1.1: Golden Hour 

The sun was beginning to set, the omniscient light which had guided my hand all afternoon began to retreat, leaving a golden orange hue as my compliment for this offering of mine—or maybe it’s a warning, that my aerosol art in these ancient tunnels has aggravated the spirits who lie dormant until nightfall. Still, the beauty of the light somehow outshines the pride of my creation; in fact, it breathes life into my art. It’s a wonder that I only have a few seconds to marvel at my efforts.

Following the train tracks that curve along the walls and pave the way to the heart of the tunnel, somewhere beyond lies the exit; however, with the dense forest surrounding the mountain, it becomes difficult to locate. The perfect location for my art, though part of me anguishes over the thought that my creation will never be known to others.
I glance over to my left, a shadow within the dark, however nothing vile… unless you have the eyes of women.
Leaning his back against the wall, his eyes heavy, is my close friend Masato. I’ve pondered on the deeds that I have done in my past life, to have earned this friendship- a friendship with someone who walks through the world with one leg shorter than the other.

I walk over the bags and emptied cans, and within few steps I’m standing over Masato. I lean in, not entirely sure how I should bring him back from his fantasy. He often tells me that his mind drifts towards fishing, but I know he’s been hooked on Erina, his long time one sided crush-who at the very least knows of his existence. You see we suffer from anonymity.

Perhaps I should quit stalling and bring him out of his internal misery. 
I flick my index and middle fingers against his forehead. His head shifts uncomfortably, but Erina has her firm grasp on him. I flick again, this time closer to his eyes, hoping he will see the siren whom has lied to him for the past hours. This time, I am met with the most unsettling stare, his eyes have opened, but they share no recognition. 

She has his soul, his heart-oh what a tragedy!

It is unfortunate but…
“You’ve left me with no choice Sato, For I shall destroy her illusion!”

I rush towards the exit, nearly falling over my untied shoes in the process, the light outside hasn’t changed, but I’ve been warned not to play with time. 
When exiting, I look towards the nearest tree, it’s to my left and below the train tracks, I lower my body as I sprint downhill finding very little grip on the green grassy terrain, my feet begging me to be cautious, but how can I when light falls in 1 hour. I reach the bottom but I’m forced to do a lap around the tree to slow down my momentum, falling over roots in the process.

“Uagh that stings~” 
Masato, you bastard-if only your heart was made of steel, and your mind a fortress, then my actions would not have been this embarrassing. 
I stand up ignoring the pain-no point in crying about It, I drop my hands down to wipe of the dirt, no scrapes, no blood-the pain came from contact rather than [scraping]. 
I kneel down, towards the roots, where the soil is softer- I cup up some dirt, using my shirt as a bag- 3 hands full later, I begin the ascent back up towards the tunnel. 


Not all the sand returned with me, but I only need an earful. Masato is still in a deep trance, his eyes now closed once again. His body tilting slightly-in a few moments he is likely to fall, but his current position will make this easier.

I begin to manipulate the edges of my shirt, trying to create a funneling shape.

“I should just leave you here for them, let natural selection take the reigns.”

I bend my posture, kneeling down- I place the funnel edged shirt against his ear lobe.
 
“However, If you were to perish, then I’m surely next!”
and with that, I unload my counterattack, my wrath.

The sand Is quick, invasive-and suffocating, as the sand forces it’s way into Masatos brain.
I get an immediate reaction.
His arms