerating. From the way he stared back at Yoshiki, it appeared that he genuinely didn’t understand what they were talking about.


    “The way I see it, there ain’t much difference between bein’ dead or alive. Death ain’t that scary. It’s just changin’ forms, y’know?”


    “Huh…? So then…when ya said ya don’t wanna kill me, was that…?”


    Was it a lie? Were those words all lies?


    In response to Yoshiki’s question, Hikaru took on a wide-eyed, panic-stricken look.


    “Huh? Naw, that’s different. Yer…yer special. If you die, I won’t be able to eat ice cream with you no more…”


    “That’s it…? That’s why…? Ain’t it the same for Asako?! Yer contradictin’ yerself…! How can you say I’m special when you don’t even know what a life is…?!”


    Yoshiki covered his face with one of his hands. His face was cold and damp with sweat. He was trembling with every breath.


    “That old lady from nearby…Mrs. Matsuura… Was that you, then?” he asked.


    Yoshiki had wondered for a long time. It felt like a question he couldn’t ask before.


    Old Lady Matsuura, who had called Hikaru “Nounuki,” met a gruesome death the same night they encountered her.


    Hikaru looked away, frowning like a child whose parents caught him doing something wrong.


    That was more than enough of an answer for Yoshiki.


    Yoshiki’s stomach lurched with nausea, and he brought his hand to his mouth. His chest heaved up and down, his throat began convulsing. Unable to hold back any longer, he purged the contents of his stomach onto the side of the road.


    Hikaru took a step back and cried, “Whoa! Ya puked…!”


    Yoshiki glared at him through the curtain of his disheveled bangs. Despite everything, he could clearly see the confused look on Hikaru’s face. He could see that, despite not understanding the difference between life and death, Hikaru was hurt and frightened by the anger in Yoshiki’s eyes.


    “Mm…” Asako’s shoulder twitched, and she slowly opened her eyes while frowning. “Wha…? Did I…fall asleep or somethin’?”


    She then wrinkled her nose and muttered, “Smells like barf…,” before getting up off the ground.


    “Looks like I…passed out all of a sudden…,” she managed.


    Yoshiki tried to call her name, except his voice came out strained and useless.


    But she was…normal. The same Asako she’d always been.


    “Ah, Hikaru! You all right?!”


    She looked up at Hikaru, her eyes wide with surprise as if she’d just remembered something. Hikaru cocked his head in confusion, and for a moment, Asako fell speechless.


    It seemed like she was trying to decide whether to say something. Then she momentarily cast her eyes downward, pointed at Hikaru, and began speaking.


    “Oh. Umm… ’C-cause yer possessed by a ghost…”


    Hikaru said nothing. Neither did Yoshiki. As Asako’s gaze flicked between the two boys, she managed to squeeze out, “Ya might not believe me, but…I’m a hearer.”


    She explained what she meant by that while trying to read Yoshiki and Hikaru’s mood.


    She began with the exchange she had with her grandmother when she was small and said that she could always hear sounds and voices that were not of this world. Asako did this all while quietly and cautiously checking her friends’ reactions every now and then to make sure they weren’t put off by what she was saying.


    “So you can hear the voices of spirits…and stuff…? An’ always could?” Yoshiki asked, summarizing what Asako had told him.


    Asako covered her face with both hands and said, “It’s creepy, ain’t it?” Still sitting on the ground, she shook her head side to side. “Ever since Hikaru came back, his voice would sound weird sometimes. And I figured he’d been possessed by something dangerous, but it sorta seems like that dangerous thing is protectin’ you? And it sometimes even felt like it could be safer for you to be with him. So I thought maybe it would understand me if I spoke with it, and I tried to start a conversation with the thing inside Hikaru…”


    Asako glanced at Hikaru for a moment, then lowered her eyes again, staring at her hands on her knees.


    Hikaru turned toward Yoshiki and whispered, “Am I in the clear?” But Yoshiki couldn’t look at him.


    Hikaru probably was safe, but there was nothing “good” about what happened—it wasn’t something to be happy about.


    As Yoshiki continued to ignore Hikaru, Asako let out a long groan and buried her face in her hands again.


    “I must sound crazy for tellin’ ya all this. I’m sorry… Forget what I said!”


    “No,” Yoshiki replied immediately. “I believe you.”


    Asako snapped her gaze up at Yoshiki, surprised by his quick response. Then tears started to well up in the corners of her large, round eyes.


    “…Thank you.”


    She wiped away her tears, and Yoshiki told her, “I’m worried ya might faint again, so you should head back.”


    Fortunately, Asako listened to him and quietly left.


    Yoshiki watched her tall figure fade into the distance, and then crouched where he stood. His toes, still in his sandals, were black with dirt.


    “Yoshiki…”


    Yoshiki heard the soft crunch of someone stepping on gravel, and Hikaru’s sneakers came into his view. That alone made Yoshiki’s chest twist and ache. It felt like something was tearing his very existence apart from within his own body.


    He stood up without saying a word. His shoulder bumped against Hikaru’s, but neither of them said anything.


    Yoshiki avoided looking at Hikaru’s face and left the area. He didn’t go back to Hikaru’s house or to Yamahisa. He just went back home.


    Yoshiki couldn’t bear to see his face again. He didn’t want to see that thing whose face looked exactly like Hikaru Indou’s.


    


    When Hikaru saw Yoshiki waiting in front of his house, his eyes widened as if he was seeing someone he hadn’t met in years. It had only been a day since they last saw each other, and yet his eyes seemed to be saying, Huh…? What’re you doin’ here?


    “Let’s get ta school, Hikaru.”


    Yoshiki got on his bike, and Hikaru quietly followed. Even without looking back, Yoshiki could tell Hikaru was pedaling hesitantly behind him.


    Yoshiki was supposed to be at a sleepover yesterday, but in the end, he bailed halfway and never showed back up at Hikaru’s house.


    Since Yoshiki had vomited, Asako and the others seemed to assume he’d gone home sick. Yesterday, he’d received a flood of messages from Asako, Yuuki, and Maki, asking if he was okay.


    A cool breeze blew across the flooded rice fields. The wind lifted Yoshiki’s overgrown bangs, and he turned his head toward Hikaru.


    “Hey…,” he called. “Ya wanna skip school today?”


    “Huh?”


    Hikaru didn’t know what to say to that. Yoshiki just kept pedaling, unbothered by the lack of response.


    The path to school was, unsurprisingly, the same as it always had been. It was a typical Monday morning. The weather was fine, and they saw a white heron standing on a footpath between the rice fields, gazing up at the sky.


    Yoshiki wasn’t particularly fond of scenery like this, but today, he was glad the sky was blue.


     


    They went to a small country movie theater, and since it was the middle of a weekday, the place was naturally empty. Even though Yoshiki and Hikaru were in their school uniforms and boldly bought tickets with their student discount, the middle-aged woman in the ticket booth didn’t question them.


    As Yoshiki looked around at the theater’s vacant seats, with only him and Hikaru there, he wondered if there was any point in even showing movies this early in the day. But as soon as the movie started, he actually came to appreciate how things worked out.


    Despite looking confused at first, once the movie started, Hikaru began to enjoy himself. It seemed that this Hikaru liked movies more than the real Hikaru.


    Hikaru must’ve been going in circles in his head—wondering why Yoshiki wasn’t angry about the night before and why they were skipping school—but his eyes gradually began to sparkle as the film unfolded on the screen.


    Even so, every now and then, as if he suddenly remembered something, Hikaru would glance over at Yoshiki sitting next to him to inspect Yoshiki’s mood.


    “Y’aint havin’ fun?” Yoshiki asked.


    “…No, I am. I’m just wonderin’ if yer mad at me for the other day…”


    “Naw, not really… I ain’t mad. Ya wanted to watch this movie, right? So watch it.”


    That was the only exchange they had during the screening.


    After leaving the movie theater, they bought ice pops at the convenience store next door. Yoshiki treated Hikaru to a Crunchy ice pop, and though Hikaru thanked him for it, he looked a little awkward as he did.


    Even if they were skipping school, there wasn’t much to do in a town like Kibogayama. The boys ate their ice pops as they walked along the riverbank and discussed their impressions of the movie they had just seen.


    The small river flowing from the mountain in Kubitachi ran north to south through Kibogayama Town. A duck swam gracefully on its surface, dunking its head into the water in search of food. A soft GLOOP bubbled up a moment later. And though they hadn’t been buzzing that morning, at some point, the cicadas had begun to wail away as they always did.


    “Hey. Is it all right to skip like this?”


    Hikaru threw that question at Yoshiki in between the cicadas’ cries.


    While licking the edges of his melting ice pop, Yoshiki replied, “Our attendance is usually pretty good, so Coach Hara won’t get mad. Oh, and your ice pop’s meltin’.”


    Yoshiki pointed at Hikaru’s ice pop, which was on the verge of sliding off the stick. But it was too late. Hikaru shouted “Ah!” as the ice pop crumbled and fell into a miserable mess.


    All that was left was a pale blue pile of slush at Hikaru’s feet, and Yoshiki couldn’t help but let out a light chuckle at the sight.


    “Yer ice pop died,” he said.


    With nothing left to do, they returned to Kubitachi in the early afternoon. Since Yoshiki’s parents were out working, the two boys spent time at his house reading manga. It wasn’t any different from what they normally did after school.


    “In the end, we skipped school just to come back to your place…,” Hikaru muttered as he flipped through a manga on Yoshiki’s bed. There was some hesitancy in his voice.


    “It’s fine, ain’t it? Kaoru went to work with my mom anyway,” Yoshiki replied.


    He was glad his famously truant little sister wasn’t home. He didn’t want her teasing him with something like, “So yer skippin’ school, too, huh?”


    The ticking of the clock in Yoshiki’s room was unusually loud. They passed the time as they usually did—reading manga or playing with their smartphones without really talking about anything.


    But the silence felt heavier than usual, making Yoshiki feel anxious.


    “Hey…,” Hikaru started. Apparently, he felt the same way. “So in Master + Master, I wonder why Ron and Tsumo get along so well.”


    Yoshiki didn’t answer. Instead, he reached for a towel blanket that had been balled up at the edge of his bed.


    From beneath it, he pulled out something he’d hidden earlier. He figured that even if they skipped school, Hikaru would still end up here by evening, so he’d stashed the object away in the morning.


    Strangely, he didn’t feel nervous.


    “Hey…so why do ya have eleven volumes of—?” Hikaru asked.


    His gaze followed Yoshiki, who suddenly stood up. The golden light of the setting sun shone through the window and shimmered faintly in Hikaru’s eyes.


    Without warning, Yoshiki charged forward into Hikaru’s chest. He could smell Hikaru’s sweat. His scent was the same as the real Hikaru’s, but to rid himself of that thought, Yoshiki plunged the kitchen knife he held into Hikaru’s torso.


    The tip of the knife sliced through soft flesh. Then the blade hit bone, producing a dull shock that ran through Yoshiki’s hands.


    “Huh…?” Hikaru mumbled.


    The knife was firmly buried to the hilt in Hikaru’s stomach. Yoshiki’s shoulders trembled at the sight of it all. But Yoshiki had done it. He was the one who had decided to do this.


    Blood spread through Hikaru’s white shirt.


    “Yoshiki…?”


    A weakened voice called Yoshiki’s name. He watched as the light pigment of Hikaru’s left eye slowly melted away.


    Yoshiki began breathing rapidly while occasionally letting out panicked screams. No matter how many times he inhaled and exhaled, his body wouldn’t stop shaking.


    “I knew it… You won’t die…,” said Yoshiki, barely getting the words out with his face buried in his bed. “I thought…that I had to…teach you…”


    He then repeated “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” It was all he could say now.


    When Hikaru first attacked him, Yoshiki thought that he was dangerous, but also felt bad for him. Hikaru was like a child who didn’t know any better, so Yoshiki thought that if he could teach him right from wrong, they could live together. He believed Hikaru was simply immature, and he tried to force human values on him.


    But Yoshiki had been naive—in every single way that he could be.


    “S-so today…you planned to do this…from the very start?” Hikaru asked, the knife still stuck in his stomach.


    It wasn’t this morning. Yoshiki had planned it the night before last—when Hikaru stood in front of Asako, who was collapsed on the ground, and said, “Bein’ dead, bein’ alive…is there really that big a difference?”


    That was when Yoshiki felt he had to take responsibility and kill Hikaru.


    “I wanted ta at least…make sure ya had fun in yer final moments…,” Yoshiki replied.


    Skipping school, watching the movie he wanted to see, eating an ice pop, and reading manga at Yoshiki’s house. Maybe it was only for Yoshiki’s self-satisfaction, but if nothing else, he felt that Hikaru enjoyed his last moments.


    “If you won’t die…then kill me,” Yoshiki begged.


    When he lifted his head, he saw a stream of liquid dripping from Hikaru’s left eye. It wasn’t tears. It was Hikaru’s insides—indescribable and ominous in color—pouring down his face.


    It wasn’t quite black, or blue, or red, or even green. It looked like the shriveled remains of rat roadkill, or like the stinking scales of a dead fish, or even something like rain-soaked mud and cold bamboo grass.
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    While Hikaru’s insides poured out like flowing tears, his breath trembled. He shot Yoshiki a pleading look with quivering lips that seemed to be saying, What should I do? I have to do something, anything…


    Please, just kill me already.


    As if to brush off Yoshiki’s plea, Hikaru unbuttoned his uniform shirt. Then he thrust his right hand toward his own exposed chest.


    Hikaru’s skin split open in a straight line, and he plunged his own hand into his body—just like when he had Yoshiki feel his insides in the gym storage room a while back.


    “…What’re you doin’?!” Yoshiki cried.


    “Wait a sec.”


    Hikaru took a deep breath. The sound of his exhale brushed against Yoshiki’s cheeks.


    Then, there was a gristly snap. The noises of something being ripped and crushed overlapped as Hikaru violently yanked out a part of himself.


    Yoshiki knew the ominous, squirming sensation of Hikaru’s insides well. It had a texture like raw chicken covered in marinade—a cold, slick feeling that clung to your skin.


    The severed mass of Hikaru’s insides silently changed its form in the palm of Hikaru’s hand.


    “Yoshiki.”


    Hikaru held out his palm, and what rested there looked like a human bone. It stared quietly up at Yoshiki from Hikaru’s blood-stained palm.


    “Take this. It’s half…of my insides. I just ripped it out. I still don’t really get how important life can be, but with this, I’ve become small enough that I can’t easily kill no one.”


    Hikaru gently brought his right hand closer to Yoshiki, as if to say, Please forgive me.


    Yoshiki looked down in shock at the fragment that Hikaru called his half.


    “Why’re ya doin’ all this for me…?” he asked.


    “I don’t really know what I am. Before I became like this, I don’t even think I had emotions. I just had this vague sense that I didn’t belong nowhere. It was like I’d lost my purpose.”


    Hikaru’s voice trembled as he spoke, and the look on his face was like a puppy that had gone astray from its parents.


    “At first, I thought I’d just kill ya if ya found me out. But for some reason, I didn’t wanna do that. And in the end, you accepted me, didn’cha? That was the first time I felt like I was needed. And I thought it might be all right to stay here. That’s what I’d been missing all along.”


    What was it that I said to Hikaru back then? I remember telling him, “Nice to meet ya,” when he hugged me while trembling with fear.


    “For whatever reason, you became the place where I belong. And for me, that’s incredibly important.”


    “Like a duckling who imprinted on its mama,” said Yoshiki. “That’s all it is.”


    “I’m fine with that. For me…that’s just fine.”


    Hikaru smiled with blood still stuck to his cheeks. Even with a kitchen knife in his gut, he signaled that he didn’t feel any pain.


    There was nothing that could be done with a creature like him, one who couldn’t understand the value of a human life or the difference between life and death. The world as Hikaru saw it was too different from Yoshiki’s. Trying to comprehend his inner thoughts and feelings through human senses was obviously impossible.


    Living together, too. It could never happen.


    Yoshiki knew that, and yet…


    “I really am…such a…”


    A self-mocking laugh escaped the corner of his lips.


    Yoshiki knew it wasn’t right, but still found himself reaching out. He touched Hikaru’s blood-stained palm and accepted his half.


    “…fool, huh…?”


    Yoshiki grasped the rough fragment in his hand. A dull pain ran through the base of his fingers—and with that, he inhaled sharply. Hikaru stared at Yoshiki and waited, afraid of what he might say.


    I’ll be with you no matter where you go. Even if something in me breaks. Even if I end up losing something.


    “But y’know…it might be that you don’t belong here,” Yoshiki added.


    Actually, there was no doubt in Yoshiki’s mind. Hikaru absolutely didn’t belong in this world.


    However…


    “If ya really wanna stay, then let’s do some research and figure out exactly what you are.”


    No matter what may come—no matter what pain awaits me—despite any of that…if Hikaru wants to be by my side…

  

  
    

    CHAPTER 2 From the Moment I Drove the Blade In


    
      1


      “It’s like we’re coverin’ up a murder, huh?” Hikaru muttered, sitting on the floor as Yoshiki washed a blood-soaked shirt in the changing room sink.


      Yoshiki stared down at the water, now stained deep red, and replied, “Yeah. Feels that way.”


      “We gotta clean all this ’fore my mom comes home. All that’s left is getting the blood outta these clothes.”


      The kitchen knife Yoshiki used to stab Hikaru was an old one they’d been meaning to throw out anyway, so for now, he’d just hidden it in his bedroom.


      The bloody bedsheets had come out mostly clean in the wash; only a faint stain remained. But Hikaru’s shirt wasn’t going to be so easy to salvage.


      “So how’s yer wound doin’?” Yoshiki asked, casually glancing over his shoulder as he scrubbed the shirt with detergent. He knew what to expect, but the sight of Hikaru’s bare chest still made him gasp lightly.


      There wasn’t a single scratch on the spot where Yoshiki had plunged in the knife with the full weight of his body pressing on the hilt.


      “…It’s healed,” said Yoshiki.


      “Figured I’d fix it up. I don’t feel much in the way of pain, so I’ll leave small cuts an’ bruises alone. But if it’s somethin’ that stops me from movin’, I gotta fix myself up, y’know?”


      Hikaru spoke with a cool, matter-of-fact tone as he slipped his arms through the sleeves of the clean shirt Yoshiki handed him.


      “So my last-ditch attack was all for nothin’, huh?” Yoshiki asked.


      That wasn’t nearly enough to kill Hikaru. In fact, basic human concepts like “killing” or “dying” probably didn’t mean a whole lot to him at all. Yoshiki had suspected as much, but witnessing the harsh reality before him sent shivers down his spine.


      “Hey. There’s somethin’ I want ya to see,” Yoshiki said.


      From his pants pocket, he pulled out a soiled scrap of notebook paper—something he’d taken from Hikaru’s room—and carefully unfolded it so that it wouldn’t rip.


      “…A note the real Hikaru wrote before?” Hikaru asked as he suspiciously took the paper into his hands.


      Yoshiki gave a quick nod. “Ya got his memories, don’cha? That note make any sense?”


      “…nuki… Nounuki?” Hikaru muttered, trying to make out the words on the paper.


      “Old Lady Matsuura mentioned that name, too.”


      There was no doubt that she had seen Hikaru and called him “Nounuki.”


      “Hmm… Well, thing is…I don’t remember anythin’ ’bout this. If Hikaru wrote it, I should remember it, but my memory’s all fuzzy… Maybe that Nounuki feller is me?”


      Hikaru nervously pointed to himself. He didn’t seem to be lying.


      Hikaru never lied to Yoshiki. He had even told Yoshiki, “I wouldn’t lie to ya.”


      Thanks to Yoshiki washing Hikaru’s shirt right away, most of the blood had come out of it, but Yoshiki noticed that, unfortunately, there was still a large hole around the stomach area. He decided to throw the shirt out.


      Since they weren’t making any progress in Yoshiki’s room, they headed to Hikaru’s house. They hoped to find more to the scrap Yoshiki found, or something related—anything that could help.


      But in the end, they came up empty. All they really found in the messy room was a weird, papier-mâché figure Hikaru had apparently made in elementary school—something like a haniwa clay doll with feline features.


      “There’s nothin’ here. Nothin’ about you,” Yoshiki said.


      Then, just as he muttered, “This room’s a mess, by the way,” they heard the front door open and close.


      “It’s Grandpa,” said Hikaru. “This is ’round ’bout when he gets back from the mushroom farm.”


      Hikaru’s grandfather was a shiitake farmer. Yoshiki wasn’t exactly sure when he heard this, but Hikaru had once said he might help his grandfather with farming after he graduated high school.


      “…Maybe Hikaru’s grandpa knows somethin’,” said Yoshiki.


      The note the real Hikaru left behind mentioned “the duty of the Indous.” If that had anything to do with Nounuki, then maybe Hikaru’s family—not just Hikaru himself—knew something.


      “Grandpa’s goin’ senile, so I’m not sure what he says will make much sense,” Hikaru whispered.


      Still, it seemed to be worth a shot, so with that in mind, Hikaru opened the door to his room. Hikaru’s grandpa was in the Indous’ spacious entryway, sporting a sun-bleached cap and in the process of removing his rubber boots before stepping into the house.


      “Hey, Grandpa…”


      Hikaru held out the note to the old man’s profile; his deeply wrinkled skin reminded Yoshiki of a withered tree.


      “So I got this note…”


      Even with glasses, the old man’s eyesight seemed to be fairly poor, since he brought the note right up to his nose. His heavy gaze traced over the barely legible scrap of paper that was covered in brown stains.


      There was a long silence, and just as Yoshiki was about to say, Guess he’s got nothin’, the old man suddenly looked up and spoke.


      “Ah, yeah. Hikaru… Where’d Mrs. Hichi go?”


      He sounded as if he’d just remembered something.


      “Gotta return ’er to the mountains… She ain’t at the shrine.”


      “Huh?” Hikaru said as he tilted his head in confusion. “Mrs. Hichi? What’s that? A person?”


      “That lady was a poor soul… If only that feller hadn’t gone an’ asked Unuki for all that way back when…this village’s…”


      The old man’s voice rasped and faltered. Then he lowered his eyes…which drooped shut.


      “Grave sin…ever since…”


      His voice was so faint it was hard to make out what he was saying over the sound of his breathing through his nose.


      “Hey. I think he’s ’bout to drift off to the heavens,” Yoshiki whispered to Hikaru.


      But as soon as he did, Hikaru’s grandfather suddenly opened his eyes as if he’d heard everything. Then he looked straight at Yoshiki, stood up, grabbed the boy’s head, and tousled his hair.


      “Yoshiki? Well, if it ain’t Yoshiki. My, you’ve grown! Yep, sure have. Hikaru, go an’ fetch the shiitake from out front.”


      Hikaru tried to press the old man to continue what he’d been telling them earlier, but he only muttered, “Now what was I sayin’ again?” and wandered off toward the back of the house. Hikaru’s earlier comment about him “goin’ senile” was clearly an understatement.


       


      “Didn’t get much of anywhere with that. Hikaru’s mama and granny don’t know nothin’, neither,” Hikaru said as he stared up at the ceiling in the parlor of his house while munching on rice crackers.


      After speaking to Hikaru’s grandfather, just in case, the boys also tried asking Hikaru’s mother and grandmother about the note, but nothing came of it. The term Mrs. Hichi didn’t even seem to register with them.


      “Hikaru’s daddy did somethin’ out in those mountains,” said Yoshiki. “So it must be somethin’ only the men in the Indou family do.”


      Yoshiki had his head in one hand propped up by his arm on the table, while fiddling around with the (seemingly) feline papier-mâché figure he’d brought with him from Hikaru’s bedroom for whatever reason.


      “Maybe somethin’ yer family’s done for generations? And that’s what Hikaru was doin’ in the mountains…”


      Is that why Hikaru accidentally died up there?


      Yoshiki slumped over onto the table and stared at the figurine’s two misshapen holes for eyes.


      He wondered if Hikaru had kept it all this time for sentimental value, or if he’d just forgotten to throw it away. Yoshiki regretted that he never got the chance to ask Hikaru about silly, unimportant things like this.


      “Ah! Oh yeah! There’s somethin’ I wanted to show ya,” Hikaru said, looking at Yoshiki as if he’d just remembered.


      He showed Yoshiki something on his smartphone. The screen displayed a content aggregator website with posts collected from a message board, sorted by topic or theme.


      “…‘Post places with disturbing names’? A roundup of forum threads?” said Yoshiki.


      Hikaru brought the phone closer. “Check it out!”


      “It’s right up in my face,” Yoshiki muttered, visibly annoyed as he scanned through several posts sandwiched between garish banner ads.


       


      There’s a place called Kibogayama (Hope Mountain) around XX in XX Prefecture, but the names of the settlements around it all have body parts in them. It’s creepy…


      Yoshiki started with that post, and the poster had even uploaded familiar satellite photos.


       


      From top to bottom, there’s Kubitachi (Head-stand), Udekari (Arm-cut), and Ashidori (Leg-take). There’s a town called Kibogayama (Hope Mountain) in the center, but even that one’s weird. It’s so unnatural it’s actually unsettling.


       


      Places with “hope” in their name tend to be bad news. Something dangerous must’ve happened there, and it got an unlucky name. But they couldn’t sell land like that, so they changed the name at some point. I bet that’s what happened.


       


      The place where I live has a pretty crazy name. It’s called Boukijakuzuresaiakudani (violent-ogre-snake-crumble-worst-valley)


      The thread continued, but the conversation around Kibogayama ended there.


      “Our hometown’s name is weird. That’s for sure,” said Hikaru.


      As he scrolled down the screen, Yoshiki silently nodded. Just as the posts mentioned, places like Kubitachi, Udekari, and Ashidori were all location names that referenced parts of the human body.


      “…Guess we better head to the library tomorrow an’ look into this ‘Kubitachi’ stuff,” said Yoshiki.


      Yoshiki’s village had committed a grave sin…and had been carrying that for a long time. Hikaru’s grandfather had certainly said as much.


      Maybe the “village’s sin” is the key to uncovering what Hikaru really is.


      


      Yoshiki stood idly by the school’s entrance, spacing out as he listened to crows cawing somewhere across the schoolyard.


      He and Hikaru had talked about heading straight to the library after school, but Hikaru had gone back to their classroom for something he had forgotten, and he still hadn’t returned.


      Just as Yoshiki began to wonder if he should go ahead without Hikaru, he heard the light pitter-patter of someone running through the hallway. From the sound alone, he could tell it wasn’t Hikaru.


      He then heard a pair of shoes squeak to a stop, and it turned out to be Asako, dressed in her volleyball practice gear.


      “Ah!” she exclaimed.


      Even though they’d already talked plenty in class, she approached him as if this were their first time meeting today.


      Hesitantly, she glanced at Yoshiki’s face. “Ya missed school yesterday, but I guess yer feelin’ all right today?”


      “I’m fine.”


      Yeah. I’m fine now. All I did was throw up. But more importantly…


      “You okay? After all that?”


      “Ah-ha-ha! Yeah, I’m…”


      Asako stopped laughing mid-sentence. Her smile stiffened, then fell, like a wilting flower.


      “Er, nah… Actually…”


      Her gaze drifted as she touched her right ear.


      “…since then, I’ve had trouble hearin’ outta my right ear… Even my doctor doesn’t know why,” she said, her shoulders slumping. “Wonder what it could be…”


      “Sorry,” Yoshiki blurted out.


      “What’re ya apologizin’ for, Yoshiki? Ain’t no one’s fault.”


      He wanted to correct her and tell her that wasn’t the case, but he couldn’t.


      “Um, but…,” Asako started, “…Hikaru was actin’ really funny back there…wasn’t he? Almost like…he wasn’t Hikaru. That evil spirit I was talkin’ about… Maybe it took over Hikaru’s body. Thinkin’ back, there’s been all sorts of weird things about ’im, an’—”


      “If…”


      In his mind, Yoshiki questioned if it was really okay to continue hiding the truth from her when she’d already figured out so much.


      If Asako knew the truth, then—


      “If that were true, would ya hate ’im?”


      He wondered if Asako would accept Hikaru. Would she interact with him the same way, even knowing that he was a monster who looked exactly like Hikaru, and that the real Hikaru Indou had died?


      “Huh…? I—I dunno,” Asako replied.


      “Just…don’t hate ’im too much, all right?”


      Asako’s expression went blank. She blinked slowly and then stared at Yoshiki.


      “…Are you bein’ serious?” she asked.


      This won’t work. I can’t tell her. I don’t even know how to explain it—how that thing isn’t Hikaru.


      “Nah. I’m just foolin’.”


      Yoshiki tried to smile with all his might, but it didn’t make Asako feel any better. He’d only ended up making her worry more—that much was clear. But she had it way worse than him; she was the one dealing with hearing issues.


      “A-anyway! If there’s any trouble, I’m here to help! I’ll do what I can!” Asako said.


      Then with a quick wave and a “See ya,” she jogged off to the gym. Her steps were light but carried a hint of unease, like she was trying to get away from something.


      “…Sounds like…Asako can’t hear all too good from her right ear now,” Yoshiki said, directing his voice to Hikaru, who had been standing next to the shoe lockers. It was unclear how long he’d been listening.


      Hikaru averted his eyes from Yoshiki and scratched his neck awkwardly.


      “That…might be ’cause I tapped it. Thing with humans is, they break when I mess with ’em. They start seein’ junk and dyin’ when I touch ’em. But Asako’s got a strong mind, so instead of breakin’, maybe it just affected her hearin’… That’s my guess.”


      “Yer the one who did it, though.”


      “Good thing it was just her ear. Coulda been worse…I think.”


      Yoshiki couldn’t stop himself from sighing. He felt like he could only keep Hikaru’s secret for so long. Someone was likely to find out someday.


      “Ya don’t feel a thing, do ya?” Yoshiki asked.


      Hikaru said nothing. As Hikaru changed into his outdoor shoes, Yoshiki said, “Let’s go to the library,” and exited the school.


      The local history section of the library was deserted. Yoshiki and Hikaru easily found a map from the early Meiji era—the late 1800s—showing the area around Kibogayama.


      “Kibogayama…ain’t on here,” Hikaru muttered while looking down at the map they’d spread out on the table. However, there was no mistaking it—this terrain depicted their area.


      “This here’s Mount Tenban,” said Yoshiki. “And if the shrine’s here, then right here’s…”


      Following the landmarks with his finger, Yoshiki found a place labeled with an unfamiliar name.


      “…‘Darumasute’?”


      “The heck kinda name is Darumasute?” Hikaru asked incredulously. “Was Kibogayama really called that?”


      It turned out that sometime after the Meiji era, Darumasute received a new and totally unrelated name, Kibogayama.


      Yoshiki wondered why there was a need to change the name. And what exactly was the significance of “daruma” in the original?


      “We could line it up with other maps. They should also have maps of Kubitachi an’ other places in the area,” said Yoshiki.


      Since they didn’t feel like doing it themselves, they asked someone at the front desk to photocopy the maps. After they paid, a female librarian silently went about making copies.


      “So with Darumasute…looks like the land stretched out lengthwise below it.”


      Hikaru pointed at the map of Kibogayama Town—or what used to be Darumasute. The current town was shaped like a clenched fist, but the old map showed a patch of land that extended southeastward.


      It seemed like there could have been a settlement there at some point, but perhaps it was abandoned after the population dwindled, and it was removed from the maps. Yoshiki tilted his head as he thought this over and laid out the rest of the maps on the table.


      To the east of Darumasute was Udekari—written with the Chinese characters for “arm” and “cut.” To the southwest was Ashidori—or “leg-take”—where Maki’s house was. Those areas hadn’t changed much in the modern day.


      “Udeiri… That place is a ghost town now,” Hikaru quietly remarked, his gaze tracing the maps as if he were fitting puzzle pieces together.


      Udeiri was to the west of Darumasute. To the north was Kubitachi, where Yoshiki and Hikaru lived.


      “…Kubitachi.”


      Hikaru pointed to the map. There, Kubitachi was written with the Chinese symbols for “head” and “sever”, but Yoshiki had always known it to be written with the symbols for “head” and “stand.”


      “But it’s written differently from how it is now.”


      That wasn’t all. Looking down at the terrain stretching out in every direction from Darumasute, Yoshiki whispered, stunned, “…It looks like…a person?”


      “Huh?” said Hikaru, staring wide-eyed at the map. There was no mistaking it—the maps, when pieced together, took the shape of a human figure. It resembled a person lying flat on their back with their limbs outstretched.


      “The names match up with human body parts,” Yoshiki noted. “The arm is ‘Udekari.’ The head is ‘Kubitachi.’ And I guess ‘daruma’ is…the torso?”


      “Dang! No way! That’s sooo creepy!”


      A timid voice came up from behind them, seemingly triggered by Hikaru’s shouting.


      “Um… Yer speakin’…a little loud.”


      It was the librarian who had copied the maps for them earlier. Hikaru hastily apologized, and the woman directed her gaze to the maps on the table.


      Behind her glasses, her eyes seemed to glow faintly.


      “…Is this for a school assignment?” she asked.


      Yoshiki got flustered and tripped over his own tongue as he tried to explain. He’d always get like this whenever someone was upset with him. It’d been a habit of his ever since he was a kid, though it was anyone’s guess as to why.


      “Oh,” he began. “We’re from Kubitachi and go to Yama High…and we’re researching our hometown, or something like that…”


      The librarian heard Hikaru snort in an attempt to suppress a laugh, but she just said, “Oh my,” and smiled gently. “I happen to be from Kubitachi, too.”


      “Really…? Then maybe we met you when we were little,” Yoshiki replied.
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    “No, I don’t think so… My momma passed away recently, and I’ve just come back for the first time in twenty years.”


    Someone who passed away recently in Kubitachi… In a village as small as Kubitachi, that could only be one person.


    Hikaru must have realized this, too. His gaze was drawn to the nameplate pinned on the librarian’s chest.


    And of course, so was Yoshiki’s.


    “Wait, are you…,” Hikaru muttered awkwardly.


    Her nameplate clearly read MATSUURA.


    “…Mrs. Matsuura’s daughter?”


    In response to Hikaru’s question, the woman—Matsuura—quickly nodded.


    “Yes, that’s right. She’s my momma. But she wound up dying before I could see her…”


    Her expression was subdued. It wasn’t what you would expect for someone whose mother had just passed… Or maybe that was exactly why she looked that way.


    Yoshiki began to stammer, “M-my condolences…,” but Matsuura cut him off and lowered her eyes back to the maps.


    “So you’re looking into the history of Kubitachi, are you?” she asked. “Have you seen this?”


    She stepped over to a shelf stocked with a great number of dictionaries, each covering Japanese place names by prefecture. Without hesitation, she pulled a book out from among the many thick tomes and flipped it open before Yoshiki and Hikaru.


    On a page packed with tiny lines of text, they saw an entry for “Kubitachi Village.”


     


    
      Kubitachi Village


      Village located in [image: ] Prefecture. Initially part of [image: ] Domain, and then part of [image: ] Domain from 1607. Originally a single village, it is believed to have been subdivided into separate villages during the early modern period (1700s), including Kubitachi (“Head-sever”), Udekari (“Arm-cut”), Udeiri (“Arm-enter”), Ashidori (“Leg-take”), and Darumasute (“Dharma-doll-discard”—currently “Kibogayama”).


      In 1749, the village suffered a severe famine and epidemic, leading to numerous deaths and nearly causing its abandonment. However, the population gradually recovered. During the mid-Meiji period, Udeiri merged with Darumasute.

    


     


    “It used to be one village. Kibogayama, Kubitachi, all of it,” Yoshiki muttered, glancing sideways at Hikaru, who looked slightly overwhelmed by the long text. “I sorta knew how Kubitachi almost became a ghost town on account of all of them dying, but I had no idea about this stuff…even though it’s my own village an’ all.”


    “Folks in Kubitachi don’t really like talking to young’uns about village history,” said Matsuura. “Seems like all those deaths were quite the incident back then. A lot of people died in strange ways, but in the end, they attributed the deaths to famine and disease.”


    Hikaru had been listening quietly, but suddenly seemed to remember something.


    “Um, Ms. Matsuura,” he said. “You know about Nounuki?”


    Hikaru asked so quickly and bluntly that Yoshiki didn’t even have time to stop him.


    However, Matsuura wasn’t surprised. She quietly lowered her eyes and shrugged slightly; she looked exasperated.


    “Did my momma mention it?”


    Her voice, which had been quiet and somewhat calm, now carried hints of irritation and disappointment.


    “Yeah. We’re tryin’ to figure out what it is,” said Hikaru.


    “…Gosh. Can’t believe that’s still a thing,” Matsuura muttered under her breath. Then she exchanged glances with both Yoshiki and Hikaru and said, “Let’s go somewhere else to talk about it.”


     


    She proceeded to lead Yoshiki and Hikaru into an office. After making sure no other librarians were around, she pulled out two stools.


    “My momma would always go on about ‘Nounuki.’ It was real bizarre,” Matsuura began explaining as she sat down in a chair behind her desk. “Apparently, she snuck into the mountains as a child and experienced something downright terrifyin’, so she always taught us never to go into those mountains.”


    In Kubitachi, “those mountains” referred to Nisayama, which had an off-limits area.


    “So, am I—? Uh, I mean, is Nounuki some sorta ghoulie who lives up there?” Hikaru asked.


    Matsuura quickly shook her head slightly. “It’s more like…a god. And it’s been there since before the village split into many villages. Nounuki’s a god that lives in the mountains. People say…it would bring benefits in exchange for specific offerings.”


    “Specific offerings?”


    “I don’t know what was offered, exactly,” Matsuura said with a doubtful expression.


    Yoshiki then chimed in, choosing his words carefully. “‘Was’? So you mean it’s not like that anymore?”


    “That’s right. After one particularly devastating famine, it became a cursed god.”


    “And the famine… Was that the ‘mass death incident’ mentioned in the dictionary?”


    “I think so. Since then, Nounuki stopped coming down from the mountains. That’s why my momma always used to say not to go up in there.”


    “Huh,” Hikaru muttered. He looked at Matsuura. “Ms. Matsuura… Did yer momma see Nounuki in the mountains? That why she got all funny in the head?”


    “‘Funny’—?! Don’t say stuff like that!”


    Yoshiki panicked and checked Hikaru’s shoulder with his own, but Matsuura just giggled faintly.


    “No, it’s all right, seeing it’s the truth and all,” she said. “She got that way after my little sister disappeared in the mountains. I think that was a big part of it.”


    This revelation made Yoshiki and Hikaru blurt out “Huh?” at the same time. Matsuura, unbothered by their reaction, continued.


    “When I was in elementary school, my little sister went missing there and never came back. The whole village was in an uproar. And after that…my mom was, well, you know… She’d always been a little kooky, though. Maybe she had a sixth sense? I don’t know…”


    “Huh? Wait. So was that my—? I mean, Nounuki’s fault?” Hikaru asked.


    “My momma and some of the village folk believed so…but who can say? Back then, Nounuki was somethin’ the village elders would get all worked up about, and we kids had no idea what was going on,” Matsuura said, then added, “Oh, but…” She put her hand to her mouth and appeared to recall a memory. “Li’l Hajime and the others seemed to know somethin’…”


    “Li’l Hajime”… That name brought to mind only one person from Kubitachi.


    “You mean Mr. Takeda?”


    Yoshiki couldn’t imagine anyone other than Takeda, a landowner in Kubitachi.


    As expected, Matsuura nodded. “That’s right,” she said. “Takeda, Mikasa, and Matsushima…we grew up together, just like you two. Oh, I know! Hajime’s father… Why don’t you try askin’ Old Man Takeda? He’s around my momma’s age, an’ all.”


    It had been some time since Yoshiki last saw Old Man Takeda. He hadn’t heard about him going into a retirement facility or anything, so he should have been in the Takedas’ home. Yoshiki had only ever met him briefly as a kid.


    An announcement reminding patrons that the library would be closing soon came over the PA system. Yoshiki stood up, bowed politely, and thanked Matsuura.


    “And sorry to bother you. Especially after your mother just passed…”


    “It’s all right. I…wasn’t very friendly with my momma.”


    Matsuura looked distant; her eyes were downcast. She then relaxed her face into a slight smile and loosened her shoulders somewhat.


    “But still…she was important to me. I realize that now. Funny how that is, huh?”


    And standing beside her was Hikaru, the very person who’d brought about her mother’s death. That stark reality sent a chill down Yoshiki’s spine, and goosebumps broke out along his upper arms, which peeked out from his short-sleeved shirt.


    Hikaru stood there, awkwardly avoiding her gaze.


    “Good luck with your research,” Matsuura said as she saw Yoshiki and Hikaru off.


    The two boys left the library without a word exchanged between them.


    The first one to break the silence was Hikaru. They had entered the village of Kubitachi and were walking their bikes up a gentle hill surrounded by rice fields when he finally spoke.


    “So the Indous were goin’ into the mountains to do some sorta ritual, right?”


    “…Most likely,” Yoshiki said.


    Somewhere in the distance, a crow cawed. Then, almost on cue, a warm breeze blew across the rice fields.


    “And…Nounuki became a cursed god, so maybe they’ve been performin’ a ritual to trap it up in the mountains,” Hikaru mused.


    “Feels like it. And maybe you came down from there because Hikaru failed at that ritual…?”


    That theory lined up with the things Ms. Matsuura and Hikaru’s grandfather had mentioned.


    “That could be it… But that don’t seem entirely right. It’s more like…I…”


    Hikaru trailed off. Then he suddenly gasped and froze on the spot.


    “Wait, I was a cursed god? What? No way! Did I cause all them deaths?”


    The way he said that with such innocence naturally made Yoshiki stop in his tracks, causing his sneakers to audibly scrape against the gravel at his feet.


    Slowly, he turned back toward Hikaru.


    “Do you understand what you did to Mrs. Matsuura?”


    Hikaru almost replied, “’Course I do,” but he stopped short and looked down, gripping the handlebars of his bike tightly. “Nah. Actually, I…don’t understand.”


    Maybe I didn’t understand, either, thought Yoshiki. Even Old Lady Matsuura had family—anyone would know that. She had people who’d mourn her if she died. And yet I guess somewhere along the way I stopped taking her seriously.


    “But still…she was important to me. I realize that now.”


    The image of Ms. Matsuura’s faint, bittersweet smile as she said that was burned into the back of Yoshiki’s eyelids.


    She couldn’t be more different from Hikaru, and yet that moment reminded Yoshiki of Hikaru when his father had died.


    “Ya know…I hate mornin’s,” Hikaru had said back then. “’Cause every mornin’ I wake up an’ realize my daddy ain’t here.”


    Hikaru had still been in grade school. He didn’t cry, didn’t laugh, or rage. He just said that one thing. And the way Ms. Matsuura looked today really did mirror him.


    “…Death…can be a lot for people,” Yoshiki managed, straining to speak while clutching his bangs in frustration. A twinge of pain zapped across his hairline.


    “S-sorry…,” said Hikaru.


    “…What’re ya apologizin’ for?”


    I get it, though. The guilt he feels, the urge to apologize. I can just barely empathize with Hikaru, but I can think things through—for his sake.


    “No use apologizin’. Ya don’t know what ya don’t know, after all…”


    Yoshiki looked at Hikaru, whose brow was furrowed in frustration.


    “It’s okay,” Yoshiki added, the words coming out stronger than he intended. “Even if you wind up killin’ someone else after this, I’ll bear that sin with you.”


    Yoshiki didn’t have even an ounce of confidence that he could actually live up to such a cool statement, but he said it anyway.


    Hikaru took a few moments to process what Yoshiki told him, and just as a crow cawed again in the distance, his eyes widened.


    “…Why? Ya don’t have to…”


    Hikaru trailed off and dropped his gaze.


    Then, in an unusually soft voice, he whispered, “Thanks.”


    The light of the setting sun reflected in Hikaru’s pale eyes, glowing amber. And through those eyes, calm and narrowed, his relief was palpable.


    The more Yoshiki tried to imagine what Hikaru felt in his heart and the more he tried to understand him, the clearer it became that Hikaru probably didn’t belong here.


    But Yoshiki was done looking away. He had been from the moment he drove a blade into Hikaru’s body.


    He stared down at his and Hikaru’s shadows as they stretched far across the rice fields and took a deep breath. A warm wind blew across the country road.


    When Yoshiki got back home, he realized that somehow, Hikaru’s copy of a handout from class ended up in his bag. Since it was due tomorrow, he had no choice but to walk over and bring it to Hikaru himself.


    This kind of thing had happened since grade school. Important handouts like this one always seemed to end up in Yoshiki’s bag.


    He remembered the day Hikaru got yelled at for not turning in his homework—he insisted he’d done it but just forgot it at home. It had been in Yoshiki’s bookbag back then, too. This Hikaru was just like the original one in that respect.


    Outside, it was already dark. In Kubitachi, once the sun set, night came before you realized it. The whole village went quiet, and any trace of human activity vanished, as if everyone was fast asleep.


    That’s why Yoshiki noticed right away when someone was walking toward him from the opposite direction. The sight made him gasp.


    It wasn’t anyone from Kubitachi. The man was nearly six feet and two inches tall, with dry, bleached-blond hair. If there’d been someone that conspicuous in the village, Yoshiki would have known them.


    And he was wearing sunglasses, even though it was completely dark out.


    But that wasn’t the weirdest part. In his left hand, he was holding a small animal cage. Yoshiki could see a tiny shadow—possibly belonging to a hamster or squirrel—briskly running around inside.


    It was all suspicious. Very suspicious. But stopping would only serve to draw the man’s attention, so Yoshiki kept his eyes on the edge of the road to avoid the man’s gaze and tried walking past as quickly as he could.


    Then, just as they crossed paths, a squeak came from the cage the man was holding. The rodent-like squeals sounded panicked, as if the animal inside had been attacked by a cat.


    The man’s footsteps came to a sudden stop behind Yoshiki.


    “Hey, kid,” the stranger called out. “You from around here?”
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    Even as evening fell, the mountains of Kubitachi were filled with the relentless buzzing of cicadas.


    Tanaka stood alone, quietly smoking a cigarette while gazing down at the tiny cluster of houses that made up the village before him.


    From his breast pocket, he pulled out a palm-sized black object—something that had once been a human head, with two small, round holes, along with a crooked slit running through it—and held it up to the setting sun.


    “No clues on the mountain besides this, and the impurities are increasing in the surrounding mountains. This is what the Indous were using for their ritual, and they used it to enter the mountain when it was defiled by impurities—that’s my guess.”


    And the fact that it was still here means—


    Tanaka’s train of thought was interrupted by his phone ringing in his pocket. He had received a message from someone at his company.


     


    Please contact me. It’s urgent. Do not neglect your interim report.


    -Satou


     


    Tanaka found the short message annoying and muttered, “What a pain in the ass,” as he tapped out a reply.


     


    Case AA-104


    Continuing investigation. No abnormalities detected.


    He figured that would be enough to buy him some peace for now. He honestly had no love for the company, and if pressed, he’d say they “suck.”


    “Like hell I’m letting them have their way…”


    He picked up his hamster cage. The tiny creature inside was nibbling on a sunflower seed, blissfully unaware of anything.


    But she was Tanaka’s lifeline. After all, Tanaka wasn’t a psychic, so he had to rely on physical indicators to detect anything supernatural.


    This hamster could sense entities not of this world. She had to protect him at all costs.


    Snuffing out his cigarette, Tanaka began his descent down the mountain. As he walked the dirt path, night fell quickly over Kubitachi.


    The path had fewer people on it than during the day, and as he followed it, a boy in a school uniform approached from ahead. Likely a high schooler, this boy had oddly long bangs that gave him a gloomy air.


    He quickly looked away from Tanaka, possibly because Tanaka was a stranger to him.


    As they passed each other, the hamster’s cage suddenly swayed and clattered with activity.


    Immediately after that, the hamster let out a squeal. The ghastly noise was like a creature being choked to death, and it made Tanaka stop in his tracks.


    That sound was a signal—Tanaka’s indicator.


    “Hey, kid. You from around here?” he asked.


    Sensing that something was wrong, the boy tensed his shoulders. Nodding, he answered, “Y-yes, I am.” He was clearly unsettled after being approached by a suspicious man at night.


    Tanaka said nothing more and simply stepped closer. The boy shrank back a bit but didn’t run away. He locked eyes with Tanaka and breathed with a slight tremor. A bead of sweat ran down his nose.


    “So about this village… What’s the local specialty around here?”


    Tanaka tilted his head curiously as he asked, and the boy scrunched his face in confusion.


    “Huh…?” he replied. “L-local specialty?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Sh-shiitake mushrooms, I think…”


    “Ah, that so? But I’m not a big fan of shiitake, y’know? Don’t they kinda taste like they’re soaked in spit? You like ’em?”


    “I don’t hate them, but…”


    Baffled, the boy stopped mid-response and spluttered, “Huh?” as if to say What are you trying to ask me?


    Tanaka crouched down right in front of him and placed the hamster’s cage on the worn asphalt. With a quick flick of his right hand, he sent a signal to the creature inside.


    “I’m a folklorist researching this settlement. I’m staying at the Mikasas’ place while I’m here. What’s your name, kid?”


    “Tsujinaka… I live right over there.”


    Even as he gave his name, the boy remained puzzled. From the look on his face, he seemed to question whether Tanaka was actually a researcher.


    “Ahhh…I see. Well, Tsujinaka—thanks. I’ll try eating some shiitakes without being picky about it.”


    The boy glanced at the cage. He seemed to finally notice the hamster looking at him, and a silent “Ah” slipped from his lips.


    Tanaka let the hamster out of the cage and placed her in the boy’s palm. His face, which had been tense and suspicious, instantly relaxed. Despite his gloomy aura, the boy was easy to win over. Too easy.


    “This hamster here’s my partner. Had her for twelve years, maybe.”


    “What? No way… Don’t hamsters only live for, like, two or three years?”


    The boy let out an exasperated laugh, and Tanaka curled his lips into a sly grin.


    “This one’s special,” he said. “She’s a goblin hamster.”


    The boy didn’t respond, but Tanaka didn’t expect him to believe that.


    “Well, uh, thank you very much,” the boy said, returning the hamster.


    Tanaka stared down at the hamster curled up in the boy’s palm. But on the boy’s arm, just below the short sleeve of his shirt, were marks.


    It was a bruise. The kind that looked like someone had grabbed him hard.


    “Oh, sorry,” said Tanaka. “She pooped on you.”


    “I might’ve made her nervous. Sorry.”


    Tanaka put the hamster back in her cage and stood up.


    “Hey, kid. You remind me of myself, y’know? Well, see you around.”


    He didn’t expect the boy to understand what he meant, but it just slipped out of his mouth anyway. And sure enough, the boy tilted his head in confusion as he watched Tanaka walk off.


    Once he was far enough away from the boy, Tanaka adjusted his glasses. Inside the cage, his hamster partner—she—was hunched over and trembling.


    I see. Just as I thought.


    “That kid has something on him. He’s mixed, huh?”


    Is he Nounuki? Nah, he couldn’t be. But he’s carrying something strongly related to it. And he’s definitely been in contact with it. There’re only two high school-aged kids in this settlement, that Tsujinaka boy and the Indous’ son. The Indou boy—the one who went missing—maybe something happened to him? Maybe Nounuki got to him…


    As he mulled these things over, Tanaka unconsciously brought his hand to his lips. The theory forming in his mind was so strange that even he himself was doubtful.


    But “it” doesn’t have feelings, or even a sense of self. It’s more of a conceptual thing.


    Is it even possible for it to just…live a normal life in human form?


    “Will my hunting dog find it soon enough…?”


    If that’s the case, the answer will eventually reveal itself.


    And with that thought as his guide, Tanaka walked on alone through the night in Kubitachi toward the Mikasas’ house.
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    There was a cat that often loitered around the school grounds. He was snowy-white and thoroughly round. The local butcher had overfed him with tasty treats until he became perfectly rotund. Yoshiki and his friends had called the cat “Mincey.”


    Despite his grumpy-looking face, Mincey was surprisingly friendly. Yoshiki was quite fond of him and often went around the back of the school during lunch breaks or after class to pet the plump feline, sometimes even sneaking cat treats into his bag just in case.


    “Yer real fond of animals, aren’t ya?”


    Hikaru had said that to him once, but he wasn’t exactly sure when exactly. It might’ve been around the fall of their first year of high school, since they’d still been in their winter uniforms at the time.


    Yoshiki had ignored the fact that white fur was getting all over his uniform jacket as he rubbed Mincey’s belly and the cat purred happily.


    “An’ you don’t like ’em much, huh?” Yoshiki asked Hikaru.


    “I couldn’t care less about ’em. I mean, they ain’t friendly with me.”


    Hikaru had never really been mean to Mincey. He’d actually come along with Yoshiki to pet the cat.


    But it was true that animals weren’t very friendly with Hikaru. Mincey himself would treat Hikaru a bit coldly unless he brought food with him.


    “Well, it’s not like I like ’em ’cause they’re friendly with me,” Yoshiki said. “I like how they live by rules that have nothin’ to do with humans.”


    That was certainly the case with Mincey—and for all animals. There were moments when Yoshiki realized that trying to judge animals by human standards was pointless, and something about that seemed nice to him.


    “Oh, so ya like their way of livin’?” Hikaru asked.


    “Yeah. I even like animals that eat an’ kill people.”


    “Sounds like ya just hate people, then!”


    Hikaru then laughed loudly. That was something that Yoshiki remembered with an unusual amount of clarity—Hikaru calling Yoshiki out, laughing so hard that one of his canines stuck out and his shoulders shook.


    That was when Yoshiki woke up.


    “Oh. Yoshiki, you’re awake.”


    It was Maki’s voice. Yoshiki had been sleeping at his desk in the classroom, using one of his arms as a pillow. The notebook spread open under his elbow was slightly damp with his sweat.


    For some reason, a tear had trailed from his right eye.


    “Huh? What’re you cryin’ for?” Maki asked.


    Yoshiki sat up and wiped his face. He stared, mouth agape and dazed, at the remains of the tear that moistened his fingertips.


    “Whatever. Here’s a hankie.”


    Maki pulled out a crumpled handkerchief from his pocket. It was so dry and shriveled, it made Yoshiki wonder how long it had been there.


    “Eugh. It’s so dirty,” Yoshiki told him. “I don’t need it…”


    Without a hint of offense, Maki said, “All right,” and put the handkerchief away.


    Yoshiki then noticed Maki’s left arm was in a cast. It was suspended in a sling hanging from his neck and looked pretty painful.


    “Anyway…yer arm okay?” asked Yoshiki.


    “It sucks!”


    “How’d you wind up breakin’ it?”


    There’d been a huge fuss when Maki showed up to school like that, but no one had heard how he’d actually gotten hurt. Or rather, Maki hadn’t wanted to talk about it in front of all his classmates.


    After checking that no one was nearby, Maki frowned and said, “Ah, well… One of the seniors sorta lost it and went on a rampage in our club room. No one’s really talkin’ about it, though.”


    “Sounds pretty wild…”


    “It’s completely unbelievable. And now I can’t play in the tournament. Buncha bullshit.”


    Maki scratched his close-cropped hair in frustration. Unlike Hikaru or Yoshiki, Maki had always been serious about baseball practice. The team was in the middle of summer tournaments, but he probably wouldn’t be playing in any games for the rest of the season.


    The bell rang. Ms. Takahashi, their English teacher, entered with the attendance book in her hand, and the students scrambled to their seats. Maki also returned to his desk, walking with a degree of difficulty while trying to protect his left arm.


    As Ms. Takahashi started class with the mention of final exams, Yoshiki rested his cheek on one hand, propped up by his arm on his desk, and stared off to the side. A gentle breeze blew through the window and stirred his bangs.


    There was still so much he didn’t understand about Nounuki. Matsuura had suggested asking Old Man Takeda, but Yoshiki wondered if the old man would even talk to him and Hikaru if they went to his house.


    Perhaps Hikaru’s father had known something.


    No matter how hard Yoshiki thought about it, no answers came to him. He sighed and mindlessly clicked his mechanical pencil. At the edge of his vision, the yellowed curtain next to him swayed in the breeze.


    Then he looked up—and saw something on the sports field outside.


    Something…was there.


    The cicadas were still buzzing away. Their noise even echoed throughout the classroom.


    Out on the brightly sunlit and empty field…a person was running. They were naked and waving in Yoshiki’s direction while laughing. Their shadow cast a jet-black streak across the field’s parched soil.


    “…It’s here,” Yoshiki murmured.


    Another monster had arrived.


    Yoshiki instantly looked away, but it may have been too late. He clutched his head, silently repeating, “Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look.”


    If he saw it, it would come. It would pursue him, just like that time when he was walking through the forest path that led to Ashidori.


    Hikaru…!


    Yoshiki was about to shout his friend’s name when he heard the seats in front of him shake and clatter.


    “Huh? Wait…that’s wild!”


    Students near the windows were standing up one after another and shouting.


    “The heck is that?”


    “No way! Whoa!”


    As they began rushing to get a look outside, Ms. Takahashi tried to calm them down at first, but she was unable to stop any of them.


    “Yoshiki.” Hikaru tapped his shoulder. “It’s…a person.”


    Hikaru stared coolly out the window. Some of the girls in class were screaming.


    Out on the field, several teachers were trying to restrain the naked man with a sasumata—a two-pronged polearm-like tool used to capture criminals in Edo-era Japan. One teacher had collapsed on the ground nearby.


    And the ground, glaring white in the sun, was dotted with red stains.


    English class had turned into study hall.


    The naked intruder had slashed his own neck with a kitchen knife he’d brought with him. The Phys Ed teacher, Mr. Yoshinaga, had gotten injured trying to stop him and was taken to the hospital.


    With everything that had happened, it was likely they’d cancel classes for the rest of the day. With the students totally left to their own devices, everyone was consumed with the event, and just as the classroom buzzed with that energy, Asako came over to Yoshiki and Hikaru, looking glum.


    “That weird guy…got somethin’ in ’im,” Asako muttered, staring out at the now-empty sports field.


    “…In ’im?” Yoshiki asked.


    “Yeah, somethin’ scary. Like, inside ’im… You know…possession? I can’t see it, but I can just sorta sense when somethin’s entered a person. It’s been happenin’ more often lately.”


    Asako glanced casually around the chaotic classroom, then turned her gaze to Hikaru.


    “You all right, Hikaru?” she asked.


    “…Me?”


    “Yer downright stuffed…”


    Hikaru’s face went stiff, and he responded with a “Huh?”—or to be more accurate, his expression was completely frozen as he forced out a loud, awkward laugh.


    “Ha-ha-ha! I’m right as rain! I must have a resistance to them evil spirits. Wonder why that is…”


    Yoshiki thought there had to be a slightly better way to play that off, but Asako went along with it, nodding and saying, “I see…,” before placing her hands at the edge of Yoshiki’s desk.


    “Hey,” Asako began, her voice trembling. “What if somethin’ happens to everyone? It’s even reached the school now. And I’m not strong enough to do anythin’ about it…”


    Then, Hikaru whispered to Yoshiki, “There’re more and more of those impurities out there. Even Asako’s noticed.”


    “…What should we do?” Yoshiki asked.


    That thing had come to school, and a teacher was hurt. It had been a teacher this time, but it could be someone different next time. It could be a student—or one of Yoshiki’s friends.


    More and more, this and other things were turning into a secret far too immense for Yoshiki and Hikaru to handle on their own.


    “We’re doin’ research to figure that out, ain’t we?” Hikaru said. “If it comes down to it, I’ll—”


    He suddenly stopped and looked down at his right arm.


    “What?” Yoshiki asked.


    “Nah, just my arm…”


    A faint bruise had appeared on Hikaru’s right arm—his watch arm.


    “I got pushed earlier and whacked it on a desk.”


    “Huh?! Y’all right? I’ll give ya a cooling patch,” said Asako.


    Without waiting for a response, she started heading back to her desk, and Hikaru stopped her, saying, “Nah, I’m good.”


    But he kept staring at his bruise with a solemn look on his face.


    


    An hour after the intruder incident, all the students were sent home.


    Yoshiki didn’t feel like going straight back to his place, so he left the school and headed for America—a diner-style restaurant in the center of Kibogayama, where there was also a concentration of shops, such as a supermarket and drugstore. Despite the name, the eatery didn’t serve particularly American food.


    Many of the students from his school must have had the same idea, because the restaurant was packed. The Kibogayama High uniforms stood out. The murmur of conversation echoed from all directions, followed by the clatter of dishes.


    “Is this really time to be studyin’?” Hikaru asked.


    Yoshiki was seated in a booth with a notebook spread out in front of him while Hikaru shrugged with a glass of melon soda in his hand that he’d brought back from the drink bar.


    “I’m also…tryin’ to figure out how we’ll talk to Old Man Takeda,” Yoshiki replied.


    “Hey, so…,” Hikaru said, giving Yoshiki a kick under the table. “Yer keepin’ my fragment safe, right?”


    “Yeah, got it here.”


    From his breast pocket, Yoshiki pulled out a small plastic bag containing Hikaru’s fragment and showed it to him. Carrying it around unprotected felt a little too risky—in more ways than one.


    “I always keep it close to me.”


    “Don’t ever lose it, ya hear? I prolly won’t be okay if that thing breaks.”


    “What?! It’s that important…?!”


    Startled, Yoshiki almost dropped the fragment and quickly clutched it tighter.


    “Course it is…,” Hikaru said, grinning with a straw in his mouth. “Shows that I’m serious ’bout this. I might go back to normal if it’s returned to my body. Although I expect there ain’t no way to break that thing anyhow.”


    Yoshiki put the fragment back in his pocket and pushed it down as deep as it would go, just to be sure it wouldn’t fall out.


    “What’s it made of exactly?” he asked.


    “Oh, some sorta bone. From somewhere in my chest.”


    Yoshiki figured it might be bone, but the way Hikaru said it so casually left him heaving a sigh despite himself.


    It wasn’t even that loud of a sigh, but somehow it echoed through the entire restaurant.


    This place that had just been so full of life…had gone completely silent.


    “Was it always this quiet…?” Yoshiki asked.


    It wasn’t simply quiet—no one was there. The other students who’d been filling the seats were all gone, and so were the waitstaff who had been hustling around the restaurant.


    In the booth behind Hikaru, only a single figure remained. The outline of their shoulders was visible through the frosted glass divider.


    But where their head should have been…there was a thin black shadow extending toward the ceiling like incense smoke.


    JINGLE.


    A bell rang.


    JINGLE, JINGLE.


    The sound continued, and the resulting echoes overlapped. Yoshiki cautiously looked under the table where he and Hikaru were sitting.


    A face peeked out. A murky, dark head with two pitch-black holes in it.


    And the holes were staring at Yoshiki.


    “Wah…!”


    Yoshiki started to stand up, but Hikaru quickly grabbed his arm. “Yoshiki. Don’t move.”


    Staring intently at the tabletop, Hikaru softly whispered, “Come. Come…come…come…come…”


    He repeated it over and over, so each word overlapped with the sound of the bell.


    Red drops dribbled onto the back of Yoshiki’s hand.


    “No,” said Hikaru. “I can’t do it.”


    Blood was overflowing from his nose and his left eye.


    Yoshiki clutched Hikaru’s arm and bolted to his feet. He tore across the silent restaurant and flung himself at the glass doors.


    But no matter how much he pushed or pulled, the doors wouldn’t open.


    “Hikaru…!”


    Still holding his eye, Hikaru didn’t answer Yoshiki. His unusually ragged breathing mixed with Yoshiki’s panicked gasps inside the empty diner.


    JINGLE.


    The bell rang again, as if it were mocking them.


    The shadowy figure stood where Yoshiki and Hikaru had just been seated, looking straight at them.


    It was shaped like a person. A tall figure, standing imposingly, with a thin, smoke-like thread trailing upward from its neck—and a human head, bobbing in the air above. It was looking at Yoshiki.


    The thing opened its jet-black mouth and screamed.


    A piercing cry rang deep inside Yoshiki’s ears. Its reverberations were distorted and drawn out like the sound of a broken tape recorder.


    Ah, I’m done. I’m seriously done for.


    Still clinging to Hikaru’s incredibly cold arm, Yoshiki shut his eyes, and something—possibly tears or sweat—rolled down his face.


    A second later, he heard a wet crushing sound in the distance.


    Yoshiki then heard the ding-dong of the restaurant’s order bell, the clatter of dishes, and people chattering. It all came crawling back up from the floor.


    “Come on. Get up.”


    Someone was tugging on Yoshiki’s arm.


    He was lying flat on his back on America’s slightly sticky floor. His vision slowly cleared, and in the center of it, a middle-aged woman with her hair tied back was smiling down at him.


    “It’s all right now, Tsujinaka.”


    She was Kurebayashi, the person Yoshiki had once confided in about Hikaru, right here in this very restaurant.
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    CHAPTER 3 Hikaru’s Gravestone Felt Cold


    
      1


      There was a time when her dead husband had come home.


      It was the memory Kurebayashi most desperately wanted to forget, and also the one she absolutely couldn’t afford to. She had spent decades reminding herself of that.


      Her husband’s accidental death had come suddenly. In an instant, Kurebayashi had become a widow with a son and daughter to raise. A small Buddhist altar for her husband was brought into a room of the apartment where the four of them had once lived together.


      One day, when she was still unable to accept that reality, her husband simply reappeared at home.


      So she continued cooking dinner for him every day.


      “Hey, Momma? Why d’ya make supper for Daddy when he ain’t around no more?”


      That’s what her eldest son, Iori, who was in kindergarten at the time, asked during dinner.


      That night’s meal was an omelet over rice. In the seat next to Iori—his father’s seat—was a plate of food for Kurebayashi’s husband.


      “Hm? But yer daddy is around,” said Kurebayashi, wiping ketchup from her daughter’s mouth and pointing toward the sliding door at the back of their home. “He’s in there.”


      And her husband really was there.


      One day, when she came home from work, the sliding door was slightly ajar. A thin, black hand was reaching out, and Iori, holding his game console, was laughing with delight.


      “Guess what, Momma? Daddy made my Pokémen strong! And then…,” Iori went on excitedly.


      Behind him, the hand withdrew into the tatami room beyond the door.


      Kurebayashi smiled and patted her son’s head, saying, “That’s great.”


      She had known this couldn’t last forever, but she’d wished they could all continue like this for a little longer.


      Then, one day, that wish came crashing down so easily.


      Her daughter was quietly watching TV from her toddler chair while Iori played a video game with his father. Kurebayashi was making yet another dinner for four that evening.


      That’s when she heard Iori let out a piercing scream. She turned off the stove in a panic and rushed out of the kitchen.


      “Iori! What happened?!”


      He was collapsed in front of the sliding door, groaning in pain.


      Kurebayashi immediately understood what had occurred. She didn’t want to, but she did.


      On the other side of the door, in the darkness, two eyes flickered. From one of them, a trail of pale light streamed down.


      Her husband was crying. Even though he no longer belonged to this world, he was crying.


      Kurebayashi clutched her son’s small body and took a deep breath.


      “I’m sorry…!” she said.


      The faint scent of old tatami. Toys, picture books, and a game console cluttered the floor. It was just a normal room in their house—nothing changed, nothing out of the ordinary.


      Kurebayashi wondered why her son had ended up like this and stared at her husband’s altar in the corner of the room, overcome with regret.


      “Iori…”


      She called his name, and he stirred slightly in her arms. She could feel his faint breathing against her chest.


      “Momma was wrong,” she told him. “Does it hurt? Does it? It hurts, doesn’t it?”


      She stroked his short hair as she continued asking the same question. Iori whimpered weakly, and she hugged him tighter.


      “This is Momma’s fault,” said Kurebayashi.


      Tears ran down her cheeks as she grieved. Her selfish regret spilled out in droplets.


      She had known. She should have known.


      She stared at the half-open sliding door. Beyond it was a dull darkness, completely silent.


      She had clung to a dead person out of selfishness. This was the result of her weakness and foolishness. However, the consequences had, quite unexpectedly, not fallen on her, but on her son, Iori.


      As she began to sink into the oceanic depths of that shameful memory, Kurebayashi was yanked back to reality by the soft ticking of a clock.


      It was already past five PM. Beads of condensation had formed on Kurebayashi’s glass of barley tea, pooling into a small puddle on the dining table.


      The same had happened to the glass in front of Yoshiki Tsujinaka, who was sitting across from her.


      On the sofa placed in the adjacent tatami room, his friend Hikaru Indou—or to be more accurate, the being that once was Hikaru Indou—was silently sleeping. Yoshiki called him Hikaru.


      “Is this…him?” Kurebayashi asked.


      Yoshiki said nothing. His silence was enough of an answer.


      “Well, boys never do listen when they’ve been warned, do they?”


      “…I’m sorry,” said Yoshiki.


      Kurebayashi had expected as much. Even while hoping otherwise, she knew Yoshiki wouldn’t be able to walk away so easily from what was once his friend.


      Besides…


      “No, I’m sorry, too. Wouldn’ta thought he’d be a regular kid like this.”


      When she caught sight of him unconscious in America, she had been taken aback. He looked just like an ordinary high school boy. It was hard to believe that the thing slowly driving their town mad—something not of this world—could wear the face of a boy who could be anyone, anywhere.


      “Um…thank you for earlier,” Yoshiki said nervously, breaking the silence.


      Kurebayashi then gave him a small smile. “Yer welcome. Lucky I happened to be around. But why was that thing there?”


      “Uh…um. What exactly was it?”


      “That thing from before was somethin’ like a curse. It was makin’ use of an ancient and powerful impurity. Someone must’ve dug up an old grave to create it. Luckily, I was able to drive it away…or maybe more like, it retreated on its own.”


      This meant that someone had created that thing—and that same person also made it leave.


      “What do you mean by ‘impurity’…?”


      “To put it simply, it’s somethin’ like a ghost or spirit. This world an’ the other side are real close to each other. Only thing keepin’ ’em apart is a thin veil. The souls an’ emotions of the dead pass through that veil an’ the gods on the other side let ’em be reborn in this world. But when there’s a distortion, that veil rips, and things come out.”


      And that’s exactly what was happening around Kibogayama Town and the village of Kubitachi.


      “All I can do is send back the stuff that’s come out and close small holes,” Kurebayashi added. “But I can’t destroy ’em. That’s impossible for me—seein’ as I’m no god.”


      Something occurred to Yoshiki. He stared off at the ceiling with his lips pressed in a tight line.


      “I…don’t quite get it, but okay,” he said.


      Kurebayashi looked back at Hikaru, who was still asleep, and her shoulders slumped.


      “That boy there seems to really draw in those impurities. And so do you. It’s like, ah—what’s it called…? That needle-y thing at the top of a buildin’.”


      “A lightning rod?”


      “Yeah, that. It’s exactly like that. When he was in the mountains, he attracted impurities there like a lightnin’ rod. That’s prolly why the towns an’ settlements were safe. But there’s been all kinds of accidents an’ incidents these days… It’s awful.”


      “So it’s not Hikaru… The accidents and things are caused by impurities… Is that what yer sayin’?”


      “Yeah. But it’s awfully strange for there to be this many impurities. They aren’t always bad, but havin’ this many around ain’t good.”


      She reached for one of the sweet buns she’d put out for snacks, unwrapped it, and took a bite. It was indeed true that having so many impurities around was seriously bad.


      But something else was bothering her, too.


      “I wonder if that strong presence I felt from the mountains was really just him…,” Kurebayashi muttered as she chewed her bun. From the tatami room came the creak of the sofa.


      Hikaru Indou—or rather, Hikaru—sat up and stared at her with bloodshot eyes.


      “Huh…? Where am I? Yoshiki?”


      His voice was hoarse and confused. Yoshiki called his name—“Hikaru!”—so naturally that Kurebayashi nearly sighed.


      “Thank goodness… You aren’t hurt?” Hikaru asked.


      Relieved to see Yoshiki, Hikaru shifted his gaze to Kurebayashi. His cheek twitched, and he quickly turned back to his friend.


      “…Wh-who’s that? Yoshiki… Does she, uh…does she know? You told her about me?” Hikaru said as he looked around, panicked.


      Yoshiki nodded quietly. “…Yeah, she noticed… Or it’s more like—”


      Yoshiki glanced at Kurebayashi with a face that said, Now what do I do? Meanwhile, Hikaru looked like an utterly helpless child.


      He seemed young, even for a high schooler. He wasn’t at all like the eerie presence Kurebayashi had expected.


      “I ain’t plannin’ on doin’ nothin’ to y’all,” Kurebayashi told him. “An’ even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.”


      She fetched a fresh glass for Hikaru and filled it with barley tea from a pitcher.


      “How ’bout y’all sit here with me for now?”
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      When Yoshiki told the story of how he met Kurebayashi, Hikaru acknowledged what he heard with a soft hum through his nose.


      “So you…didn’t trust me at all, did ya?” he asked, wearing a smile that seemed to say, Of course you didn’t.


      But Yoshiki’s response was firm. “It’s different now,” he insisted. “Totally different.”


      Whether Hikaru believed him or not, he turned to Kurebayashi, who was sitting across the table, with a whatever look on his face.


      “So who are ya, lady?” he asked her.


      “Hm? I’m just a housewife.”


      The suspicion radiating off Hikaru was palpable, and Yoshiki instinctively called his name to calm him.


      “I know! I won’t hurt her. I mean, I can’t even if I tried,” Hikaru whispered to Yoshiki.


      Hearing that was a relief, but Yoshiki couldn’t ignore the chill running down the back of his neck. Hikaru’s weakened state was clearly because he had given Yoshiki the fragment.


      “Come now, Hikaru, go on an’ eat some. It’s tasty,” said Kurebayashi. “They’re shiitake buns.”


      She offered the boys a wooden tray filled with tea snacks. Incredibly, they were all sweet.


      But Hikaru seemed to fall in love with the shiitake buns. After just one bite, he exclaimed, “The heck?! Dang, that’s good!” and began grabbing them one after another. Despite the mushroom designs on top, they were still standard sweet buns.


      “Hey! Don’t go eatin’ up all of someone’s buns in their own home…,” Yoshiki snapped.


      As Hikaru stuffed his mouth with the buns, Kurebayashi watched him with a gentle expression, like a mother watching her child.


      “Hey, Hikaru. What exactly are ya?” she asked.


      “Beats me. Even I dunno…”


      Kurebayashi was holding her glass of barley tea. Her shoulders fell; it almost looked like she was sighing, but it may have also been a quiet laugh.


      “Ya know…I know someone like you. A long time ago, my dead husband came back just like you did.”


      She began speaking in the slow tone of a storyteller about how her deceased husband had returned to their home and harmed their son.


      “…But he was in a real state compared to you, Hikaru. There’s no doubt it was my husband’s soul, but that thing was nothin’ more than an impurity through an’ through.”


      “I’m…no impurity. At least, I don’t think I am. I’m somethin’ else entirely…”


      Kurebayashi nodded slowly, as if something about Hikaru’s words had struck a chord with her.


      “For you, it’s like, yer outside the cycle of rebirth. Yer more…incomprehensible…y’know?”


      Gathering his courage, Yoshiki asked the question that had been on his mind.


      “Um…do ya know about Nounuki?”


      Kurebayashi tilted her head curiously. “Nounuki?” But almost immediately after saying that, her face clouded. “Sorry, I dunno ’bout that.”


      “Oh, I see…,” said Yoshiki.


      “Hey…if the impurities keep growin’ like this, a lotta people will die. What do y’all wanna do about this?”


      The way Kurebayashi said that made it sound like everything depended on Yoshiki and Hikaru—which, in truth, it did. Hikaru’s current freedom outside of the mountains had unleashed the impurities on the town. People could die.


      And Kurebayashi’s sharp gaze seemed to be asking Yoshiki, Do you understand that, and if so, what are you gonna do about it?


      “I…,” Hikaru started to say, leaning forward. He stared directly into Kurebayashi’s eyes and, with clear conviction, said, “I finally found a special place for me…so I wanna protect it.”


      Yoshiki clenched his right hand. The vivid memory of stabbing Hikaru with a kitchen knife came rushing back to him. And the reality that, even after, he couldn’t kill Hikaru—that truth burned through his palm.


      “I’ve decided to follow him wherever he goes…”


      Yoshiki’s voice didn’t shake, but deep down, something trembled faintly in his gut. Hikaru had killed Old Lady Matsuura. He had tried to kill Asako. He had done unforgivable things.


      Even so, Yoshiki had chosen to stay with him. He had no idea where that path would lead, but that was the one thing he was sure of.


      However:


      “…and I can’t just ignore that people will die because of it.”


      “I see,” said Kurebayashi. Her face remained calm. She neither scolded nor blamed the boys. “In that case, we’ll have to figure somethin’ out together.”


      She then smiled and gently held both Hikaru’s and Yoshiki’s hands.


      That night, just after Yoshiki got out of the bath, the doorbell rang.


      As he opened the door, wondering who it could be so late at night, he found Hikaru standing at the entrance. It was too dark to see his face clearly, but Yoshiki could tell it was him just by the way he positioned his feet.


      “…Hikaru?” said Yoshiki, to which Hikaru nodded and replied, “Yeah.”


      “What’s up all of a sudden…? Don’t just stand out there. Come in.”


      But Hikaru didn’t move. Instead, he answered, “Sorry. I’m good,” and went back home.


      “What the heck was that about?” Yoshiki muttered. But his question got drowned out by the croaking of frogs and buzzing of cicadas echoing throughout the darkness. From inside the house, Yoshiki’s mom called out, “Who was that?”
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      Out in the mountains on the edge of the village, Tanaka stood looking down at the shrine he had destroyed a few days earlier. Tiny insects crawled in and out of the cracks between the fallen stones.


      During the day, the air had been thick and oppressively hot, but by evening, a somewhat cooler breeze had started blowing through Kubitachi.


      As he listened to the rough and dry rustling of the trees, he picked up on another sound he’d been waiting for.


      JINGLE.


      A bell rang.


      It appeared that the hunting dog had returned safely.


      “Good work,” said Tanaka.


      He didn’t turn around. The sound of the bell behind him grew closer. It approached with a gut-tightening pressure, as though squeezing his insides.


      With a loud thump that radiated with raw intimidation, the hunting dog surged forward—passing straight through Tanaka’s body and vanishing. Unable to bear what had just happened to him, Tanaka instantly dropped to his knees and vomited.


      But it had been worth it. Tanaka got more than he had expected. In a single moment, he had seen so much. Images of the boy named Tsujinaka, whom he’d met earlier in Kubitachi, and his friend—a boy named Hikaru—had screamed their way through his body.


      As Tanaka raised his face, he noticed a bell with a cord at the end lying nearby. It jingled faintly in the wind.


      “…I see now.”


      Two crows flew overhead, and as he muttered to himself, the sensation of the mountain slowly sinking into the night crawled across his skin.

    

    
      4


      Summer in Kubitachi was already loud with cicadas, but stepping into the mountains made the noise almost unbearable.


      The shrill cries of black cicadas mixed with the softer, melancholic calls of the evening cicadas, and the overlapping buzzing and chirrups crashed together inside Yoshiki’s head.


      He crouched beside an abandoned shack near the shiitake farm where Hikaru’s grandfather came every day. The shack, patched together with corrugated iron and planks, had long since fallen out of use and was now covered in the vines of some nameless plant.


      Back when they were little, Yoshiki and Hikaru used to play here. It was something like a secret hideout. Even now, traces of that time remained—like the large glass bottle of old toys, the stickers pasted onto the pillars, or the aluminum box that had DANGER written on its lid, though neither of them could remember what they’d put inside.


      Inside the shack, on the exposed dirt floor, two small piles of stones had been arranged. One bore the name “Crowly,” and the other had no name.


      Or rather, it couldn’t have one.


      They were graves. Crowly was the name of the fledgling crow they’d secretly raised in elementary school, and the unmarked gravestone was for Hikaru Indou.


      Yoshiki offered a cream-filled bun at Hikaru’s grave and found himself muttering, “Sorry. This is all I could do. As long as he’s here, no one will mourn ya.”


      Dappled sunlight filtered in through the window and danced across the gravestone. Yoshiki traced its surface with his fingers. Even in this heat, Hikaru’s gravestone felt cold.


      “But with him around, I’m happy, ’cause I won’t forget you. That’s…what scares me the most.”


      What scared him was forgetting Hikaru. And in trying to selfishly ease that fear, Yoshiki was robbing himself of the chance to truly mourn Hikaru.


      Buried among the cries of cicadas outside came the sound of footsteps. Someone was pushing through the weeds near the shack and coming toward Yoshiki.


      “Whoa! So this is where ya been. Sure brings me back…”


      Hikaru looked around the shack and stepped inside as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


      “Used to play here a bunch back in the day, ’member? Oh, check it out! It’s our homemade Super Maruo stage! The one we’d play with our fingers while makin’ our own sound effects.”


      On a wooden board nailed to the wall, there was a drawn copy of a video game screen. And just as Hikaru said, they used to play on it by tracing along the board with their fingers.


      Hikaru sat down beside Yoshiki, who was unresponsive, and quietly looked at the two gravestones. Even without an explanation, he seemed to know who the unnamed one belonged to.


      “Hey, so…what’s the difference between me an’ Hikaru?” Hikaru asked, leaning his head into one hand propped up by his knee.


      “Yer totally different… He was more considerate an’ grown up. Harder to get, too.”


      That was true—he was hard to understand.


      “He was more of a troublemaker. And he lied a bunch. He was also pretty slick. And…he’s never coming back. So yer not the same.”


      “…Didja like ’im?”


      Yoshiki stopped breathing. He then blinked—over and over. He tried to look at Hikaru’s face, but couldn’t.


      “…Why ya askin’?”


      “Nah, no reason, really…” Hikaru scratched the back of his neck and began speaking softly. “It’s just…you turned away when you saw me shirtless before… I mean, what was all that about?”


      “I don’t wanna say.”


      Because we’re in front of Hikaru’s grave. It’s just too much.


      “Why not?”


      Yoshiki casually looked over at Hikaru’s profile as Hikaru’s shoulders slumped in disappointment. Yoshiki’s bangs brushed his eyelids.


      Then he calmly reached out to Hikaru and tugged on the collar of his shirt, exposing his chest.


      The dappled sunlight beaming through the window shimmered across Hikaru’s collarbone—just like it had danced on the gravestone earlier.


      “…Now when I look at your body, I don’t think nothin’ of it.”


      Yoshiki felt a small sense of relief in that. To him, Hikaru and Hikaru were completely separate beings—which meant he could properly mourn Hikaru’s death.


      “Besides…I don’t think ya need to understand those sorts of feelings.”


      “The heck is all that?” Hikaru asked. “I mean, it’s true. ‘Those sorts of feelings’ are something…I don’t have. ’Cause at a basic level, I’m completely different from humans.”


      “We have our own things. Things that exist just between me an’ you. And you don’t need to be human anyway.”


      “Huh…?” Hikaru said, looking at Yoshiki. Yoshiki then let out a small breath, and a smile naturally came across his face.


      Hikaru wasn’t Hikaru. He wasn’t a replacement for Hikaru. He wasn’t even human. And in that case, Yoshiki wanted Hikaru to keep being Hikaru.


      “Actually, I prefer that ya don’t become human.”


      Yoshiki clamped onto the back of Hikaru’s head and quickly pushed it down. He used to do this to Hikaru all the time—taking full advantage of the fact that he was slightly taller than him—but it had been a while since he’d done it to Hikaru.


      “Really…?” Hikaru whined, confused. His hair was slightly damp with sweat—and it was warm, too. Even if he wasn’t human, his body was just as warm as one.


      And yet he was something entirely different from Yoshiki. They would never be able to fully understand each other.


      And yet as long as he lived among humans, hurting them could never be justified.


      Instead of trying to force Hikaru to be human, if there were a place where he could live in his own way—if there really is such a convenient solution out there… For that, I’d give up everything.


      As he listened to the buzzing of cicadas echo all around him, Yoshiki made that wish, unsure of what may come of it.


      


      At Hikaru’s house, Yoshiki was drawing from memory the map of Kubitachi he had grown familiar with. Looking at it again, he was struck by the fact that there wasn’t much in the village besides mountains and farmland.


      A breeze from the fan lifted one edge of the paper. Hikaru was leaning forward with both elbows on the table, watching Yoshiki’s hands closely.


      “What we know now is Nounuki is a god that grants wishes in exchange for somethin’,” Yoshiki explained. “After a certain famine, it became a cursed god and could no longer leave the mountains.”


      “Like it was sealed away or somethin’?”


      Yoshiki nodded and replied, “Maybe so…,” before continuing. “And durin’ that famine, a lotta village folk died. An’ it seems like the men of the Indou family have been using Mrs. Hichi to perform some sorta ritual in the mountains for generations.”


      “Huh. Maybe they were sealers or somethin’. I dunno. Hikaru should’ve known somethin’ ’bout the ritual, but I don’t somehow…”


      “’Cause ya did a sloppy job with yer ‘copyin’.’”


      “True.”


      Hikaru hadn’t inherited memories of the Indou family’s role or their rituals. Yoshiki considered whether that was a little too convenient; he felt that there had to be a reason those memories were missing.


      “We also know the settlements around here used to be one village. I wonder why they got such weird names. Since the old days, it’s been hard for the domain to interfere with things here, too…,” said Yoshiki. “And apparently, persecuted Christians fled here ’cause of that. But did they worship Nounuki before Western religions came?”


      They tried laying out all their questions, but there were still far too many unknowns.


      “Maybe it’s ’cause they were all creepy an’ stuff,” Hikaru suggested. “Had people like, ‘They be worshippin’ some weird-ass god over yonder. Best stay away’…”


      “That might be it, actually. Maybe they believed there was a curse.”


      At the edge of the map, Yoshiki went ahead and jotted down the phrase Curse?


      “And then…there’s you. That thing Mrs. Kurebayashi said about ya.”


      “Me?” Hikaru asked.


      “She said yer attractin’ impurities like a lightnin’ rod. But yer not an impurity yerself. Yer a huge mass of something’ like Hell itself, and ya exist outside the cycle of rebirth.”


      Yoshiki summed up what Kurebayashi had said to him, and Hikaru’s eyes widened.


      “That’s how she described me? Not real sure what all that means, though.”


      “Maybe yer some sorta god?”


      “Maybe I am. Feels that way with the way folks talk about me. But if I’m a god, why’m I so troubled…?”


      Hikaru trailed off. Then his downcast eyes slowly shifted over to Yoshiki, and he began speaking again.


      “Hey… So I left the mountains, and ’cause of that, the impurities poolin’ up there started pourin’ out, right? If that’s the case…if I went back to the mountains—”


      But before Hikaru could finish his thought, Yoshiki interrupted him.


      “Ya finally found a place for yerself, didn’t ya? That can’t be the way to do this. Mrs. Kurebayashi’s helpin’ us, and you and I, we’ll find a way together.”


      Hikaru’s expression didn’t change. He looked pained, like he was pushing something down deep within his chest. Then, with his cheek propped up on his hand, he hummed contemplatively.


      “By the way, two days ago, ya came by in the middle of the night, right?” Yoshiki asked.


      Strangely, Hikaru’s response was slow and vague.


      “Huh? Oh…yeah… I think I did.”


      “What was that about?”


      Hikaru had come all the way to Yoshiki’s house, only to leave without having done or said anything.


      “My memory’s blurry, so I’m not sure. I wonder why I…”


      Hikaru’s fingers touched his right arm, where there was a faint bruise. He’d gotten it when the intruder appeared on the school grounds, and it had yet to fade away.


      Realizing that continuing to dwell on what they couldn’t understand wouldn’t get them anywhere, Yoshiki recalled what Ms. Matsuura had said about Hajime’s father at the library, and he decided they would go to see Old Man Takeda. The old man’s given name was most likely Matsuo, and Yoshiki was reasonably certain that he lived with his eldest son, Hajime, a man known as “Uncle Takeda,” and his daughter-in-law.


      As a landowner in Kubitachi, Old Man Takeda had a proper estate. There were several Takedas in the village, but as expected, the main house was the largest. It was more of a mansion than a house, and the gleam of its black roof tiles had always struck Yoshiki as strangely oppressive.


      “Old Man Takeda’s a shut-in, ain’t he? Think he’ll actually talk to us? His son’s scary enough as it is,” Hikaru said after ringing the intercom.


      “It’s a lead, so it’s worth a shot.”


      It was Hajime Takeda’s wife who answered the door. She had a puzzled look on her face that seemed to say, Well, I’ll be! What d’y’all need? and Yoshiki timidly asked if they could see Old Man Takeda.


      “My father-in-law? Not gonna happen with the state he’s in… He won’t even go outside. What d’y’all wanna ask him anyway?”


      Of course, they couldn’t speak honestly here, but Hikaru’s face lit up; an idea had struck him.


      “Someone named Kurebayashi asked us to come by, so…,” he said.


      He remembered that when they’d met Kurebayashi, she’d told them, “If you find yerself in a bind, just mention my name. Even a housewife like me has a few favors owed to her here and there.”


      He wasn’t sure how effective it would be, but to his surprise, Kurebayashi’s name got a clear reaction from Hajime’s wife.


      “Kurebayashi…? I think she’s the person my father-in-law’s been lookin’ for…” She trailed off, then suddenly said, “Y’all stay right there,” and dashed back into the house.


      “Who exactly is that Kurebayashi lady…?” Hikaru muttered, to which Yoshiki nodded deeply in agreement. There was no way she was just a housewife.


      When Hajime’s wife returned, she readily let them inside. Old Man Takeda was in a room at the back of the mansion.


      On a mattress laid out in a large tatami room, the old man sat in a formal kneeling position, wearing a light summer yukata.


      The room was full of strange masks and dolls. There were demon masks, traditional Japanese dolls, animal skulls and taxidermy, and pots with strange symbols. It looked like he had done everything in his power to amass a collection of protective charms from around the world.


      Two swords stood in an alcove, exuding an ominous presence.


      “Go get Kurebayashi.”


      Those were the first words the old man said to Yoshiki and Hikaru. Yoshiki remembered him having a bit more hair before, but now the old man was bald, with only a few white strands left.


      “Wh-why are you looking for Mrs. Kurebayashi?” Yoshiki asked.


      At the entrance to the room sat a mound of salt, seemingly used to mark a boundary signaling that no one could enter beyond that point. Naturally, Yoshiki and Hikaru found themselves both kneeling just outside the room to talk to the old man.


      “I finally found one…a real medium. Hurry now. I need her here quick.” Old Man Takeda then added in a rasp, “I’m the next one. I’m gonna be killed.”


      “Killed…? You mean…after Mrs. Matsuura?” Hikaru asked nervously.


      Something in the man’s grip made a crumpling sound. It was a paper talisman, and Old Man Takeda was gripping it tightly in his wrinkled hands.


      “This village is bein’ swallowed up by impurities. It’s here…down from the mountains. That big…terrible…xxxxxxx…”


      The old man was speaking with so much tension that his last words got garbled, but Hikaru and Yoshiki both instantly understood what he was pointing to.


      “You mean Nounuki…?”


      As soon as Hikaru said that, Old Man Takeda glared at him. The cloudy whites of his eyes darted around, and he had the look of someone who was infuriated to the core of his very being.


      “And whose fault is this…? Tell me, ‘Indou’ boy, just who’s to blame for all this…?”


      “Huh…?”


      The old man took a short breath and cleared his throat with a raspy sound as if there were phlegm caught in his gullet.


      “This all goes back to the taboo committed by an Indou! An’ scores of people died ’cause of it!”


      “A taboo…?” Yoshiki rolled the word around in his mouth.


      “That’s why…for generations, the Indou men’ve gone to the mountains to apologize. To return what they received… As an Indou, you oughtta know…”


      “Um, are you talking about the people who died in the great famine of 1749?” Yoshiki asked, pushing the question despite Old Man Takeda’s seemingly painful coughing.


      “It wasn’t just the famine! It was a curse! Wrath incurred over a wish that went too far!”


      “That Indou fella… What exactly did he do?”


      That question—from Hikaru, of all people—seemed to strike a nerve, causing the old man to shout while clutching his paper talisman even tighter.


      “Ya don’t even know that…?! No wonder the ritual failed! Did no one tell ya?! Don’t ya know why yer family name’s ‘Indou’? Go an’ look at yer family’s shrine!”


      Old Man Takeda’s eyes had lost focus. Yoshiki panicked and tried to intervene, saying, “C-c-calm down,” but Hikaru stopped him.


      “Yoshiki. This ain’t good,” Hikaru muttered while keeping a firm eye on Old Man Takeda. “It’s already in ’im.”


      Sweat trailed down Hikaru’s cheek. The old man’s eyes weren’t just unfocused; his eyeballs were gone. Two black hollows stared out from his sockets.


      “I…saw…it…in the moun…tains.”


      Those were his last words.


      Like a broken doll, his head quickly slumped forward, and from the back of it, a black shadow began to emerge.


      It was hair. Human hair. It covered the old man’s face, then crept down his emaciated body.


      “His hair got all bushy…,” Hikaru quipped casually.


      The old man stood silently, then grabbed one of the swords from the alcove and drew it from its scabbard without hesitation.


      He raised the sword to attack, and all Yoshiki and Hikaru could do was watch, frozen with shock. The hollowed voids that were once Old Man Takeda’s eyes soullessly stared at the boys.


      That’s when they heard the door to the tatami room open with a loud THUD.


      A familiar-looking man strode in and grabbed the old man’s arm like it was nothing.


      “Hello there, Hikaru Indou,” the newcomer said.


      He glanced at Hikaru and smiled. The man was tall, blond, and wearing sunglasses—


      “Th-the hamster guy from before!” Yoshiki cried.


      The man gave a loud, boisterous laugh and proceeded to take the sword away from Old Man Takeda. The old man’s thin body collapsed flat on his back, helpless on the tatami floor.


      “Who’re you?” Hikaru muttered as the blond man turned to face him.


      “Sorry. I just need to check something,” the man said, grinning, before swinging his sword at Hikaru. The motion was a casual one, like a person shooing a bug away.


      But that solitary swing lopped off Hikaru’s head with a clean, straight cut.


      His head hit the tatami with a THUNK and rolled around. The separation was a fairly neat and tidy one. The head lay on the floor, looking up at the ceiling as if it belonged to a doll. There wasn’t a single drop of blood.


      The hair on Hikaru’s head just barely tickled Yoshiki’s knee. He could clearly feel that, even through the fabric of his pants.


      “Huh?”


      That single phrase slipped out of Hikaru’s head as it sat on the ground with its eyes wide open.


      “…Huh?”


      Yoshiki wasn’t even sure if what he heard was his own voice.


      “I came by thinkin’ the old man might be in trouble, but this really worked in my favor. Got here just in time to meet Hikaru Indou.”


      The blond continued to ramble on, but Yoshiki didn’t care. His throat trembled as he cradled Hikaru’s head in his hands.


      “…H-Hikaru?”


      Hikaru’s expression was blank. His eyes were open, but his face was utterly still. It was devoid of emotion, as if he hadn’t noticed that his own head had been cut off.


      Then a warm wind caressed Yoshiki’s cheek.


      From Hikaru’s headless body and bodyless head, his insides began pouring out.


      Its color would be best described as “ominous.” It appeared to be not quite black, or blue, or red, or even green—and yet Yoshiki had come to find the color somewhat endearing because they were Hikaru’s insides.


      Those insides smacked the blond man’s cheek and knocked off his sunglasses, causing him to laugh loudly.


      Yoshiki leaped onto Hikaru’s body and pressed Hikaru’s head onto his body’s open neck wound.


      “Come on, stick!”


      It was all that Yoshiki wanted in that moment.
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    “Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick! Stick!”


    Hikaru’s insides, flowing from his body, gurgled as they tried to push the head away.


    “Shit! Why…?! Why won’t it stay on?!”


    Yoshiki inhaled, and it felt like his whole body—from the inside of his mouth to his lungs, and stomach—filled up with Hikaru.


    He growled from the pit of his stomach and forced Hikaru’s head into place.


    And as soon as the two cut surfaces came into full contact with each other, the ominously colored whirlpool was sucked back inside Hikaru. All that remained was a straight and thin black seam where the skin on both sides of the cut perfectly lined up.


    Then, Yoshiki heard a SWOO. It was the sound of someone inhaling.


    It came from Hikaru’s mouth. His chest rose, then fell. A drop of liquid—either a bead of sweat or tears—fell from Yoshiki’s cheek onto Hikaru’s chest.


    And as soon as he saw that, Yoshiki blacked out.


    


    Yoshiki could hear people talking.


    Someone asked, “How long has he been unconscious?” and another person replied with something like, “About an hour.”


    His eyelids felt heavy. As he tried to force them open, Yoshiki saw his mother and a nurse peering down at him.


    The smell of disinfectant grazed his nose, and he jolted upright, automatically shouting “Waaagh!” as he did.


    His mother grabbed him by the shoulders. “Yoshiki, are you okay?! What were you doing at Mr. Takeda’s house?!”


    “Mom…”


    The look on his mother’s face was a chaotic mix of relief that her son had woken up, combined with intense anger.


    “Is it true?!” she demanded. “They’re saying Old Man Takeda went berserk, and you and Hikaru took a tumble. Apparently, some scholar who’s staying in town broke it up…?”


    “Wait…a minute…” Yoshiki pressed his hand to his forehead as he started to remember what had happened at that house. “Don’t tell me the police…”


    “‘It’s not enough for the police to get involved—just a bit of village drama.’ Looks like that’s how they’re settling it. It’s ridiculous. Even if I did file a claim, nothing would come of it,” Yoshiki’s mother replied, spitting the words out in frustration.


    But Yoshiki waved her off, saying, “I don’t care about that. Is Hikaru…?”


    “He’s in the next bed, sleeping, but he hasn’t woken up yet…”


    Before she could finish speaking, Yoshiki jumped out of bed. He pulled the curtain divider open, and sleeping face up on the bed beside his was Hikaru.


    On his neck, there was a clearly visible mark where the blond man had cut him.
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    The Takeda house was still in a state of chaos.


    Seated in a kitchen chair, Tanaka touched the sword lying on the table. It was the very sword that had cut off Hikaru Indou’s head moments ago.


    Tanaka had hidden it in the Takeda home in case of an emergency, but it proved useful for him. Just as expected, it did a fine job of cutting that thing.


    He tried to hold back a laugh—but that was impossible. His shoulders trembled, and a quiet chuckle escaped his throat. The table rattled in sync with his laughter. He had lost his sunglasses during the commotion, and now his dry bangs tickled his bare eyes.


    This confirmed it for Tanaka. It had taken him a long time to get to this point—so very long, but he considered himself to be seriously lucky.


    He could hardly believe that it had shown up in this era.


    And what he found particularly fascinating was that not only did it have its own sense of self, but it had actually weakened itself. If it hadn’t done that, there was no way Tanaka could have done anything to it on his own. And that meant Tanaka was already well on his way to accomplishing his goal, so how could he not laugh?


    But then Tanaka’s face tensed up as the sound of heavy, hurried footsteps reached his ears. He didn’t need to see a face to know who it was. He instantly knew it was Takeda.


    Takeda appeared in the kitchen and called Tanaka’s name.


    “Sounds like…my old man ain’t gonna make it. They’re sayin’ he had a heart attack. What the hell happened…?!”


    “Sorry. I rushed over, but I didn’t make it in time. I didn’t notice quickly enough. It’s my fault.”


    Takeda gasped, caught off guard because he hadn’t expected Tanaka to apologize first.


    “So my old man sayin’ stuff about bein’ next… He was tellin’ the truth?”


    “Seeing beings from the other side means it’s also easier for those beings to see you. And once you’ve discovered them, the more frightened you get, the more easily they can target you. That’s just how it is, and it’s what happened to both Mrs. Matsuura and your father.”


    A sad story. Most people went about their lives, blissfully unaware of the other side, but those who happened to be born with that kind of ability or those unlucky enough to have seen something from the other side were the ones who got swallowed up.


    “I see… Well, if I’m bein’ honest…it’s a relief for me an’ the missus…wrong as it is to say that.”


    That was something Takeda could probably never admit outside his house. In a small village like this, if he, as the eldest son of the Takeda family, said something so unfilial aloud, it could ruin everything for him.


    And that was likely why he was saying it to Tanaka. It was probably something that hid buried deep within his gut—honest feelings he’d had toward his aging father.


    “By the way, have you seen my sunglasses?” Tanaka asked.


    Takeda went quiet. Seconds passed by—one, two, then three before he managed to squeeze out, “They’re right’n front a’ya…”


    Ah, so that’s where they were.


    Tanaka turned his gaze toward the table and slowly, cautiously extended his hand.


    It seemed there was a glass of water or tea in front of him. He hit it with the back of his hand, and it made some noise as it tipped over.


    He did everything in the dark.


    “Hold on…”


    There was suspicion in Takeda’s voice as he began speaking. And Tanaka was about to laugh, but this time, he succeeded in holding back.


    “Are ya actually blind?”


    THUMP.


    Something hard touched the back of Tanaka’s hand. Apparently, Takeda was handing him the sunglasses.


    “Yeah, sure am,” Tanaka replied. “But it’s a type of curse. Medical exams don’t show anything wrong with me. And I can see well enough with these sunglasses. It’s annoying that they’re company-issued, though.”


    He put the sunglasses on, and his vision returned from the darkness.


    Takeda frowned deeply. “Since when?”


    “Since way back when. We good here?”


    As Tanaka stood up, Takeda grabbed his collar.


    “Wait. What exactly are ya tryin’ to do out here?”


    “My job. You see, my ‘company’ is looking for a certain thing from the other side. They’ve been researching it for centuries. That’s how valuable it is. So they look for places with even the slightest possibility of having what they’re after and send employees like me to investigate.”


    Which was to say that they’d finally found it here—in Kubitachi.


    “Not that. I mean personal,” said Takeda.” I don’t know much ’bout that company of yours! But I reckon there’s a reason you’ve gone outta yer way for all this.”


    “Ha-ha! You’re sharper than you look.” Tanaka couldn’t stop himself from laughing out loud. “‘Nounuki.’ I intend to do something about that thing. Make no mistake about that since, at the very least, I’m on humanity’s side. I just have a little more on my plate now.”


    Tanaka brushed Takeda’s hand away from his collar, grabbed the hamster cage that had been sitting on the table, and started to head out.


    “I’ve gotta leave the village for a bit, so I’ll let you take care of things.”


    “Hey! What about dealin’ with Nounuki?! And what if we’re attacked by impurities again…?”


    “Then fight ’em off with that sword! You’re a sixth dan in kendo, right?” Tanaka pointed to the sword on the table and exited the kitchen.


    Takeda shouted, “Like I can do that!” but compared to Tanaka, Takeda was undoubtedly more familiar with wielding a blade.


    Tanaka then noticed a missed call from Satou, someone from his company. Annoyed, Tanaka clicked his tongue and began tapping out a reply.

  

  
    

    CHAPTER 4 Dad Felt the Same


    
      1


      “How long’s Hikaru been out for? Tests show nothin’ wrong, right?” Kurebayashi muttered, looking down at Hikaru as he lay motionless on a cramped hospital bed. The faint sound of breathing filtered through the oxygen mask over his face.


      Sitting beside the bed in a visitor’s chair, Yoshiki clutched his hands tightly on his knees. A patient in a neighboring bed had turned on the television, so he could faintly hear the weather forecast in the background.


      “It’s been two days,” he said. “It probably…takes time when the damage is life-threatening.”


      Beyond that, Hikaru had clearly weakened after giving Yoshiki half of himself.


      “So…you don’t know anything about that man either, do you?” Yoshiki asked Kurebayashi.


      “Naw… But it sure is odd. From the looks of it, that man cut Hikaru to check if he was supernatural…”


      “Could be…a medium or somethin’.”


      “If he is, I reckon someone in Kubitachi musta hired ’im.”


      As it happened, that blond man had claimed to be a folklorist staying at the Mikasas’ house. Yoshiki wondered if Mikasa could be his client. Mikasa was connected to Takeda, and that would explain why the blond man had shown up at the Takeda home.


      “And if so, I wouldn’t be none too surprised if word gets ’round ’bout Hikaru behind closed doors. And yet no one’s tried nothin’ over the past two days. I wonder what their aim is.”


      “Don’t they wanna exorcise him?”


      “Huh? Naw! There ain’t no way! Ya can’t exorcise somethin’ like him!” Kurebayashi exclaimed, laughing hard and waving her hand to indicate how ridiculous that idea was. She was wearing a T-shirt with a large cartoon character on the front—likely a hand-me-down from her daughter.


      “He’s pretty weak now, but not so weak that a human could do anythin’ to ’im,” Kurebayashi added. “But whether this boy could do anythin’ to a human is a whole ’nother story. All a person could do is physically take him outta the village, or maybe lock ’im up somewhere?”


      “Ah, I see…”


      Despite his weakened state, Hikaru’s ominous presence was well beyond anything an average human could deal with. Yoshiki found that to be terrifying but also reassuring at the same time.


      “Keep yer guard up, and if things get dangerous, you run right over to my place. I’ll try lookin’ into that man, too.”


      “Look into him? How?” Yoshiki asked.


      “Seers have their own ways of doin’ these things.”


      With a calm, fluid motion, Kurebayashi pointed to her eyes and gave Yoshiki a reassuring smile, as if to say, I’ve got this. There was absolutely no way she was “just a housewife.”


      As a flicker of doubt crossed Yoshiki’s face, he heard something from the TV. The patient in the neighboring bed must have increased the volume.


      “A man in his twenties has gone missing—he was last seen at Darumazuka Tunnel in Kibogayama…”


      It was a news broadcast.


      “This tunnel is famously known for being haunted, and the man, a Y-tuber, posted on social media on the morning of the Xth, stating that he was going to Darumazuka and would upload a video if he made it back alive…”


      As Yoshiki listened absentmindedly to the report, Kurebayashi looked at him and asked, “Hey, d’you know how the Darumazuka Tunnel became haunted?”


      “Everyone says it’s haunted…but I have no idea why.”


      “Well, they found bones here a long time ago. A whole lotta them. They were old, too. This all happened before you were born, of course. Odd thing was, all the bones were torsos. And in Udekari, they were just arms. While in Ashidori, all they found were legs.”


      “For real…?”


      Yoshiki remembered the maps of the Kibogayama area he saw at the library. They took the shape of a human body when pieced together, and the place names corresponded to body parts. He could hardly believe that bones from each body part were found in those locations.


      “They say there used to be a custom of burying the various body parts in separate places, but the strangest thing about it all was that, despite finding all them bodies, not a single skull was found,” explained Kurebayashi.


      “…Oh.”


      A memory came to Yoshiki. Back when he had an argument with Hikaru in the classroom and almost got swallowed up by him, Yoshiki had witnessed a strange scene.


      He saw a thatched-roof cottage beyond a footpath, flooded rice fields that smelled of mud, a misty mountain skyline, and a young man standing in the hills overlooking a small village. His face closely resembled Hikaru’s.


      The man was cradling a human head close to his chest.


      Was that a memory of one of the Indous’ ancestors from Nounuki’s perspective? The Indous bore a sin, and Nounuki was a god that granted wishes in exchange for some specific item. Was that item…a human head?


      As those thoughts passed through his mind, everything Yoshiki had seen, heard, and experienced fit together surprisingly neatly.


      All the monsters he’d seen had something wrong with them from the neck up.


      The white-haired old woman whose head was attached to a swaying neck that was shaped like a less-than sign. The wig monster in my bathroom at home. The monster that attacked us in America also had its body separated from its head. Even the thing that attacked Old Man Takeda had black hair. And there was the man who looked like Hikaru—the one I saw inside Hikaru. That man offered a head to Nounuki and wished for somethin’. Is that what led to the mass deaths way back when? Did heads go to Kubitachi, while other body parts were buried elsewhere—?


      “Tsujinaka, Hikaru’s awake…!”


      Upon hearing Kurebayashi’s voice, Yoshiki snapped back to reality and lifted his head.


      “Hikaru…!”


      Hikaru’s eyes were definitely open, but their usual pale color had darkened to a deep, inky black.


      The cut mark across his neck hadn’t disappeared.


      Yoshiki peered into Hikaru’s pitch-black eyes, which stared back at him.


      Then, Yoshiki heard a high-pitched ringing, and his lungs seized for a moment. He felt like something was swallowing him whole—the sensation gripping him completely.

    

    
      

      2


      I am…cold. And empty. So I want to be filled with many things. I will swallow them all inside me…and then I will be satisfied. For that…is what I must do.


      For so very long, that vague desire was all I held onto as I remained in some cold and bleak place.


      And then a strangely warm light broke through. What burst through the darkness was an unbearably gentle soul.


      What was dark became light, and the world burst into color. The cicadas buzzed incessantly. The mountains and fields were suffocatingly green, and the country roads were sunbaked and bleached.


      A dragonfly flies past.


      A summer darter. I know this. I remember.


      Asako, Yuuki, and Maki are standing together in Hikaru’s yard. Ah—this memory is from the time we had a sleepover. The day Hikaru hurt Asako.


      Yoshiki went home before everyone else. When I told the others, all three of them were surprised.


      That night, even after everyone else had fallen asleep, I kept thinking, What is life?


      Dying doesn’t mean you disappear from this world. All that happens is the shape of your soul changes. It’s not like it’s going anywhere. You’re born, and you die, but your soul doesn’t really go away. It’s always by your side.


      I lay on my mattress, quietly clenching my fist, and let out a sigh.


      Yoshiki’s soul was so pretty. I was overwhelmed by the urge to swallow it whole. But I didn’t want him to die.


      I don’t know if those are my thoughts…or Hikaru’s feelings.


       


      I was walking from school with Yoshiki, pushing our bikes through Kubitachi at dusk. This memory is of…the day we spoke with Ms. Matsuura at the library.


      Yoshiki asked me if I understood what I had done, and I almost blurted out that I did.


      But of course I didn’t.


      Still, somehow, the look on Ms. Matsuura’s face reminded me of Yoshiki’s.


      Which is to say…maybe it was the face of someone who had forever lost someone precious—or a face filled with sadness, grief, or something similar.


      I bruised my arm bumping into a desk the day a suspicious intruder appeared on the school grounds.


      That hurt… was the first thing I thought. I wasn’t really supposed to feel pain like that, but it surged through me.


      That day, when that thing attacked us in America, I couldn’t defeat it. Something’s happening to me… I came to realize that I’m being overwhelmed by changes I’ve never experienced before.


      Ah, yes. When Kurebayashi rescued me, and I was about to leave her house, she stopped me. She waited until Yoshiki stepped out the front door and then called to me.


      “Hikaru. Ya can’t let Tsujinaka get any more mixed than he already is, okay?”


      Kurebayashi certainly wasn’t angry. She looked at me like I was something to pity, and she warned me.


      “Ya know that, right…? Tsujinaka…won’t be able to return to the human world.”


      I instantly grabbed my right arm, where a bruise still remained.


      I could abandon everything and run, but Yoshiki would never do that. He can’t.


      And anything important to him is important to me, too.


      As I realized that I was getting weaker, I clenched my teeth. Outside Kurebayashi’s house, Yoshiki called my name.


      “Hikaru—?”


      I am…cold. And empty. So I want to be filled with many things. I will swallow them all inside me…and then I will be satisfied.


      A warm light shone upon me. I don’t wanna kill it. I don’t.


      And yet I reach my hand out.
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    A sharp “Hey!!” from Kurebayashi snapped Yoshiki back to reality, and the uniquely sterile, inorganic smell of the hospital filled his nose.


    She’d clapped her hands loudly, and now her shoulders were heaving up and down as she tried to catch her breath.


    “Can ya…say yer name?” she asked.


    Yoshiki had been peering into Hikaru’s face, but Kurebayashi shoved him aside and glared straight into Hikaru’s eyes, which were open as wide as they could go.


    Moving sluggishly, Hikaru pulled off his oxygen mask and slowly sat up in his bed.


    “Hikaru…Hikaru Indou,” he replied. “What…was I jus’ doin’…?”


    Kurebayashi didn’t answer his question. Instead, she smiled and said, “Thank goodness yer back.”


    “…I’m glad yer awake,” Yoshiki added.


    His voice was hoarse. It was hard for him to breathe, and instinctively, his hand reached for his throat.


    The sensation of almost being swallowed by something massive still lingered. He wondered what would’ve happened if Kurebayashi hadn’t intervened.


    After catching his breath, Yoshiki began explaining to Hikaru the events that occurred leading up to that day: What happened at the Takedas’, how Hikaru had been brought to the hospital, and that he’d been unconscious for two whole days.


    Mid-story, Hikaru pressed his hand to his neck and said, “Ow!”


    “…I thought you didn’t feel pain,” said Yoshiki.


    “I ain’t s’posed to, but I have lately…just a little.”


    Hikaru was avoiding the subject. But Kurebayashi just shrugged.


    “Hikaru…yer awful weak now, ain’tcha?” she asked. “Thought so since the first time I met ya, but yer much smaller than the presence I felt from the mountain. Yer real unstable, y’know. Somethin’ about ya musta changed…”


    Hikaru didn’t respond—and that, in itself, was the biggest answer.


    Instinctively, Yoshiki brought his hand to his breast pocket. Inside was the fragment he had accepted from Hikaru.


    “…It’s my fault,” said Yoshiki.


    “Naw, that ain’t true. Quit sayin’ that stuff.” Hikaru looked down and stared at his own palm for a moment before suddenly gasping. “Oh! That guy! The sword that dude with the sunglasses cut me with…that weren’t no regular sword… There’s somethin’ special about it. That fella musta known that when he attacked me.”


    “He must know a lot ’bout things like that. That’s fer sure,” said Kurebayashi, nodding.


    Meanwhile, Yoshiki clenched his teeth. He remembered how the blond man let him handle his hamster. Yoshiki felt humiliated that he’d completely let his guard down back then. He believed every word of the man’s story about him being a folklorist who was staying at the Mikasas’ house.


    “What if he attacks us again…?” Yoshiki asked, barely getting the words out.


    Hikaru laughed. “Then we’ll run away! And if he cuts my head off again, you’ll stick it back on! But it’s probably easier to take my head off now.”


    Still chuckling, Hikaru grabbed his own head and tried to jerk it to the side. Yoshiki wanted to tell him to knock it off with the dark humor, but the words wouldn’t come to him.


    Yoshiki then noticed that Kurebayashi was watching their interaction with a conflicted look on her face. He knew what she was thinking: Those two shouldn’t be together.


    She thought that Hikaru was dangerous.


    


    When Hikaru showed up in class for the first time in a while, Asako was the first to rush to him.


    “I’m sooo glad yer okay!” she cried.


    Yuuki and Maki had just gotten to school and were still clutching their bags as they followed Asako and surrounded Hikaru’s desk.


    “You’d never guess it, but Maki was the most worried. Cute, right?” Yuuki teased with a mischievous shake of her shoulders, laughing while shooting a side glance at Maki, who frowned and let out an annoyed, “Huh?”


    Dangling from Yuuki’s bag was a mascot character on a keychain—something like a dog or a cat with long hair. Yoshiki recognized it; he’d won the same one from a crane game at Maki’s request…but he quickly decided not to give any further thought to the topic.


    “He was all like, ‘It’s borin’ without Hikaru around.’ Said it about ten times,” Yuuki told the group.


    “I did not!” Maki snapped.


    As Yoshiki half-listened to their banter, he scribbled something down in a small notebook:


    Does Nounuki grant wishes in exchange for human heads?


    He had to write stuff like this down, otherwise the sheer number of bizarre, inexplicable things he’d encountered would overwhelm him.


    “Hey, whatcha been writin’ all this time?” Maki asked, taking a peek at Yoshiki’s notebook.


    “Nothin’ special,” Yoshiki replied, quickly snapping his book shut.


    And yet…


    “Doin’ research on Unuki?”


    The way Maki said it so clearly made Yoshiki’s eyes go wide.


    “Huh? What’d…you just…?”


    “Heh-heh. I’ll tell ya all about it. It’s a code name people used to use way back when,” Maki said, putting a hand to the side of his mouth like he was telling a secret even though he didn’t bother lowering his voice at all.


    In fact, he looked pretty pleased with himself. While awkwardly adjusting the sling holding up his left arm, he began speaking enthusiastically.


    “A long time ago, this area suffered from a buncha epidemics, lousy harvests, an’ accidents for no apparent reason. Despite all that, the region managed to do well enough for itself. Apparently ’cause ya could mine mercury ’round these parts.”


    Yoshiki wasn’t taking Maki’s story completely seriously, but he suddenly perked up at the mention of mercury.


    Kubitachi was surrounded by mountains on three sides—Matsuyama, Kasayama, Futakasayama, and Nisayama.


    The “Nisa” in Nisayama means—


    “But over the years, there was less and less of it to mine, and seein’ as it was hard just to survive, folks turned to abortin’ their children,” Maki went on. “And they used mercury to make a medicine for that. It was an abortion drug—one only found ’round here. Pretty sure they called it ‘uronuki medicine,’ which apparently meant ‘baby-killin’ medicine.’”


    The conversation was getting more disturbing. Asako and Yuuki, who had been casually listening, now looked visibly unsettled.


    “Since the medicine used mercury mined from the mountain, usin’ it for an abortion was called ‘makin’ a return to Unuki in the mountains.’ That’s the coded language folks started usin’… Um, and before long, they started worshippin’ Unuki as a mountain god, and afterward, the epidemics an’ all that mysteriously calmed down.”


    “Mercury… Is that where the name of that off-limits area, Nisayama, came from?” Yoshiki asked.


    “Nisa” was another name for cinnabar, from which mercury was extracted.


    They used an abortion drug made from mercury to get rid of unborn children…and “returned” them to the mountains. Does that mean Hikaru has been in the mountains since then?


    “Oh wow. Sounds real curious,” Asako said with a little sniff. Apparently, even she hadn’t considered the idea that Hikaru might be some kind of mountain god.


    “Maybe Unuki’s to blame for Hikaru goin’ missin’ on Nisayama, too,” Maki added.


    “What? Ain’t no way a god like that exists.” Yuuki was eyeing Maki skeptically.


    “That god could be closer to us than y’all think, y’know? Oooh, spooky!” said Maki, grinning.


    Hikaru had been sitting silently at his desk the entire time Maki was talking. Then he suddenly spoke up.


    “What if it were?”


    His tone was unusually serious, and it drew everyone’s attention to him.


    “What would y’all do if it really was close by? Like if it took someone’s place or somethin’.”


    “Wha—?”


    Yoshiki started to respond, but Maki spoke first with a puzzled look on his face.


    “Huh? I’d be able to tell right away. Then I’d be like, ‘Git on back to the mountain!’ and send that thing packin’!”


    Asako didn’t say anything, but next to her, Yuuki murmured, “It’s scary to imagine. But when that sorta thing happens, they usually end up exposin’ themselves and going back to where they came from, right?”


    Hikaru must have known he’d get that sort of response, but he was obviously disappointed to hear it. “Oh…”, he muttered, his gaze downcast.


    Seeing him like that, Yoshiki spoke louder than he needed to.


    “Wait, Maki… How do ya know so much about all that?”


    “Oh, ’cause my big brother’s really into occult stuff. He’s studyin’ folklore at a university in Tokyo right now.”


    If what Maki said was true, then the progression from uronuki to Unuki and finally to Nounuki didn’t seem far-fetched at all.


    “Ya mind sendin’ him a message to ask him some things?” Yoshiki asked Maki. “I wanna know what happened to Unuki after that.”


    Maki immediately pulled out his phone and texted his older brother. A reply came in about a minute—likely because the message went out at a good time.


    “My brother’s always quick to reply.”


    Maki laughed and began reading aloud as the messages came in.


    “He says, ‘When the village split up around 1700, the cult of Unuki was long gone. But for some reason, there were rumors throughout the domain that intervening in the region would get you cursed. And because the domain largely left the region alone, the persecuted followers of another religion fled their homes and settled here. That religion then took root here, which is why Kibogayama has so many churches to this day’…apparently. That’s what he said. Y’all sure are curious ’bout this stuff, though. Are y’all into the occult, too?”


    Yoshiki just managed to brush off Maki’s teasing question by saying, “Yeah…sure am.” Then he gently brought his hand to his chin.


    So the cult of Unuki had been lost by the time the village split up? Is that really so? Maybe it wasn’t lost. Maybe it transformed instead. Uronuki became Unuki, and then that became Nounuki. But no one was offering heads to Unuki. Did it change to the cult of Nounuki at some point, and that’s when they started offering heads? Then the cult continued in secret and led to the village’s split. But Nounuki became a cursed god because of the mass deaths in 1749. As the villagers lost their place of refuge, a new religion appeared before them and took root, and Nounuki was forgotten. But if that’s true, then why’s the cult of Nounuki only active in Kubitachi?


    Yoshiki thought back to the cross he saw hanging from Mr. Kameyama’s neck at the summer festival.


    Mr. Kameyama’s family originally moved here from Kibogayama. And come to think of it, there’re barely any families in Kubitachi practicin’ that religion. The other villages were freed from Nounuki, but Kubitachi wasn’t. Is that…because the Indous had to settle some sort of debt?


    The school bell rang. Chairs scraped across the floor as the students shuffled back to their seats, and Maki and the others drifted away from Hikaru.


    A moment later, Yoshiki also returned to his desk.


    


    
      	• Long ago, the village was formed


      	• Mercury-based abortion pills inspired the creation of the cult of Unuki


      	• Unuki changed to the cult of Nounuki


      	• Village split around 1700


      	• Mass deaths in 1749. Cult of Nounuki ends


      	• Another religion made up of people who fled persecution takes root. Nounuki continues on in Kubitachi

    


    Yoshiki had tried jotting down everything he’d learned in his notebook, although there were still blank spaces for the most crucial parts.


    He almost let out a heavy sigh, but held back when he remembered he was in the school library.


    “Hey, Yoshiki…”


    Sitting across the table from Yoshiki was Hikaru, who closed a large picture book. He had The Little Mermaid, The Grateful Crane, and Frankenstein in front of him. Yoshiki didn’t even want to imagine what kind of logic led to Hikaru’s selection of those three books.


    “Everyone’s gone now,” said Hikaru.


    And he was right—there was no one around. All they could hear was the faint hum of the air-conditioning. There was no one near the bookshelves, nor anyone at the checkout desk.


    “…Where’d I leave off again?” Yoshiki asked.


    “Pretty much ’round the part where ya were sayin’ how I started out as ‘Unuki.’ Now that ya mention it, that’s the name my daddy and grandpa used.”


    “Then Unuki and Nounuki bein’ the same seems to make sense. So are the Indous the only ones who use the old name?”


    “I’m dumb, so I dunno much, but I wonder how much that fella with the sunglasses knows. Speakin’ of, he still ain’t done anythin’, has he?”


    “Before anythin’ happens, we oughtta look into the shrine Old Man Takeda mentioned… Feels like that’s where we’ll find the Indous’ secret.”


    Hikaru wasn’t opposed to the idea. Instead, his gaze slowly drifted into the distance.


    “What happened to Old Man Takeda after all that anyway?” he said.


    Yoshiki already knew perfectly well what occurred after something otherworldly entered a person.


    “…I don’t wanna think about it.”


    From his breast pocket, he pulled out a small plastic bag containing Hikaru’s fragment. Hikaru had said it was a bone from his chest, but Yoshiki had no idea exactly which part of his chest it came from.


    “Is the reason yer weak ’cause you’ve been split in half?” Yoshiki asked.


    “…Yeah, prolly,” Hikaru muttered, giving a reluctant nod.


    Seeing that, Yoshiki offered him the fragment.


    “Then I’m givin’ this back. Take it.”


    “Even if I take it back, who knows if I’ll go back to normal? Worst case, might never be the same again.”


    Hikaru smiled faintly, and behind him, light from the setting sun poured in through the window. The vivid summery orange hue lit his hair, setting it aglow with warm amber. In that same light, the dark scar on Hikaru’s neck stood out with startling clarity.


    “Plus, if I take that back, ya might stab me again, right?” Hikaru teased.


    “…I won’t stab ya.”


    Yoshiki had already made up his mind. He would do anything in his power to let Hikaru live as Hikaru.


    The bell rang, signaling the end of school hours when the remaining students should leave. Yoshiki put his writing tools away in his bag and stood from his seat.


    No one was in the hallway, either. Through the windows, he could hear the baseball team finishing up on the sports field outside.


    The sound of shoes scuffing the floor was unusually loud. He could feel Hikaru’s footsteps trailing behind his own. Yoshiki stopped walking.


    “So is yer neck better now?”


    Yoshiki had tried to ask casually, but Hikaru was a few feet behind him with his head down and one hand pressed on the back of his neck.


    “It still hurts, don’t it?” Yoshiki said, rushing back.


    But Hikaru simply replied, “Naw, it ain’t that.”


    The voice that spoke didn’t seem like Hikaru’s. It had an oppressive resonance to it, like it was trying to block out Yoshiki’s eyes and ears.


    “What…?” said Yoshiki.


    Hikaru lifted his face and forced his lips into an unnaturally twisted smile.
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    The wet squelch of something being ground to mush. The dry crack of something being broken. The cold snap of something being wrenched off.


    All these sounds came from Hikaru. Not from his mouth, but likely from the scar running in a perfectly straight line around his neck.


    Yoshiki instinctively took a step back, and from the scar, Hikaru’s insides oozed out.


    Yoshiki knew intuitively this was one of those times when he had to run. Hikaru slowly approached, step by step, smiling the entire time.


    Yoshiki turned around in a panic. He couldn’t breathe. Even though Hikaru’s footsteps were calm and slow, no matter how fast Yoshiki ran, he couldn’t seem to get any farther away.


    As Yoshiki ran with everything he had, his shadow stretched out along the hallway floor. And behind him, Hikaru’s shadow followed closely, calmly, and without haste.


    When Yoshiki attempted to run down the stairs, he heard voices from the floor below.


    If he kept running—if someone saw Hikaru in his current state… If they saw—


    Yoshiki covered his mouth with his hand.


    Then Hikaru’s footsteps stopped.


    Still covering his mouth, Yoshiki fearfully looked back, only to find that Hikaru was no longer Hikaru. The thing oozing from his neck—his insides that Yoshiki had seen countless times—now completely enveloped Hikaru’s body. Only his shoes peeked out, squeaking softly against the floor.


    At that moment, Yoshiki realized that all this time, the fact that Hikaru looked like Hikaru was what spared him. But this thing was so deeply, profoundly…and incredibly terrifying.


    Unable to even scream, Yoshiki was swallowed whole by Hikaru.


    I’m going to die. There’s no way out. There’s nothing I can do. I’m gonna be killed—just like that. Maybe that was how the real Hikaru died on the mountain.


    Then Yoshiki suddenly realized something.


    The last time they’d had an argument and Hikaru attacked him like this, Yoshiki had felt disgusted. He’d felt so overwhelmed with discomfort that he didn’t have the presence of mind to feel a chill—only revulsion and nausea.


    But now…those feelings were gone.


    Ah, I see. Guess this is how mixed up I am with Hikaru.


    “…Hikaru.”


    Yoshiki’s voice trembled with fear. In that moment, Hikaru froze in place.


    Yoshiki blinked once, and when he opened his eyes again, Hikaru was himself again, standing in front of Yoshiki. His insides that had tried swallowing Yoshiki were no longer there.


    “…Huh?”


    As the scar on his neck wriggled, Hikaru looked wide-eyed and repeated himself.


    “Huh?”


    The bruise on Yoshiki’s right arm—the one left when Hikaru grabbed him—had deepened in color.


    And from downstairs, they heard the soft squeak of sneakers.


    


    The Indou family’s shrine was located up the mountain behind Hikaru’s house. By the time Yoshiki and Hikaru reached it, night had fully fallen, and the air filled with the sound of frogs croaking all around.


    “The shrine…really exists,” Yoshiki muttered, wiping the sweat that had gathered at the back of his neck.


    The shrine was a small wooden structure, located just beyond a patch of overgrown bamboo grass that they had to push their way through. When Hikaru shone his flashlight on it, a group of small, winged insects fluttered away from the entrance.


    At first glance, the place appeared abandoned, but as they drew closer, they could see that it had been somewhat maintained.


    “Hey,” Hikaru said as the light from his flashlight wavered slightly. “About what happened today…”


    His voice trailed off hesitantly, like he was a child tugging at Yoshiki’s sleeve.


    “D’ya know how many times you’ve tried to kill me already? It’s nothin’ to me at this point,” Yoshiki told him. “I can’t get hung up on every little thing like that. ’Sides, I stabbed you, too, so we’re even, right?”


    Yoshiki was bluffing. Hikaru probably saw right through it, but Yoshiki didn’t care.


    He felt Hikaru’s gaze on the bruise on his right arm, but Yoshiki didn’t mind that, either.


    He held out his hand to Hikaru. “Got the key to the shrine?”


    “My grandpa sleeps early, so I snuck it off ’im.”


    The key was old and heavy. The lock and latch that firmly sealed the door looked fairly ancient, but after Yoshiki inserted the key, the door opened easily.


    The door creaked loudly as it opened. Yoshiki took the flashlight from Hikaru and shone it into the shrine’s pitch-black interior.


    A human head appeared.


    “Wah!”


    And not just one head—both the walls and ceiling of the in-no-way spacious shrine were covered with human heads.


    “What the—?! Human heads?!” Yoshiki shouted.


    Even Hikaru recoiled at the sight. He cautiously walked up to one of the specimens that was packed tightly along a wall.


    “Naw…,” he muttered with a shake of his head. “Looks like they’re actually made of wood. Why are these things here…?”


    Hikaru touched one of them. The wood produced a dry, scraping sound, and the dusty smell of timber filled the air.


    Yoshiki looked around the shrine once more. They were surrounded by wooden heads, and a wooden altar-like structure had been placed in the center of the shrine.


    He cautiously approached the structure, and Hikaru suddenly let out a quiet groan.


    “Something…hurts…!”


    Yoshiki turned to check on Hikaru, asking, “What’s wrong? Y’all right?” But before he even finished his question, Hikaru had lifted his face.


    His eyes were wide open, and he was trembling with each breath.
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    A sharp pain shot through Hikaru’s temple, and he immediately understood he was about to experience one of Hikaru Indou’s memories.


    When Hikaru Indou was in elementary school, he’d once come to this shrine with his father and gasped at the sight of the wooden heads filling the walls and ceiling.


    “Daddy, what are…these faces? Why’re there so many of ’em?”


    His father, wearing a work cap embroidered with the words Matsushima Sawmill, was smiling.


    “Ya scared?” he said.


    “Naw, not really. I’m nearly through with elementary school, y’know?”


    Hikaru was just pretending to be brave. Whether or not his father noticed, he didn’t say anything and just looked around at the countless heads. In the sunlight that poured into the shrine, each head’s cheeks seemed to glow with a soft, lustrous color.


    “They’re okubi—heads that were offered up to Unuki,” said Hikaru’s father. “Lotta bad things’ve been happenin’ to this land since way back when. An’ ’cause of that, folks ’round here were especially poor and had it real tough. That’s why they offered up them heads to Unuki and made all sortsa wishes askin’ for good harvests an’ to ward off disease an’ such.”


    Upon closer examination, the heads varied in age—some were elderly, while others were children. No two were alike.


    “When they made their offerings, them heads would disappear right on the spot. So we carve replacements and enshrine ’em here.”


    “So all these heads belong to dead people?” Hikaru asked.


    “That’s right. We’ve been takin’ care of this shrine—or dou as it’s called—for generations, an’ that’s why we’re the ‘Indous.’”


    “Oh wow.” Hikaru sniffed, having yet to fully grasp the weight or gravity of what his father was telling him.


    “The rest of the body has to be buried as far away from the head as possible. To make that easy, the village got split up into five parts. Then by chance, the pieces ended up takin’ the shape of a human. Funny, ain’t it?”


    “Why? It’s creepy…”


    “Beats me. Why folks had to bury them parts so far from each other in the first place—no one really knows to this day.”


    “Whose heads are these anyway?”


    As Hikaru asked that question, his father once again looked around at the heads in the shrine.


    “Folks who were sick an’ didn’t have long to live, like elders an’ such… They often…offered up their own heads. However…” He started speaking in an almost low-pitched growl. “You know that small shrine at the edge of the village? That was made when a travelin’ monk was forced to become an offering. Folks made it after ’cause they were afraid of bein’ cursed.”


    …That means…


    “…So they murdered people?”


    “They sure did. Not just that monk, neither. They killed scores of others an’ turned ’em into heads. Lotta innocent people. All done quietly.”


    Turning to face Hikaru, his father crouched down, gently lowering himself to eye level. His expression as calm as before, he said, “Hikaru, that’s the village’s sin. You can’t ever forget that, y’hear? And that goes for the Indou family’s sin as well…”


    At that point, the memory was cut off, as if it were shrouded in a black fog.


    Hikaru was standing in the same shrine Hikaru had visited with his father that day. Still holding his temple, Hikaru took a deep breath and stepped toward the altar at the back.


    A wooden box sat before the altar. He opened it with both hands.


    “’Course it’s gone…”


    From behind Hikaru, Yoshiki shone a light around Hikaru’s hands. The box was empty. The cloth-covered base inside had a depression in it roughly the size of a human fist.


    “Mrs. Hichi used to be in here,” said Hikaru.


    If it was gone, then that could only mean one thing…


    “Did you…remember somethin’?” Yoshiki asked, his eyes fixed on Hikaru as he cradled the flashlight.


    Hikaru swallowed hard, then nodded heavily.


    He told Yoshiki everything about Hikaru Indou’s memory inside the shrine. When he mentioned “the village’s sin,” Yoshiki laughed out loud. It was a fairly hollow and dry laugh.


    “So the village was just full of murderers? ’Course they’d hide that…,” he said.


    “I don’t need heads or nothin’ to grant wishes, though. So why do all that?”


    Hikaru was right. He wouldn’t know what to do if heads were being offered to him—especially the heads of innocent humans.


    But how did it end up that way? Yoshiki wondered.


    “So what exactly was the Indous’ sin anyway…?”


    “Can’t recall. That part’s still pretty fuzzy.”


    Hikaru’s father had definitely mentioned “the Indou family’s sin” and told Hikaru, “You can’t ever forget that.” It must have been something just as weighty as the village’s sin.


    “Not sure there’s anyone else who was close to Hikaru’s daddy and might know more…,” Yoshiki started to say before abruptly falling silent. He closed his eyes, then opened them again, wearing an irritated, weary frown.


    


    From the gym where the end-of-term ceremony was being held, Kibogayama High’s school song drifted through the air.


    It was likely stifling in there, given that the gym didn’t have air conditioning, but surprisingly, everyone was singing with feeling. Perhaps it was because summer vacation was about to start, and they felt like singing was the least they could do.


    Hikaru, all alone, listened closely to the school song carried in on the breeze. The empty classroom was dusty due to the pile-up of unused desks and supplies, but when he opened the window, a refreshing breeze blew in.


    The sky was blue. Towering cumulonimbus clouds sat above the Kibogayama Town like a throne.


    No, not Kibogayama. This used to be Darumasute, where they buried the bodies of those who offered me their heads.


    The knowledge that so many lives had been offered to him somehow made a strange kind of sense. Given the ominous nature of his existence, it felt…fitting.


    He thought back to the countless wooden heads packed into Hikaru’s family shrine. The moment he closed his eyes, he imagined Yoshiki’s face among the rows of heads.


    If we end up figurin’ out what Nounuki is, will we find a way to reduce the impurities here? Maybe then I could keep stayin’ here like this. But the impurities aren’t the most dangerous thing for Yoshiki. It’s—


    While thinking, Hikaru found himself touching his own neck.


    Just then, the classroom door rattled open.


    “Sneaky, aren’t ya? Skippin’ the ceremony.”


    It was Asako.


    “They’ll let it go, long as I say was takin’ a dump,” Hikaru replied.


    Asako didn’t try to bring him back with her. Instead, she came over to the window.


    “Summer break’s tomorrow, huh?” she muttered, stating the obvious.


    “Sure is. Ya gonna do the homework?”


    “I’ll get it done in the first week. Yuu always does it through tears on the last day of break.”


    Most people would probably guess that between the two of them, Yuuki would be the one to finish her homework early.


    Hikaru chuckled and looked out the window. “Reckon I should do it, too. Studyin’s fun.”


    Hikaru Indou had hated studying, but Hikaru genuinely enjoyed learning new things, even if he barely understood anything the teachers said in class.


    “Um, so…”


    Asako looked at Hikaru with a breezy kind of energy—like she was about to invite him to join her and the others on a summer outing.


    “…ya really ain’t Hikaru, huh?” she asked, wearing a gentle smile and a slightly puzzled look.


    The wind blowing in from the window rustled the curtain behind her.


    “I saw ya on the second floor landin’ before,” she continued, still smiling.


    Strangely, Hikaru didn’t even need to think about what she meant by “before”—he knew exactly what she was talking about. It was after school, when he had attacked Yoshiki. There was definitely someone there, nearby, on the landing below them.


    Hikaru raked his fingers through his hair, then started to scratch and scrape away at his scalp. He desperately tried remembering when he attempted to kill Asako during the sleepover, and how he angered Yoshiki after that.


    “Aw, dang… Asako, there ya go again. You know you shouldn’t go sayin’ that stuff to me directly… It’s downright dumb.”


    “Yeah.” Asako nodded briefly.


    “Ya gonna tell?”


    “I won’t. Not a word. Not to no one.”


    She lowered her head and covered her face with both hands.


    “It’s scary an’ strange to know y’aint the real Hikaru. An’ Yoshiki actin’ like nothin’s changed is also…strange. I can’t do that… It’s all jus’…so strange.”


    She was crying. Her voice was shaking. And yet Asako never broke her smile as she looked at Hikaru.


    “But y’know what? I can’t bring myself to hate ya as this Hikaru at all.”


    “Even after I messed up yer right ear?”


    “Oh yeah, that…”


    Asako touched her right ear as if she were only now remembering, and seeing that, Hikaru bowed his head.


    “Sorry ’bout that,” he told her. “I promised Yoshiki I won’t do nothin’ to you no more. An’ that I won’t kill no one else…”


    “Ah-ha-ha… Ya really ain’t human, are ya?”


    Asako’s voice wavered at the end. She was scared of her friend, who had become something unknowable.


    But she didn’t reject him.


    “Hey. Is the real Hikaru alive out there somewhere?”


    “No. This body’s just a corpse.”


    “I see,” Asako said with a nod as specks of dust danced and glittered in the sunlight.


    She then fell silent, but slowly, her blinking grew more rapid. Her throat trembled as if she were taking in a deep breath, and she began sniffling.


    “I see. I sorta figured…”


    And then she started to cry aloud. She wiped her eyes with her arm, only for more tears to follow, then she wiped them again. With every wipe, her sobs grew louder.


    “Sorry.” Hikaru reached out and used his fingertips to brush the tears away from her cheek.


    Before, on that fateful night, he had reached out with his hand like this to kill her, and now that same hand wiped her tears again and again.


    Ah, right. The real Hikaru shoulda been mourned like this. But because I’m here, no one will mourn his death.


    That was Hikaru’s dying wish. But if Hikaru hadn’t shown up pretending to be Hikaru Indou, then Yoshiki would surely have mourned him just like everyone else.


    He would have cried over and over, and just when he thought the tears had stopped, he’d remember his grief and start crying again. Even when his tears seemed to have dried, more would continue to flow.
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    And as that happened, Hikaru’s death would slowly become a part of daily life.


    That would’ve been a painful time, but maybe it would have been better than this. Perhaps they’d be able to move on with their lives, think about college and their futures, and enjoy high school like they were supposed to.


    The hallway started buzzing with noise. It seemed like the ceremony had ended. Outside the window, the cumulonimbus clouds still shone brightly.


    Summer vacation had begun.
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    The cicadas were screaming shrilly, as if they had all been waiting for summer vacation to begin.


    As Yoshiki put down his bike’s kick stand in the school’s bike racks, he could hear thunder rumbling under the cumulonimbus clouds in the distance.


    The sky was still clear blue, but an evening storm appeared to be on its way.


    “Hey. Looks like rain. Let’s hurry on home,” Yoshiki told Hikaru.


    Just like Yoshiki, Hikaru started walking his bike out of the lot, but his steps were oddly heavy.


    No one had seen him in the gym, so it seemed he had skipped the end-of-term ceremony, and ever since, something about him felt strange. It was as if a flower that had been vibrant a moment ago had suddenly wilted and lost its color.


    “Hey, so…what kinda guy was Hikaru?” Hikaru asked.


    A warm breeze blew in with the scent of a coming thunderstorm. Yoshiki stopped walking.


    “Yer askin’ me that now?” he snapped.


    It really was far too late to be asking that question.


    “What kinda guy was Hikaru…?” Yoshiki repeated.


    Hikaru Indou was like the main character in a manga.


    He was a fast runner and bad at school. He could easily strike up a conversation with anyone. When he and Yoshiki had just started high school, it was Hikaru who first approached Maki, even though Maki had come from a different middle school.


    Hikaru wasn’t especially polite, so he had a hard time with older students. But younger students loved him.


    When there were rumors that a girl liked him, he’d get all nervous about when she might confess, but then she’d usually start going out with some other guy.


    Before he died, he was sweet on Saitou from Class B. He said it was because she looked like Lin Xiang from Master + Master.


    He usually fell asleep during movies, and he wasn’t picky with food—if it was edible, he’d eat it.


    He was always strong. He didn’t worry like Yoshiki.


    Hikaru never cried. Yoshiki had never seen him cry before. Even when his father died, Hikaru didn’t cry in front of Yoshiki.


    But perhaps he had really wanted to cry. Not just when his father died. Maybe there were lots of moments when he had wanted to break down in tears.


    As Yoshiki rambled on, Hikaru didn’t say a word; he didn’t interrupt even once. Not even a single nod or an “uh-huh.”


    But once Yoshiki finished, Hikaru spoke, and his voice sounded oddly clear and poised.


    “Do you miss Hikaru?”


    Yoshiki didn’t even need to think about that.


    “…’Course I do.”


    But he’d never be able to see Hikaru again.


    Hikaru gave a slight nod and gently mounted his bicycle.


    “Sorry, Yoshiki. Go on without me.”


    Then, with swift and decisive pedal strokes, he started to ride past Yoshiki.


    “Huh? Why?” Yoshiki asked.


    “No reason. I’ll head home in just a bit!”


    The low rumbling had started growing into full-on thunder. The sky, which had been blue just minutes prior, was now beginning to crowd with dark clouds.


    And Hikaru pedaled straight into that darkness.


    Yoshiki managed to get home without getting completely drenched, but the rain had started falling by the time he arrived. The sound of the downpour echoed endlessly and unrelentingly throughout the house.


    On the second floor, next to Yoshiki’s room, was his father’s. Yoshiki stood frozen in front of the door to the room of someone so close and yet so distant to him.


    From the shoes at the entrance, he knew his father had come home early from the sawmill due to the bad weather. Yoshiki had made it this far after resolving to do this, but now his feet wouldn’t move.


    He wondered how many years it had been since he’d been the one to start a conversation with his father, and he let out a deep sigh.


    But the only person he could think of who might know anything about the Indou family was his father, who had been close friends with Hikaru’s dad.


    Quietly, Yoshiki knocked on the door to his father’s room.


    When there was no reply, he went ahead and slowly opened the door.


    “…Hey, Dad?”


    The roughly one-hundred-eighteen-square-foot Western-style room was filled with the scent of paper books. The walls of his father’s room were covered in massive bookshelves absolutely stuffed with various tomes. The sight of it all took Yoshiki aback. Was his room always like this? he wondered.


    His father was sitting at a desk, facing his laptop. There were even stacks of books on his desk.


    “…Yoshiki,” his father softly murmured. His face was speckled with moles. He looked just like Yoshiki.


    Unsure of how to start the conversation, Yoshiki let his gaze drift to the bookshelves. Art books, history books, philosophy books…he looked at a wide variety of book spines, and the chair creaked as his father shifted in his seat.


    “How’s school these days?” he asked.


    Apparently, Yoshiki’s father was struggling with this interaction as well.


    “All right, I guess.”


    “I see.”


    The chair creaked again. The rain was now pounding harder against the windows, and droplets traced heavy streaks down the old glass.


    “Is there…somethin’ on yer mind…?”


    His father was struggling to keep the conversation going. Yoshiki steeled himself and spoke up.


    “I wanna ask you about Hikaru’s daddy…”


    After a short pause, Yoshiki’s father looked up. “What about ’im…?”


    “What’d the Indous do years an’ years ago? What was their ‘sin’?”


    When his father spoke to Yoshiki’s mother, he would often give off an aura that made it seem like everything was a chore to him—especially when the topic was serious. He’d practically radiated that “I can’t be bothered” attitude from his whole body, and that only made Yoshiki’s mother angrier, so they’d end up arguing.


    But today, his father wasn’t wearing that expression.


    “Who told ya about that?”


    “I found out…on my own. ’Cause it’s something I need to know now.”


    “Why’s that?”


    There was no way he could tell his father the truth. Instead, he grabbed his own right arm—where the bruise still hadn’t faded.


    His father let out a small sigh. “Kouhei and I…didn’t wanna burden our sons with this mess. That’s what we discussed, but…”


    He sighed again, much deeper this time, heaving his shoulders up and down before hanging his head.


    “About every five years, a male member of the Indou family goes to that mountain…to apologize…and to ask the god not to leave the mountain.”


    “’Cause the Indous did something when the mass deaths happened a long time ago…?” Yoshiki asked.


    Yoshiki’s father glanced at him, looking surprised by how much his son already knew. The sound of the pouring rain grew even louder.


    “One time, I asked Kouhei what the Indous had done.”


    Yoshiki’s father then shared a memory of Hikaru’s father, Kouhei.


    It took place long before Yoshiki was born—back when Yoshiki’s father and Kouhei were high school students—in the 1990s, a few years after Japan’s bubble economy had burst.


    Sitting in the Indou family’s living room, the same one Yoshiki knew well, Kouhei responded to Yoshiki’s father’s question.


    “The reason folks hate the Indous, huh? Well, y’see, it’s all ’cause the young master of the Indou household back then had a wife who fell ill in an epidemic and was turned into a head for offerin’. So the young master went into the mountain to offer her up. An’ what d’you think he wished for?”


    Kouhei ate a sweet bun as he spoke. But he didn’t wait for Yoshiki’s father to answer.


    “He goes, ‘Bring my wife back to life! Take any other head ya like, long as it’s not from one of the Indous!’”


    “Dang…” Yoshiki’s father gasped, and Kouhei just laughed.


    “An’ after that she came right back to life! And in exchange, before the end of that day, one-third of the village had died mysteriously. Hangings. Folks cuttin’ off their family’s heads and then killin’ themselves. Heads getting trampled by horses. Some people even just turned ’round an’ saw folks with no heads. Course, there were no deaths for the Indous.”


    All of the villagers who died strange deaths had head-related deaths.


    “An’ the wife who came back to life stayed alive as a head, but livin’ that way caused her terrible sufferin’, an’ she died later that night. Then the mysterious deaths stopped, and—stranger still—the village had bumper crops and fewer epidemics after that. To be fair, my ancestors were pretty unlucky. I heard that until then, no matter how many heads they offered up, nothin’ really ever happened.”


    “How much of that is even true?” Yoshiki’s father asked.


    “Who knows? But that wife’s head is still around, so the Indous gotta keep goin’ to the mountain.”


    Her name was Hichi Indou. Even if they returned her to the mountain, she’d find her way back before they knew it, so the Indous kept returning Mrs. Hichi to the mountains again and again.


    “Ya don’t think it’s pretty out there?” Yoshiki’s father asked, at which point Kouhei stopped smiling.


    “Naw, it’s not that. It’s just a burden I gotta carry. And somethin’ we gotta tell our kids about.” Kouhei suddenly lifted his face and, with a smile, said, “That’s why I wanna get hitched with Miss Yuki already!”


    Miss Yuki was an older woman who lived in the same settlement as them. Even after getting rejected eleven times, Kouhei never got discouraged. Yoshiki’s father figured she might eventually give in.


    As long as they were an Indou, they wouldn’t get taken away by an angry Unuki. That’s why people in their family said, “If ya got someone special, ya gotta marry ’em quick like and make ’em an Indou.”


    That was what Yoshiki’s father remembered.


    It felt like the rain had grown even stronger. Yoshiki’s father stared quietly at the scenery outside his fogging window.


    “Before he died, Kouhei had it out with the elders ’cause he said he wanted the ritual to end with him. He said ‘Unuki ain’t what y’all think it is. The ritual’s pointless.’ Then next thing ya know, he died in an accident… Gotta wonder if it really was an accident, though,” he muttered faintly.


    Then, Yoshiki hesitantly asked, “Hey, Dad… What was it like for ya when Hikaru’s daddy died?”


    “Anythin’ that was good about this village died with him…is what it felt like…”


    Ah…I see. So he felt the same. Dad felt the same.


    Yoshiki truly hated how they were alike even in that regard.


    Yoshiki put his head down, and his father called his name.


    “Yer nothin’ like me.”


    It was as if he had read Yoshiki’s thoughts.


    “Ya got yer mother’s strength an’ kindness. You’ll be a better person than yer old man.”


    “Tell Mom that. Why don’t ya ever have a real conversation with her?”


    “I’m scared to. Yer mom’s so strong. Feels like I might lose my place in this house before long.”


    “That’s dumb. Is havin’ a place really so important?”


    “People cling to the things they’ve been missin’. Folks who can’t get enough to eat become gluttons for food. Folks starved for love crave it excessively. An’ folks who get attached to a place prob’ly never had a place to call their own.”


    Cling to the things they’ve been missing. Maybe it’s the same for Hikaru, too.


    And what about me—?


    “Reckon yer mom an’ I oughtta have a proper talk.”


    Just then they heard a car engine in the driveway. A few moments later, the front door rattled open. They could then hear two pairs of footsteps—Yoshiki’s mother and his little sister, Kaoru.


    Yoshiki glanced up at the bookshelf once again.


    “Hey, Dad? Ya sure got a lotta books.”


    “Feel free to read ’em if ya like.”


    His father stood and left the room. Yoshiki thought maybe he’d go talk to his mother, but instead, he sensed his father going downstairs and straight into the bathroom. It seemed that he wasn’t going to follow through that easily.


    “Yoshiki, ya home?” Kaoru called as she came up the stairs and stopped at the half-open door.


    She looked wide-eyed to see Yoshiki in their father’s room. Then she quietly mouthed “Mom!” and dashed back downstairs.


    Ignoring her, Yoshiki reached out toward his father’s bookshelf. He tried going through any books that might contain anything useful.


    As he skimmed the books, he jotted down the things he heard from his father into his notebook.


     


    
      	• The cult of Unuki forms with mercury-based abortion pills used for infanticide


      	• Changed to the cult of Nounuki = “Hikaru”


      	• A local cult born from hardship


      	° God that grants wishes when offered heads


      	° Offered heads disappear, replacement heads are carved and enshrined in a dou-style shrine


      	° The village was split up to bury the dismembered body parts of sacrifices as far away as possible from each other


      	• Mass death incident (1749)


      	° Caused by an ancestor of the Indous


      	° Wish that went too far → wife’s revival


      	° Afterward, the village became peaceful


      	° Since then, it’s customary for Indou men to perform a ritual in the mountain using “Mrs. Hichi”

    


    The Indou heir’s sin was sacrificing villagers outside their family to bring his wife back to life.


    The mass fatality incident wasn’t a famine, but a series of mysterious deaths, and that would surely have the villagers thinking Nounuki was a cursed god.


    Yoshiki remembered Hikaru once questioning if there was a difference between being dead and being alive, and the thought gave him goosebumps around his shoulder blades.


    After the mass deaths, the village experienced bumper crops and fewer epidemics, which likely meant the number of impurities had decreased.


    “But it’s weird,” Yoshiki unwittingly muttered aloud, staring at his notebook.


    While Nounuki, a.k.a. Hikaru, was in the mountain, the impurities should’ve gathered there, keeping the village safe. So then why did the village still suffer from disease and poor harvests before the mass deaths? I’m also curious about why, before the mass deaths occurred, nothin’ had actually happened, no matter how many heads they offered up. Why did a wish get granted only when the mass deaths occurred—the one time the young Indou heir asked for his wife to be revived?


    The questions kept piling up. Overwhelmed, Yoshiki sank into the chair beside him. It was still a little warm from when his father was sitting there.


    “…I don’t get why there’re so many impurities ’round these parts to begin with.”


    Without knowing the reason for that, he’d never be able to stop what was happening in Kubitachi and Kibogayama.


    If it turns out Hikaru has to go back to the mountain… If Hikaru realizes that…


    Yoshiki imagined Hikaru looking lost, like a puppy abandoned by its parents, and shook his head. It was the one thing he couldn’t deal with.


    He spun around in the wheeled chair, and the backrest hit his father’s desk, causing it to shake. The impact made a stack of books fall over.


    One of those books was an art book. It was titled The Art of Rafanelli, and featured a woman holding a baby on its cover.


    The art used warm and vivid colors, and Yoshiki instinctively started flipping through its pages.


    Emanuele Rafanelli. A painter from the Renaissance era. Died in 1520.


    After that short bio came the works the artist left behind. There was a series of oil paintings, all brilliantly colored like the image on the cover, and then pages filled with sketches.


    Among them, Yoshiki saw a familiar-looking piece.


    “This is…”


    An ominously writhing mass of lines—it looked just like Hikaru’s insides.


    It was titled “A Sketch of Gehenna.”


    That night’s dinner was ginger pork. For the first time in a while, all four of Yoshiki’s family members sat around the dining table. Perhaps that was why Yoshiki’s mother looked grumpy. Meanwhile, Kaoru was in high spirits for some reason. “Ginger pork is Dad’s favorite, isn’t it?” she said.
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    It seemed like the rain that day would only get heavier. While watching the local news in the living room, Kurebayashi unwrapped a sweet bun and stuffed it into her mouth. The newscaster was saying what they usually said when there was heavy rainfall: to be careful around Kibogayama, since the ground in that area was unstable.


    Just as she reached for the remote to change the channel, the doorbell rang.


    “Who could that be in this rain?”


    She called out, “Hold on. I’m comin’,” as she went to open the door, but when she did, she couldn’t help but gasp.


    It was Hikaru standing there, sopping wet.


    “Hikaru…what happened?”


    He said nothing. Before anything else, Kurebayashi lent him a towel. She then invited him into her living room and poured him a cup of warm tea.


    As he weakly wiped himself dry, Hikaru told her that he had almost killed Yoshiki at school. Kurebayashi brought him one of the sweet buns that he’d seemed to enjoy the last time he was there, and even then, his expression remained gloomy.


    Kurebayashi then sat across from him while pouring herself a cup of tea.


    “Y’see, Tsujinaka’s a majirimono now,” she told Hikaru. “Just like my son.”


    “What’s a majirimono…?”


    “It’s a rarity, but when somethin’ from the other side interferes with someone here, that person’s soul can get mixed up with elements from the other side. Once that happens, the boundary between them an’ the other side blurs and impurities start flockin’ to them. Once those things are in reach, they only wanna get closer.”


    Ever since she first met him, Yoshiki Tsujinaka had already been considerably “mixed.” That’s why she had spoken to him without hesitation.


    It hadn’t been long since then, yet his condition had only worsened.


    “I used to do everythin’ I could to protect my son from ’em, since he’s a majirimono.”


    “If he gets any more mixed up than he already is, will it be bad for Yoshiki?” Hikaru asked.


    “I don’t even wanna imagine that.”


    She truly didn’t want to think about what would happen. That’s why she felt like she had to do something. Perhaps she should have insisted more strongly, or maybe she should have acted sooner.


    Perhaps it had been a mistake to show sympathy toward this being known as Hikaru, sitting before her.


    “To be honest,” said Hikaru, “I don’t have a good handle on human emotions.”


    Hikaru pulled off the towel that had been draped over his head and smiled. He stared blankly at the wood grain on the dining table that glowed softly under the fluorescent lights.


    “I know what a soul is, but I don’t much understand the value of a ‘life.’ Humans’re complicated…with yer romance an’ friendship, an’ love for yer family an’ all. I just can’t get…what any of those things really mean.”


    Hikaru’s voice grew hoarse. He covered his face with his left hand.


    “But Yoshiki…he told me I don’t gotta understand those things. An’ I don’t need to be human. That’s why I…don’t wanna hurt Yoshiki. But me bein’ here is only makin’ things worse… Lately, I’ve had moments when I can’t control myself.”


    “Maybe yer instinctively interferin’ with Tsujinaka, like some weakened animal goin’ berserk…,” Kurebayashi suggested.


    It was questionable, however, if such human logic would even apply to someone like Hikaru.


    “All ’cause I’m weak now? Well, either way, eventually…I’m gonna lose to that instinct an’ take Yoshiki’s soul…”


    Hikaru shut his eyes tightly and grabbed his head. Kurebayashi looked away.


    “I reckon that’s yer…nature,” she said.


    Sitting there, face-to-face with him, Kurebayashi could clearly sense just how terrifying this being truly was. She could hardly believe how calm she felt.


    It wasn’t as if she hadn’t thought of a way to deal with him. But the being known as Hikaru clearly wished to stay. He wanted to protect the place he now had in the world.


    “Um, so…” Hikaru looked up at her. “Would it fix everythin’ if I went back to the mountain?”


    His eyes were terribly drained of strength. It was like he had given up on everything. Kurebayashi trembled with shock.


    “Would there be fewer impurities then? Would everyone be safe…and would everythin’ go back to how it was before?” Hikaru asked.


    “I…don’t know.”


    And yet…


    “But it might make things a little better. A lid that don’t fit perfectly is still better than no lid at all. But it ain’t exactly a surefire solution. There might be other ways…”


    Just as Kurebayashi tried to offer that half-hearted consolation, Hikaru slumped forward onto the table without a word.


    Kurebayashi couldn’t say anything else. The clock ticking on the wall marked the slow passage of time, blending with the sound of the rain.


    “It’s totally fine.” Still lying face down, Hikaru flashed a peace sign at Kurebayashi. “I’m a monster, after all. I can handle it…”


    But he couldn’t continue speaking after that. He fell silent, and a moment later, he briefly sniffled, making a damp, sad noise that was nearly drowned out by the rain.


    “This sucks…,” Hikaru muttered. “Why…? I don’t wanna be alone… Yoshiki…”


    “Hikaru…”


    Kurebayashi had no idea how long the being in front of her had lived for, or even if the concept of “living” applied to him at all. But she was sure that it had barely been a year since this boy known as Hikaru had been born. Telling him, If you truly care for him, go back to the mountain and live there alone, would simply be too cruel.


    If he could just stay like this a little longer. He’s still hangin’ on, but barely. If I keep an eye on him, then maybe…


    But that indulgent, empathetic thought of hers was kicked to the ground by something her son had once said:


    “That kindness will invite even greater misfortune.”


    She suddenly remembered the face of her son, who had been left with a permanent wound because of her.


    Kurebayashi clenched her hands beneath the table. She couldn’t destroy Hikaru, but in his current weakened state, she might be able to peel him away from his body.


    If he was already suffering—and if it would spare Yoshiki Tsujinaka—then she, as an adult, should take full responsibility.


    She could do it with her current powers. She could make that decision. Perhaps that would be her way of atoning for her son.


    She took a breath and reached out toward Hikaru. He didn’t lift his face.


    It’s okay. You can do this, she told herself. Do it. C’mon. If ya don’t do it now, that blond fella who cut off Hikaru’s head might come back and attack both boys. I dunno what kinda medium he was, but he was no ordinary person. He might even be one of the folks from that company. And in that case, at the very least, I should—


    But right before she touched Hikaru’s hair, Kurebayashi gently pulled her hand back.


    “…Just go home for now,” she said.


    Hikaru lifted his head obediently. Kurebayashi lent him a raincoat, which he accepted without complaint, and left.


    From the entryway to her home, she told Hikaru to “Take care now.” The door shut behind him with a cold, metallic click. As she stood there, her throat tightened.


    In that boy’s house, there’s a family who knows nothin’ about all this. I’m sure they’re preparin’ supper an’ waitin’ for him to get home like they always have. Of course, Yoshiki has a family, too.


    And with those thoughts in mind, Kurebayashi knew she couldn’t bring herself to go through with what she almost did. She had never met the boys’ mothers, but she could imagine their faces.


    She knew it was soft-hearted. She was using their families as an excuse because she didn’t want to suffer. She was fully aware of that.


    Then, just as she turned away from the door, the intercom rang again. She wondered if her daughter had returned home, but if that were the case, why would she ring the bell?


    “Coming.”


    Kurebayashi opened the door, and when she saw the person standing there, her mouth fell open.


    “…Yer…”

  

  
    

    CHAPTER 5 You Don’t Need to Know
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      The cicadas were deafening that day.


      Their relentless, head-rattling chorus echoed from all directions. It was so loud that Yoshiki felt like the entire world had been drowned out by their cacophony.


      From the hilltop park, the sky looked just a little closer. Cumulonimbus clouds were stacked high overhead. They were so massive that when Yoshiki tilted his head back to look, the panda-shaped spring rocker he was straddling creaked under his weight.


      “Hey, was that floatie really the best choice?” Hikaru asked him. “It ain’t even a proper ring.”


      Next to Yoshiki, Hikaru sat straddling a rabbit spring rocker, rocking back and forth. His eyes were focused on the plastic giant salamander floatie cradled under Yoshiki’s arm.


      “Well, Kaoru said to get the cutest one.”


      She had asked Yoshiki to buy a floatie for her because she was going to go to the pool with friends. That’s why he and Hikaru had come all the way to the shopping mall in Kibogayama that day. Yoshiki had agonized over whether to get the dolphin or the giant salamander, but eventually he went with the latter.


      “It’s great that Kaoru’s been goin’ to school lately and makin’ friends to go to the pool with,” said Hikaru.


      It was good, but it was anyone’s guess as to what would happen once summer vacation was over. She might slip back into old habits and stop going to school again.


      “But why’d I have to go all the way to Mion to buy a floatie? It’s such a hassle to carry,” Yoshiki grumbled.


      “Because ya bought one that’s already inflated. Just let the air out an’ fold it up.”


      “That’d be kinda sad, wouldn’t it? For the giant salamander.”


      Yoshiki was troubled by the idea of flattening out and wrinkling the floatie, so he couldn’t bring himself to deflate it. That made Hikaru snort as he tried to hold back a laugh, and he commented that Yoshiki was “gettin’ all sentimental.”


      “So anyway, I’ve learned a bunch of other stuff. Like about the sin of the Indous…”


      As the buzzing cicadas nearly drowned out his words, Yoshiki told Hikaru what he’d heard from his father.


      Hikaru didn’t show much of a reaction. Not because he already knew everything, but more because he had prepared himself for every possibility. Still unfazed, he rocked on the rabbit spring rocker as he gazed into the dappled light beside him.


      “You…don’t remember when you were Nounuki, do you?” Yoshiki asked.


      “I…should…but for some reason I’ve been forgettin’ things. And lately I’ve started rememberin’ bits an’ pieces… Especially that stuff ’bout grantin’ wishes. I sorta think that’s true. I feel like…I can grant any wish.”


      The rusty spring squeaked as Hikaru turned to look at Yoshiki.


      Yoshiki remembered what Hikaru had said to him during the summer festival—“And for you, I’d grant any wish y’ask for”—and he wondered if Hikaru had granted the Indou ancestor’s wish the same way.


      “That’s some big talk… Anythin’? For real?” Yoshiki asked with a laugh.


      Hikaru nodded straight away and said, “Yeah. Go for it,” also laughing.


      Yoshiki didn’t respond. But he did have a wish.


      “…Naw. I’m good.”


      It could be dangerous if Yoshiki actually said his wish out loud. That was simply how he felt, so he kept it to himself. But Yoshiki ended up sighing, thinking that Hikaru had probably seen right through him.


      “Even if we know what Nounuki is, we still don’t know how to deal with the impurities, which are a pretty important part of all this,” said Yoshiki.


      The “Sketch of Gehenna” from The Art of Rafanelli remained a mystery. He didn’t know why it was drawn or even what the artist was depicting. Nothing he found gave him any clues.


      And from one thing to the next, his questions only grew.


      “Ah! Mincey!”


      Hikaru spotted the chubby white cat emerging from the trees surrounding the park. He ran over and scooped the cat up, lifted Mincey’s front paws, and started making him do a little dance for Yoshiki.


      Mincey reacted to the dance with a sour look. Just as Yoshiki said, “He’s gotten pretty used to you,” the cat delivered a magnificent feline punch to Hikaru’s right cheek and departed.


      “…Naw, he still hates ya.”


      “He’s stronger than he looks.”


      It was an ordinary scene, but it filled Yoshiki with untold nostalgia. He fondly remembered standing behind the school, watching the not-Hikaru Hikaru with confusion as he played with the cat.


      “Hey, no point in just sittin’ here an’ thinkin’ forever. It’s summer break, ain’t it?” Hikaru said as he stood up. “How ’bout we go to the beach right now? I wanna see it at least once.”


      “At least once.” There was something deeply meaningful in Hikaru’s words as he started walking away. He was light on his feet, but stepped with a force that left no room for argument.


      Yoshiki grabbed the giant salamander floatie and followed him.


      It was the first time Yoshiki had ever left Kibogayama with Hikaru.


      They rode a nearly empty local train that only came once an hour. From the station, it took almost two hours to reach the sea. Last time I went there was…in grade school, Yoshiki realized.


      Hikaru was giddy about riding a train for the first time. He pointed at every building that slowly came into view through the window.


      “What’s that butt-lookin’ building over there?!” he shouted joyously.


      “Yer so carefree…,” said Yoshiki.


      The train car wasn’t well air-conditioned, and simply sitting still was enough to make Yoshiki’s forehead bead with sweat. When he wiped it away, he caught sight of the bruise on his right arm. It had darkened again, and he could clearly see Hikaru’s handprint in red and black.


      “By the way, the other day…”


      As he stared at the bruise, Yoshiki suddenly remembered something.


      “…my mom asked me to bring a gift over to the Mikasas as thanks for them fixin’ up Kaoru’s yukata, so I went to the shrine. When I got to the torii gate, I got snapped back.”


      It hadn’t been his imagination. When he tried to walk through the torii gate at Nisa Shrine, a pain shot through him as if he’d been slapped on the back of his hand.


      Something had rejected Yoshiki from stepping inside. That much was clear to him.


      “Huh? Why…?” Hikaru said, his voice abruptly tightening. He clearly had an idea why that happened.


      “Dunno… Was able to go in just fine after that, though.”


      Yoshiki remembered how Hikaru didn’t want to go through the gate on the day of the summer festival. He knew it was because Hikaru had been rejected, and now Yoshiki had become something like him, too.


      When he casually glanced at Hikaru, he saw that he had his hand to his mouth and his brow furrowed with concern. Before he realized it, a sigh escaped Yoshiki’s lips.


      “Let’s stop and talk about somethin’ else. We still got over an hour to go,” he said.


      Yoshiki didn’t want to go all the way to the beach with this gloomy mood hanging in the air.


      “Somethin’ else… There ain’t nothin’ else,” Hikaru told him. “Only thing I can think of is when I stopped by before an’ yer room was chock-full of old man spirits. I was seriously crackin’ up…”


      “Oh yeah, that…” Yoshiki almost brushed it off, but then he leaned over to Hikaru and said, “Yer kiddin’, right?”


      The giant salamander propped up against the seat beside them tipped over with a soft thunk.


      By the time they reached the sea, the sun was already setting.


      The terrain was pressed between the mountains and the sea with a thin stretch of buildings crammed onto what little flat land there was, and roads wound tightly through them. Hikaru’s eyes widened at the sight as soon as they got off the train.


      They could no longer hear any cicadas. Instead, the ceaseless sounds of crashing waves filled the air. When they stepped onto the sand, each footstep made a dry crunch beneath them.


      It was still summer, but everything felt different compared to Kubitachi. That village’s distinct summer sound was nowhere to be found here.


      “I know it’s gettin’ on in the evenin’, but there really ain’t no one around…”


      Yoshiki was sure that the last time he swam in the ocean was at this beach. He remembered it being packed with people back then, but apparently, a new swimming area had opened nearby to attract tourists, and this one felt almost forgotten.


      Hikaru stared intently in the direction of the sticky, salty sea breeze blowing across the beach. Yoshiki watched the breeze lift Hikaru’s bangs and felt relieved that no one else was around.


      “Whoa! It’s huge! The sea is wild!”


      With the giant salamander floatie under his arm, Hikaru started running toward the waves, drawn by their sound.


      After struggling to take off his shoes, he tried stepping into the water and stopped at the water’s edge, having found something there.


      Washed up on the glistening wet sand was a sea snake. Its back was black, its belly yellow, and a wave-like pattern ran across its tail.


      “A yellow-bellied sea snake,” Yoshiki muttered unwittingly from the back of his throat.


      Hikaru stood frozen before the snake, possibly because it was his first time seeing one. It looked like the two of them were having a staring contest.


      “Hey! Come over here!” Yoshiki shouted toward Hikaru’s back as he headed elsewhere along the shoreline—somewhere farther from the venomous yellow-bellied sea snake.


      Yoshiki recognized Hikaru’s laugh behind him. It was carefree and clear, the kind of laugh that could scatter the thin clouds that stretched across the evening sky.


      “The beach is so cool!”


      SPLASH, SPLASH.


      Water flew about as Hikaru’s shouts of joy blended in with the surf.


      Then suddenly, there was silence, and Yoshiki turned back to Hikaru.


      Hikaru stood knee-deep in the ocean, gazing at the setting sun. The sun melted into the sea at the horizon line, and Hikaru stared lovingly at it.


      “Hey. Yer gonna get yer pants all wet,” Yoshiki warned.


      The giant salamander floatie swayed gently beside Hikaru, rocking with the tide. With each swell, it gradually drifted away from him.


      “Hey, so when we entered the shrine, I remembered the moment when I entered Hikaru’s body,” Hikaru said out of the blue. “As Hikaru was dyin’, I heard ’im say, ‘It’d be great if no one got sad about this. I don’t wanna leave Yoshiki alone,’ and grantin’ that wish is what got me here.”


      “Hikaru’s…”


      …Wish?


      The memory of Hikaru Indou, cold among the bamboo grass in the frigid, rain-soaked mountains, flashed vividly in Yoshiki’s mind. His lifeless face certainly hadn’t looked peaceful, but it hadn’t looked like he suffered, either.


      Was that what he wished for as he died? Yoshiki wondered.


      “…But I’m sorry. I don’t think I can fulfill that wish,” Hikaru said.


      A strong wind blew in from the sea. It was slightly tacky and briny, unlike the wind that blew down from the mountains in Kubitachi. Some might call it…an incredibly free wind.


      “So I think I’m gonna go back to the mountain,” he added, wearing a calm expression that wasn’t very Hikaru-like. Though his eyes met Yoshiki’s directly, he seemed to be staring at something far beyond him.


      “…Huh?”


      “The reason I’ve been attackin’ ya recently is prolly ’cause my true nature’s comin’ out. I wanna fill the emptiness inside me, and I get thirsty for souls. Don’t make much sense to humans, but I started realizin’ that myself lately.”


      He clutched the front of his T-shirt and took a labored breath.


      “It’s what I’ve always been. I’ve killed lotsa people, and I might kill again. But I don’t wanna kill you.”


      Hold on now.


      Yoshiki wanted to yell, but his voice wouldn’t come.


      “Returnin’ to the mountains might not even be a surefire solution, but it should make things peaceful while yer alive,” Hikaru continued.


      Yoshiki clenched his trembling throat and finally managed to say, “Huh? No way. Ya can’t. What was all that research for, then…?”


      “The monster goes away, you accept Hikaru’s death, and you move forward with yer life as a human being. And you live happily ever after… That’d be the best endin’.”


      Hikaru smiled as he spoke. It was different from his usual grin—it was a grown-up smile, like someone who had given up on everything and come to terms with their lot in life.


      Yoshiki grabbed Hikaru tightly by the collar. The seawater splashed up and wet his back.


      “Ya jerk! Don’t ya wanna stay here? You bein’ dumb or somethin’? It’s fine! You don’t have to go realizin’ all that stuff!”


      Self-sacrifice, doing this and that for others’ sake—you don’t need to know any of that human nonsense! You don’t need to know any of that.


      “Just keep bein’ who you are, an’ without bein’ ashamed of nothin’.”


      But Hikaru gently gripped Yoshiki’s hand and pulled it off his collar.


      “Thing is…the real Hikaru liked watermelon, but I like ice cream the best,” said Hikaru. “An’ I like Papicco more’n Crunchy.”


      Hikaru scratched the back of his head like a kid who got caught playing a prank, and smiled. His expression looked slightly troubled, but he was smiling nonetheless.


      “Stop it!”


      Those words slipped from Yoshiki’s lips before he realized it.


      “I prolly like cats more’n him, too. And movies. No such thing as a borin’ movie for me. Hikaru hated studyin’, but I love it. Well, I ain’t any good at it, though.”


      “Hey, stop it!”


      “I…well…it was real fun bein’ with ya, Yoshiki. Maybe I was just a replacement for the real Hikaru to ya, but ya gave a lot to someone like me. And I love ya. This feelin’ prolly ain’t nothin’ like romantic love or friendship. But it’s truly how I feel. Not as Hikaru, but as the monster I am.”


      No. That ain’t it, thought Yoshiki. That’s just not true.


      “Yoshiki—”


      Hikaru quickly turned away, as if brushing away his friend’s trembling breath.


      “—thanks for everythin’.”


      He then flashed a peace sign at Yoshiki, maintaining his smile the entire time.


      “No!” Yoshiki yelled.


      You’re wrong. I just know it.


      “Yer not a replacement for the real Hikaru! I don’t think of you as Hikaru anymore!”


      He grabbed Hikaru’s shirt once more, gripping harder this time. He thought he would never let go of him again.
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    Hikaru was dead. The person Yoshiki was talking to now was Hikaru—a completely separate being who merely looked like Hikaru.


    In Yoshiki’s mind, that was just as obvious as Hikaru’s death.


    “…Ain’t no other way. It’s just how it goes,” Hikaru said.


    “Yer just givin’ up! Don’t push that ‘movin’ forward’ bullshit on me… It’s too late for that.”


    Yoshiki buried his face in Hikaru’s chest, and the scent of the sea grew stronger.


    Hikaru’s dead, so why do I have to move on? Why do I have to overcome his death?


    “To hell with ‘happily ever after’…! Don’t gimme that crap!” Yoshiki yelled.


    Hikaru’s breath trembled, and Yoshiki felt it through his chest.


    He understood. Hikaru was gritting his teeth—clenching his jaw to hold back a sob.


    “I also—”


    It was faint, but that was what Hikaru said. Yoshiki was sure of it.


    A black kite cried somewhere in the distance, and the sound of crashing waves echoed along the shore.


    “Goin’ back to the mountain won’t do a damn thing.”


    An unknown voice, breezy and indifferent, suddenly dropped in, cutting through Hikaru’s words. A moment later came the dry crunch of footsteps walking across the beach.


    A large hand grabbed Hikaru’s pale hair.


    It belonged to a blond man wearing black sunglasses. As he loomed over the boys, a red and black bruise peeked out from the collar of his shirt.


    “Because y’see, Hikaru, you’re not Nounuki.”


    The cigarette in the man’s hand scattered ash in the sea breeze, and behind his shades, his eyes smiled, curving into crescents.


    “This whole ‘sacrificing one thing to save another’ idea is a terrible misconception.”
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    “How…did you find us?” Yoshiki Tsujinaka muttered, dazed.


    Tanaka pointed to the boy’s foot. “Tracker on your shoe.”


    As Yoshiki stared in disbelief at the transmitter stuck to the bottom of his shoe, Tanaka raised his cigarette to his lips. Planting the transmitters while the boys were unconscious at Takeda’s house had paid off.


    Tanaka had been unsure what to do when the two of them left Kibogayama by train, but in the end, he managed to catch up with them this way.


    He figured they would have run somewhere far away, but of all the places for them to go, they had come to the sea. It was blue—so incredibly blue that Tanaka found it embarrassing.


    “It’s you! The heck?! Y’here ta chop my head off again?”


    Hikaru glared menacingly at Tanaka. His bloodshot eyes indicated he was ready to act before anything could be done to him.


    Tanaka exhaled a stream of smoke from his mouth without a care, and the sea breeze swept away the smoke’s thin, white trail as well as its rough smell.


    “First of all, Nounuki doesn’t exist. It’s an imaginary god people came up with,” said Tanaka, half-smiling.


    Hikaru narrowed his eyes even further. “Huh? So what am I…?”


    “You’re a being that came to be regarded as Nounuki at some point—an abnormal entity. In the same way that you took on Hikaru Indou’s identity, you took the place of a god that shouldn’t exist.”


    The setting sun cast its light upon Hikaru’s rigid cheeks. Frozen with shock, a single bead of sweat slid slowly down his temple.


    “An abnormal entity…?” he repeated.


    “Something from the other side. A reality-warping, immortal, and unknowable thing that exists beyond human logic. When humans come face-to-face with something incomprehensible, they can’t make sense of it without fitting it into some preexisting concept. Like a god, a devil, or Hell itself…stuff like that.”


    That’s why he had become a god. That’s why people revered him as Nounuki.


    As Tanaka spoke, Yoshiki stood in silence, then clumsily asked, “What is it…that you’re trying to do…?”


    “No need to be so guarded. I’m just an ordinary guy with no powers whatsoever. Don’t even have that sword on me now,” said Tanaka, raising both hands in a mock surrender while smiling at the two boys. “I have a favor to ask you two.”


    Something soft bumped against his foot. A plastic giant-salamander floatie had washed up at Tanaka’s feet.
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    The café right in front of the nearly deserted beach was, unsurprisingly, just as deserted. When the clerk, who had been idly sitting at the register, saw Yoshiki and his group arrive, he looked at them with wide eyes and blurted out, “Huh?”


    The blond man had introduced himself as Tanaka. After settling into a terrace seat with a clear view of the ocean, Tanaka snuffed out his cigarette on the edge of an ashtray.


    “You know the story of the Indous’ ancestor, right?” he asked.


    When Yoshiki didn’t respond, Tanaka cocked his head in puzzlement and said, “You don’t?”


    “I do,” Yoshiki replied. “He wished for his wife to be brought back to life…”


    “Well, that was probably the first time that thing you call ‘Hikaru’ was treated as Nounuki. And that’s why his wish was granted.”


    That blunt answer, tossed out casually, made Yoshiki gasp.


    “Huh? So when did I start livin’ on the mountain?” Hikaru asked, furrowing his brow where he sat beside Yoshiki. His expression indicated that he was now more lost than ever.


    “You probably manifested around that time, and the ancestor who witnessed that event believed you were Nounuki.”


    It hadn’t been a mere coincidence that a wish only came true when the mass deaths happened. Nounuki had never existed to begin with, and the ritual had no real influence over the village. That’s why wishes were never granted, no matter how many times rituals were performed.


    It was only when the Indou ancestor entered the mountain carrying his wife’s head that Hikaru happened to appear before him…? Yoshiki wondered.


    “The company I work for calls them ‘illegitimates,’” Tanaka explained. “They fall down here from the other side without anyone realizing it and grant people’s wishes.”


    “Illegitimates…?”


    It was as if Yoshiki’s soft mutter was swept away by the sound of waves from the beach.


    “Well, we still don’t really get what they are. When humans encounter these things, they usually mistake them for something else and appeal to their power, and the illegitimates warp reality in response to their wishes. But the truth is hardly that convenient. Most wishes don’t come out right. Utilizing something beyond human understanding brings tragedy.”


    “So there are others besides Hikaru…?” Yoshiki asked.


    Tanaka immediately nodded. “There are. They appear at astronomically low rates, but the first one was found around the fourteenth century.”


    Maybe what Emanuele Rafanelli depicted in his “A Sketch of Gehenna” was an “illegitimate” he’d witnessed, thought Yoshiki.


    “In any case,” said Tanaka, “there’s no such thing as Nounuki. The Indous’ ritual is pretty pointless, too. They could’ve done nothing, and you probably would’ve stayed in the mountain anyway. That’s why the village became peaceful after the mass deaths—because you were collecting impurities in the mountains.”


    In fact, before the mass deaths, Hikaru hadn’t been in the mountains. That was why the village suffered from poor harvests and epidemics. But once he appeared there, the impurities began gathering in the mountains. Both poor harvests and epidemics disappeared from the village, and Nounuki came to be feared as a cursed god.


    Even though Nounuki had never existed to begin with.


    “Then why’d ya say there’s no point in me goin’ back?”


    Hikaru was completely serious. Nonetheless, Tanaka just rested his cheek against his hand and shot him a mocking smirk.


    “Because you’re a shadow of your former self. You can’t go back to being Nounuki at this point. Plus, with how weak you’ve gotten, there’s no way you can handle the mob of impurities up there.”


    “Uh, so…” Yoshiki barely managed to squeeze those words out. Then he leaned forward across the table. “…what exactly is your goal here? You cut off Hikaru’s head…! What are you planning to do to us…?!”


    “I won’t lay a finger on you guys. I mean, he’ll self-destruct soon enough, right?”


    Tanaka’s flippant answer left Yoshiki speechless. He’d had a dozen curses ready to hurl, but they all disappeared.


    “He’ll what…?”


    “The way I see it, it’s quite the achievement. An untouchable, immortal being gaining an ego and then weakening itself is really something to behold. If I can’t defeat you, I’ll just have you destroy yourself.”


    “Destroy himself? That…can’t be…”


    Yoshiki was about to end his sentence with possible, but before he did, in his mind’s eye, he saw Hikaru’s smile from earlier—when he’d said he’d return to the mountain.


    If Hikaru had gone back, what would have happened to him?


    “My goal is to prevent my company from using you, so this works out pretty well for me,” Tanaka told them.


    He looked out at the orange-tinted sea. Whitecaps appeared in patches, and the fading light from the setting sun reflected off the water, causing golden shimmers across the surface.


    “But before that happens, there’s something I’d like you to do.”


    Tanaka turned back to Yoshiki and Hikaru, his expression unchanged. He was sporting a smile that seemed dubious and aloof.


    “In Kubitachi, there’s a folktale called ‘The Tale of the Farmer’s Head,’ right?”


    “Yeah…,” Hikaru murmured.


    Yoshiki also knew it. Every kid in Kubitachi grew up reading it in picture books. He remembered his father reading it to him before he started elementary school.


    “Once upon a time, a greedy farmer and a kind farmer went to the mountains to gather wild vegetables. Along the way, the greedy farmer found a large mushroom and, wanting to keep it for himself, tried to hide it in a hole in the mountain.


    “The greedy farmer stuck his head into the hole, and when he did, his head fell off right into the hole. Frightened, the kind farmer ran back to the village as fast as he could. When he arrived back home, he was surprised to find that his basket was filled with rice and a bounty of delicious ingredients.


    “It turns out that hole was the mouth of a hungry god, and since the god’s hunger had been satisfied, it rewarded the farmer. And the farmer lived happily ever after.”


    That was the story Yoshiki heard from his father.


    Once his father had finished reading to him, a young Yoshiki asked, “What kinda story is that?” and his father replied, “I ain’t so sure myself.”


    “The reality of that folktale is that it’s more likely that one farmer killed the other and took their belongings, but the part about the head disappearing is probably true,” Tanaka explained.


    Yoshiki remembered what Hikaru had said back in the Indou family’s shrine:


    “When they made their offerings, them heads would disappear right on the spot. So we carve replacements and enshrine ’em here.”


    “Belief in Unuki used to be common in the village, so why did it become an extremist cult that offered up heads? Why did they convert to the cult of Nounuki?” asked Tanaka, only for him to answer himself. “Because of this ‘disappearing heads’ phenomenon. Even if their wishes weren’t being granted, that mystery became the basis for the villagers’ belief in a god. I actually looked into it, you know—why the heads were disappearing.”


    The tone of Tanaka’s voice dropped with each word, like a descending staircase. Tanaka himself might not have even been aware of this.


    “It’s because there was a hole. An invisible opening that the villagers had been offering heads to for years. That’s probably the reason this area has had so many impurities since way back when. That hole connects to the other side and sends them here.”


    From behind his sunglasses, Tanaka’s gaze landed on Hikaru. Under the man’s sharp stare, Hikaru murmured, “A hole…,” as if he was playing with the word on his lips.


    “You were limiting its effect while you were in the mountains, but it never stopped growing. At the rate it’s been going, it could cause a disaster. I’m looking to close that hole somehow.”


    “An’ if we close it, we can stop anythin’ bad from happenin’?”


    “Yep. That’s the idea. Whether it’s even possible is another story, though. Since you’re gonna self-destruct anyway, will you help me close that hole?”


    “No way,” Yoshiki muttered, forcing the words out through clenched teeth. “I can’t trust a word from someone like you! Not after what ya did to Hikaru…”


    “You really care about Hikaru, huh? But that thing’s just a monster inside Hikaru Indou’s dead body.”


    Tanaka jerked his chin toward Hikaru and shrugged. The breeze blowing in from the ocean rustled his dry blond hair.


    “Is it really a good idea for you to keep clinging to your old friend? Wouldn’t it be better to let him go?”


    Beneath the table, Yoshiki gripped the hem of his T-shirt tightly.


    I know Hikaru’s gone and that I can’t cling to him forever. I know I can’t justify this—I know that more than anyone else.


    “He’s more than some phantom who showed up to help me get over Hikaru’s death,” Yoshiki insisted. “He has his own personality and will…”


    “Suppose he’s his own ‘man,’ then. In that case, why go through all this trouble for a complete stranger?”


    Why?


    Yoshiki thought he’d immediately have an answer to Tanaka’s genuine question. He thought he would, but the words got caught in his throat. The answer should’ve been right there, but the sound of the waves chased it away somewhere.


    “Thanks for waiting!”


    The café clerk, apparently excited to have customers for the first time in a while, cheerfully approached Yoshiki’s group with a tray in hand.


    “Here is your order of the Hawaiian Tropical Pancakes ~With a Touch of Sea Breeze~, and one tropical parfait.”


    The absurdly cheerful names clashed with the current mood, but Tanaka didn’t even flinch. He simply nodded in thanks and accepted the pancakes, which were topped with a generous helping of fruit and whipped cream. Hikaru, as expected, had gone and ordered a parfait for himself.


    “Well, please think it over. I’m only doing what I need to do,” Tanaka said, chuckling softly with a knife and a fork in his hands.


    When Yoshiki thought about it, the way Tanaka spoke made it feel like everything was already in his control, no matter what he said.


    From the seat beside Tanaka came a light, rhythmic clatter. It was a hamster—the one Tanaka had called his partner—vigorously spinning its exercise wheel.


    


    The train ride home was quiet. As Yoshiki and Hikaru neared Kibogayama, the number of passengers dwindled to almost none. Only the cold clattering of the train running along the tracks echoed in their ears.


    Hunched over in his seat, Yoshiki kept thinking about what Tanaka had told them.


    There’s no such thing as Nounuki.


    He let that fact sink in.


    Then what’d Hikaru die for? What exactly is Hikaru? And what have I been doing all this time?


    “Today was a big ol’ mess, huh?” Hikaru muttered, gazing absently out the window at the flickering city lights. “What’re we gonna do tomorrow…?”


    It was obvious that Hikaru was deliberately putting on an upbeat tone for Yoshiki’s sake. And because Yoshiki knew that, the words I’m glad escaped his lips.


    “I’m so glad ya don’t gotta go back to the mountain.”


    “The monster goes back to the mountains. The monster goes away, and everyone lives happily ever after.”


    That should have been the best outcome. Yoshiki knew that, and yet he still felt a sense of relief.


    I’m just as much of a monster.


    In their cramped village with its constricting human relationships and small, confined world, Yoshiki had never truly found a place to belong. It had always been suffocating for him. He’d been hiding who he was for so long. Just as he couldn’t look directly at Hikaru’s bare body, Yoshiki had been desperately averting his eyes from himself.


    That’s why, at the very least, if Hikaru saw Yoshiki’s side as where he belonged—and if he liked this small world enough to want to protect it—then Yoshiki wanted him to be saved.


    Because…because I’ll be saved, too—as long as I’m with you.


    Just as the train rattled sharply, that truth surged up from deep within his chest.


    Yoshiki spotted his reflection in the window and saw his face filled with surprise, as if it had just caught that unvarnished truth in its grasp.


    How am I only realizing this now? he thought, as his throat trembled lightly.


    “At the end of the day, I’m just being selfish,” he said.


    Yoshiki had kept claiming he was doing what he did for Hikaru, or for the village, but in the end, it was for his own good. He’d blamed Hikaru and everyone else and acted recklessly all on his own.


    He’d told Hikaru he preferred that Hikaru not become human. And with that same mouth, he stopped him from going back to the mountain. He had weighed Hikaru’s happiness against being human.


    But Hikaru isn’t human. He ain’t nothin’ like me. Wherever he goes, he’ll always be a danger to people—a real monster that commits murder. Even Hikaru understood that. That’s why he tried to go back to the mountain. He wasn’t wrong. He tried to make the right choice.


    And yet Yoshiki had stopped him.


    Because he didn’t want to be apart from him. Because he didn’t want to be alone. Because Hikaru saved him. Because even if others got hurt, he still cared about Hikaru.


    Maybe I don’t actually care about others. I’m the one who’s been treating life lightly.


    Hikaru wasn’t Hikaru. Yoshiki had confidently stated as much before, and yet he wondered if he was still seeing him as Hikaru.


    “I’m an egotistical asshole.”


    “Huh?” Hikaru looked at Yoshiki, confused.


    His expression caused Yoshiki to burst out laughing despite himself.


    “I’ve been saying this was for the village and for you, but everything I did was just for my own self-interest.”


    As Hikaru listened to Yoshiki’s self-loathing, he pouted and wore a conflicted look.


    “Hmm… Self-interest is the only thing that drives me, so I don’t get what yer sayin’. I said it before, but no matter what ya really think, you’ve always treated me well. And if that’s you bein’ selfish, then I love it, seein’ as it’s saved me lots already.”


    Don’t say things like that. Don’t tell me it’s okay to be selfish—especially now, of all times. Because then I’ll actually feel good about all this.


    “What is it that ya really wanna do?” Hikaru asked.


    “…I…”


    The truth slipped out of Yoshiki’s throat with ease.


    “…want to go somewhere far away with you, and travel around, seein’ lots of different sights… I want to be free.”


    Hikaru immediately grinned, flashing his white teeth. His eyes narrowed, and with his cheeks tinged faintly with anticipation, he said, “Sweet! Me too!”


    “But if something terrible happens to Kubitachi,” Yoshiki said, “I won’t be able to take it. It’s not like I’m particularly fond of that place. The truth is, I might not care for it much at all. But my family’s there, and so are a bunch of folks I care about.”


    Also…


    “It was an important place for the real Hikaru, too.”


    Hikaru had planned to stay in Kubitachi even after graduating high school. That may have been related to his duties as an Indou, but at the very least, he had loved that village more than Yoshiki did.


    “So we’ve gotta close that hole,” said Yoshiki. “Even though I hate to do exactly what that guy wanted us to do.”


    “That fella… Who is he anyway? He’s shady an’ all, but oddly enough, I don’t feel any hostility from him.”


    Hikaru went quiet and frowned, perhaps because he was thinking about Tanaka.


    The train jolted from side to side.


    Yoshiki looked at Hikaru. “Hey. Is there anywhere you’d wanna go?”


    “A place I’d wanna go, huh…?” Hikaru lifted his head; he was still frowning with his brows knitted together. “There’s a spot this one Y-tuber went to before… It’s in Tokyo. This mega-huge…baked goods store.”


    “A mega-huge…baked goods store…”


    Yoshiki tried to imagine what the store might be like. Yeah, that might be nice, he thought. A mega-huge baked goods store. Oddly enough, it seemed better than visiting someplace scenic or some picturesque location. The one thing Yoshiki could clearly imagine was the pure joy Hikaru would experience.


    “Got it. When this is all over, let’s go to that baked goods store…the two of us.”


    But before Yoshiki could hear Hikaru’s response, his phone vibrated in his pocket.


    It was a call. And the person calling was—


    “Mrs. Kurebayashi…”


    Yoshiki had a bad feeling about this, so he looked around the train car to ensure it was mostly empty, then pressed the ACCEPT button to pick up.


    Before he could even say hello, Kurebayashi’s panicked voice echoed from his phone.


    “Tsujinaka?! Where are ya? Can ya see what’s goin’ on in the sky?”


    The sky…?


    Yoshiki was about to turn around and look when Hikaru jumped to the window beside him.


    “The heck…is that?”


    Hikaru’s eyes, wide with wonder, seemed to tremble with a pale light under the glow of the train car’s fluorescent lights.


    But there was another pale glow—white bands of light floating in the night sky. Yoshiki’s jaw dropped. He blinked rapidly, but no matter how many times he did, the bands didn’t disappear. They stretched over the town of Kibogayama, seeming to shove the stars out of their way.


    The bands split and forked as they went, branching out and converging again and again. Yoshiki stared in amazement. He thought they looked like a living creature’s nerves.


    He traced the bands of light to their origin—and without a doubt, they led to Kubitachi.


    As Yoshiki and Hikaru exited Kibogayama Station, they found Kurebayashi in her van parked across the street.


    As soon as they got in the back seat, they relayed what Tanaka had told them at the beach.


    Kurebayashi wasn’t surprised. She calmly gripped the steering wheel and murmured a single phrase.


    “A hole…ya say?”


    “Those bands we saw in the sky earlier ain’t there no more,” Hikaru said, looking up after opening the window. The bands of light that had been floating in the night sky had already vanished by the time they got off the train.


    The van drove quietly through a road with barely any streetlights, surrounded by rice fields. The bands that had once been so vivid had disappeared, leaving only the light of the stars to glimmer in vain.


    “What the heck was that about anyway?” Yoshiki asked hesitantly, directing his question to Kurebayashi in the driver’s seat. He then saw her brow quickly tighten in the rearview mirror.


    “It might be dispersing. That’s what seems to be goin’ on.”


    “Dispersing?”


    “Y’see, the hole in Kubitachi…ain’t one big hole. It’s prolly been split into several of ’em. The holes are connected to each other, and a buncha impurities are movin’ between ’em, formin’ a kind of pathway. I reckon that’s what we saw for a brief moment.”


    “Huh? Those were all impurities…?”


    Yoshiki winced with unease. Beside him, Hikaru remained calm and asked Kurebayashi, “Why all of a sudden?”


    “Ain’t really sudden… They’ve always been there; we just couldn’t see ’em. The hole woulda ended up like that sooner or later.”


    Tanaka had said something similar.


    “At the rate it’s been going, it could cause a disaster.”


    “That fella said somethin’ about a disaster…but what exactly would happen? Would a lotta people die?” Yoshiki muttered, peering out the window. However, the bands were nowhere to be seen.


    “If we leave those holes alone, it’ll cause somethin’—we can be sure of that. We don’t got much time left,” said Kurebayashi.


    “So if we close those holes, the bands’ll go away, and there won’t be as many impurities, right?” Hikaru asked, watching the sky just like Yoshiki.


    Kurebayashi nodded briefly. “Yeah… Right now, the whole town’s distorted. If we close the holes, things should go back to normal.”


    After Kurebayashi made that firm statement, Yoshiki couldn’t help but murmur, “You sure know a lot, Mrs. Kurebayashi.”


    “Well, truth is, I’ve been doin’ some research behind the scenes! ’Bout lotsa things. Ah-ha-ha!”


    Before her laughter could fade, Hikaru leaned forward toward the driver’s seat.


    “So why’d the holes split up?” he asked.


    “That, I can’t rightly say…but if they didn’t, things woulda gone bad much quicker…”


    Kurebayashi suddenly gasped and covered her mouth with her hand.


    “Oh! I see now! The dispersal’s actually the reason things’ve held up for so long. Judgin’ from the look of those bands, the impurities spread out from the main hole in Kubitachi to three other locations. There’re prolly another three holes besides the one here. One out by Ashidori, one the way of Udekari, and one somewhere in Kibogayama. That’s gotta be why the main opening in Kubitachi grew so slowly. Because it was dispersed into three other ones.”


    When he heard the term dispersal, Yoshiki stared at his knees. Hikaru’s father had mentioned something similar at one point. He said that for those who became okubi…


    “Heads were offered up to the hole in Kubitachi, and the rest of the corpse from the neck down…”


    Yoshiki trailed off, and Hikaru took over. Wind blowing in from the window ruffled Hikaru’s hair.


    “‘Had to be chopped up an’ buried as far away as possible,’ right?”


    “I see. So they did that to thin out the main hole…? Well, I dunno if they had a clue it existed, but they ended up doin’ what needed to be done,” Kurebayashi remarked.


    Yoshiki’s fingertips trembled as he rubbed his palms. It had all come together. The secrets of Kubitachi, which previously only produced more questions the more Yoshiki looked into them, were falling into place.


    “Before, y’all were sayin’ that the landscape in this region looks like a person, right?” Kurebayashi glanced at the boys in the back seat through the rearview mirror. “Maybe it’s like one of those ritual substitution dolls, and the idea was to have the land take on sins and impurities… That could’ve been their aim.”


    That must have been the reason they went out of their way to split what used to be a single village into separate ones.


    “But why only three other holes?”


    Hikaru voiced what everyone in the car was surely wondering.


    Why weren’t there holes in places like the abandoned village of Udeiri, or the areas south of Kibogayama that had been erased from the maps?


    “I wonder why,” Kurebayashi mused. “Actually, impurities usually show up near places of human activity, so even if there were holes, I don’t think there’d be impurities there.”


    Then the bands only stretched toward Ashidori and Kibogayama—places still inhabited by people, thought Yoshiki.


    “Hmm…” Hikaru hummed through his nose and looked at Yoshiki.


    Hikaru was smiling.


    “So in the end, we jus’ gotta figure out a way to close four holes, right?” he said. He even gave a thumbs-up and added, “Easy peasy!”


    Yoshiki, on the other hand, held his head and groaned. “Nope! Nooope! There’s no freakin’ way we can do that! And why’re there four of ’em?”


    Then Kurebayashi sighed. “No wonder our mystery man wanted a hand from y’all. Ya didn’t think to ask him how yer s’posed to close ’em?”


    “I—I didn’t wanna do it, so I turned ’im down,” said Yoshiki. “I mean, where even are they in the first place?”


    The bands that had shown the path to the holes had completely vanished.


    “If only we could ask Mrs. Hichi ’bout it,” Hikaru murmured, looking up at the sky with a sheepish smile.


    Yoshiki, meanwhile, nervously dug into his bag. He carefully removed a palm-sized black lump. Tanaka, in the middle of eating pancakes, had tossed it to Hikaru just before they’d parted ways.


    When Hikaru caught it, he had immediately yelped, “Gah, hot!” and flung it away. Instead, Yoshiki took it. To him, it only felt warm.


    That was Mrs. Hichi, who had disappeared from the Indou family shrine. The same Mrs. Hichi who had been revived as a living severed head.


    “It’s an extremely powerful charm that protects its owner. She was so worried for her descendants that she turned herself into a cursed object. She must’ve been pretty devoted to her family. That’s not something just anyone can do. Anyway, you can have it back,” said Tanaka, smiling, before biting into a pancake.


    And now, hours later, Mrs. Hichi still felt warm in Yoshiki’s hand.


    “This used to be Mrs. Hichi’s head…right?” he said.


    “Other people’s heads got swallowed into the hole and vanished,” Hikaru replied, “but Mrs. Hichi’s was the only one offered up to me, so hers didn’t disappear.”


    And so the head had been used in the Indous’ rituals, protecting members of their family ever since.


    Taking all of that into consideration, Yoshiki spoke up.


    “Huh? Wait, then why’re the rest of the bones of sacrificed people still around? Lots of ’em were found near the tunnel, an’ other places…”


    Kurebayashi had told them about a large number of old bones being discovered in the Darumazuka Tunnel, and how those bones were from human torsos. This raised a question: Why had the heads disappeared, while everything else remained as bones?


    “I wonder why.” Hikaru looked confused, but then his eyes widened as he came to a realization. “Oh. But the locations of the holes must be the spots where the bones showed up, right?! Like the arms an’ legs an’ stuff!”


    “…Oh yeah.”


    Now that he mentions it, there were bones in those places because there used to be a custom of burying remains there, thought Yoshiki. I don’t know exactly why they remained, but at the very least, the holes should be there.


    “Then maybe we should start by looking around those places…”


    Kurebayashi, who had been listening quietly to the back and forth between Yoshiki and Hikaru, laughed. “Uh-huh! I was jus’ thinkin’ the same thing…”


    Then suddenly, she said, “Oh, I forgot I’m outta toilet paper!” and she stopped by a drugstore.


    While drinking a soft drink he bought from a vending machine, Yoshiki silently looked up at the sky. Beside him, Hikaru noisily crushed his empty bottle between his hands.


    “So, Yoshiki, are ya scared of me?”


    The question had come out of nowhere.


    “…I can’t tell. Not sure if it’s fear or what.”


    Yoshiki answered honestly, and Hikaru let out a big laugh.


    “Ha-ha! Ya really oughtta be more afraid. Since I’m not goin’ back to the mountain, there’s a chance I might attack ya again.” He pointed to Yoshiki’s bag. “That’s why…”


    Inside was Mrs. Hichi. He had stashed it there after saying it was too hot for him to hold.


    “…you should be the one to keep Mrs. Hichi. She’ll protect yer soul from impurities. And from me, too, of course.”


    Yoshiki gripped his plastic bottle, which was slowly beading up with condensation, and squeaked out an “Oh yeah?” He couldn’t bring himself to nod sincerely.


    “But when it comes to you gettin’ mixed, not even Mrs. Hichi can stop that,” said Hikaru.


    His gaze shifted directly to the bruise on Yoshiki’s arm, and he had his brows slightly drawn together, as though he was looking at something that made it a little hard to breathe.


    Yoshiki knew.


    Even if they managed to close all four holes, it wouldn’t erase the sins of Hikaru’s murders. No matter what, he would still be a dangerous being.


    But even so, Yoshiki wanted to continue down this path with Hikaru. Even if no one else would forgive him for it. Even if something inside him broke. He wasn’t doing this for anyone else—he was staying with Hikaru for himself.


    Staring at the tall, overgrown weeds in the drugstore parking lot, Yoshiki bit his lip.


    Then he heard an electronic sound—a PLINK that felt like a slap on the shoulders. Hikaru pulled out his phone.


    “Everyone’s postin’ on their socials since it’s summer break. Look!” Hikaru said, showing his phone to Yoshiki. “Asako’s already done with her homework. Yuuki’s makin’ ice pops with her little sisters.”


    There was a photo of notebooks and pencil cases, along with Asako’s hand making a peace sign. Then a picture of Yuuki’s sisters, beaming and holding the ice pops they had just made. It was all so peaceful that Yoshiki couldn’t help but break into a smile.


    “Yuuki an’ her sisters really do look alike…,” he noted.


    “Right?” Hikaru said, grinning, before swiping his phone screen.


    Next, they saw Maki’s account.


    “And Maki…”


    Maki had uploaded a photo of his room. The lights weren’t on, and it was completely dark and deserted.


    Yoshiki was about to ask why Maki would post a photo like that when Hikaru suddenly said, “Huh?” and zoomed in.


    By the window in Maki’s room—in the space just behind the closed curtains—were two human legs sticking out.


    They were dirty and barefoot.


    The village Maki lived in…was Ashidori.
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    EPILOGUE


    The outdoors, which would typically be alive with the sounds of insects and frogs at that hour, was eerily quiet that night.


    Scratching his close-cropped hair, Yuuta Maki let out a long sigh.


    “Unngh…”


    After breaking his arm and being excused from baseball practice for the summer, his mother wasted no time pestering him to finish his homework.


    Feeling like he had no other choice in the matter, Maki sat at his desk in his room after dinner—at least taking a studious position—but he hadn’t made much progress in any subject.


    However, that wasn’t entirely his fault. He scratched his head again, and as he did, his fingers came into contact with the gauze taped to his cheek. A dull pain pulsed underneath.


    And it wasn’t just his cheek. He had a bandage on the bridge of his nose and various cuts, scrapes, and bruises all over his body.


    He’d been getting injured constantly since summer break began. Nothing major compared to the broken arm, but still, he kept getting hurt in minor, everyday situations. He’d stubbed his toe on a door, nicked himself with scissors, and missed a step on the staircase in his house, which he could usually climb with his eyes closed.


    His mother had scolded him, saying, “It’s ’cause yer always messing around,” but he knew that definitely wasn’t what was happening here.


    Because—


    All of a sudden, Maki felt a presence and put his pen down.


    He pushed his wheeled chair back and looked under the desk.


    There were legs.


    Definitely not his own. They were someone else’s… Nothing more than a pair of legs stood there beneath the desk, facing him.


    He took shallow breaths and, while trying to calm himself, slowly scanned his room.


    From beneath the bed, someone else’s legs stared back at him. Its toes were thin and pale. They looked like a woman’s legs.


    From under his shelf that had been crammed with baseball gear, he saw a pair of wrinkled, elderly legs.


    And from the ceiling, tiny legs that could only belong to a child dangled down.


    Even beyond the curtain of the closed window, there was a pair of dirty legs extending to the floor. They had been there for a while at this point. He couldn’t tell if the grime on them was soil…or blood.


    His instincts urged him to ignore the legs—he had to. If he acknowledged them even once, they would never go away.


    Telling himself that over and over, Maki stared intently at the blank pages of his notebook. And yet, a strained whisper managed to slip through his clenched teeth:


    “Give it a rest…”


    TO BE CONTINUED IN VOLUME 3
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    AFTERWORD


    
      Mio Nukaga


      It’s been a while. My name is Mio Nukaga, the author responsible for adapting The Summer Hikaru Died into a novel. The pronunciation of my name is “Mee-oh New-kah-gah.” Nukaga is pronounced similarly to how you say Utada, the surname of the famous singer Hikaru Utada.


      I’m pleased to say that Volume 2 of The Summer Hikaru Died was released without incident. To those of you continuing from Volume 1, and to those who took this opportunity to pick up both books at once, thank you very much.


      The first novel was released in Japan in December 2023, so it took about a year and a half for Volume 2 to follow. Time really has flown by. To everyone who had been eagerly awaiting the continuation, I’m truly sorry to have kept you waiting.


      Back in the spring of 2024, just as I was preparing to start work on Volume 2, Editor W, who’s in charge of the novelization, informed me that The Summer Hikaru Died was getting an anime adaptation.


      Thinking back on it, I was probably quite panicked when I received that call.


       


      “When’s it airing?” I asked Editor W.


      “I just got a notice saying, ‘It’s been greenlit for an anime,’ so I don’t know when it’ll air.”


      “Are they actually going to animate the whole story? Is the manga going to go out with one big finale to coincide with the last episode of the anime?”


      “That’s been happening in a lot of adaptations these days, huh? But I don’t know!”


      “If it ends up going that way, then we’ll need to release the final volume of the novel at the same time, right? And since it’s The Summer Hikaru Died, it’ll air in the summer, right?”


      “I have no idea!”


      “Could it be airing in summer 2025? Wait, that’s next summer, right? So the final volume of the novelization will also need to be out by next summer? And that’s it? Will I be able to complete it on time? But will the original be done by then? That schedule would be pretty bonkers, wouldn’t it?”


      “I have absolutely no idea!”


      I remember having such an exchange in my conversation with Editor W. Before even saying “Congratulations on the anime adaptation,” I was frantically flipping through my planner.


      But at the time, we agreed to release Volume 2 of the novelization around the time the anime would begin airing, and so I started writing.


      The first novel covered the content up to the first half of Volume 3 in the original manga. That was still the early stages of the story, and I felt like the first volume of the novel was packed with plenty of mystery.


      Volume 2 is where those mysteries slowly start to get resolved, only for new mysteries to appear. One mystery summons another, truths connect to other truths, and new developments begin unfolding. That’s the kind of book this turned out to be.


      When writing this novelization, the original author, Mokumokuren, kindly provided me with a general outline of the story up to the final chapter and an idea of what the ending would be like.


      Even so, just like any regular reader who’s been following the plot from chapter to chapter, I also look forward to exclaiming, “So that’s what that was about!” every time a new part of the manga is released. I’m often surprised at how a simple element mentioned in a single line of the outline turns into such an incredible chapter of the story.


      A core part of this second volume involves the history of Kubitachi, where Yoshiki and others live, and the process of uncovering the “sin” hidden within that history. Despite already knowing what was coming, I still found myself getting surprised and going, “That’s what that was about!” while reading the original manga. I’ve gotten to enjoy this series as a regular reader, but I also couldn’t wait to write about it as the person responsible for the novelization, so I had a lot of fun doing so to my heart’s content in Volume 2.


      Additionally, I got to write a lot for Tanaka, who I’ve wanted to explore since the first volume of the novel, so in that sense, I’d say this was very satisfying writing experience for me. (If I’m not careful, Tanaka’s scenes will end up going on way too long, so I do try to keep them short.)


      As an aside, just to be safe and avoid accidentally spoiling anything, I decided to never discuss The Summer Hikaru Died with my family or friends. I even go about my life pretending that the person writing these novelizations is someone else who just happens to have the same gender and name as me. Once the manga successfully reaches its final chapter, I’d love to talk about it as much as I can.


      I believe that Volume 2 of the novel centers on the protagonist, Yoshiki, as he gradually resolves himself to confront the reality of Hikaru’s existence.


      What will Yoshiki face next? What kind of choices will he make? How will his and Hikaru’s story eventually conclude?


      As a reader, I look forward to reading how it all unfolds. And as the author, I can’t wait to write it all. With that, I think I’ll bring this afterword to a close.


      Well then, I hope we can meet again in Volume 3.

    
  

  
    

    AFTERWORD BY THE ORIGINAL AUTHOR


    Thank you very much for picking up the second volume of The Summer Hikaru Died.


    Ms. Nukaga has once again crafted a wonderful novel. This volume depicts the portion of the original story that corresponds to the Mystery-solving Arc. The novelization supplements many parts of the mystery that may have been hard to follow in the original manga, making everything much easier to understand. I strongly recommend the novels to anyone who might have read the manga and had a hard time keeping up! This is thanks to Ms. Nukaga, who skillfully connected all the various elements, down to the tiniest details, and beautifully reconstructed the story in prose. Even though I’m technically supervising the novel, I learned a lot through this experience.


     


    Tanaka in particular is portrayed quite charmingly in this volume. When I spoke with Ms. Nukaga, she told me Tanaka is her favorite character, which made me incredibly happy. He’s a very important character, one I personally like quite a lot, too. Even though I intended to pack him with all the “cool guy” tropes I could think of, he somehow ended up becoming more “grizzled”… I hope more readers will come to like Tanaka from here on out.


     


    Thank you so much for reading all the way to the afterword. And allow me to once again express my heartfelt gratitude to Ms. Nukaga for writing yet another incredible book.


    Mokumokuren
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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
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CHARACTERS

Hikaru

He looks like Yoshiki's childhood
friend on the outside, but on the
inside, he’s some sort of nonhuman
thing. He appeared in place of Hikaru
when Hikaru went missing six months
ago on a mountain that was off-limits.
He looks like Hikaru and has his
personality. but...

Birthday: March 20
Height: 55"

Yoshiki

A high schooler in a rural village and
Hikaru's childhood friend. Although
Hikaru looks the same as always,
Yoshiki knows that something has
switched places with Hikaru. and he’s
been keeping the truth to himself. He
lives in a household of four with his
mother, father, and younger sister.

Birthday: April 20
Height: 59"

Asako Yamagishi

Hikaru and Yoshiki's classmate at
Kibogayama High School. She's on the
volleyball team. is abnormally good
at arm wrestling. and has naturally
curly hair.

Birthday: December 5
Height: 57"

Tanaka

A mysterious man who has been asked
to come to Kubitachi. He's knowledgeable
on all things bizarre and noticed the
presence of “something” that has come
down from the mountains. Tanaka is
always accompanied by a hamster.

Birthday: August 15
Height: 62
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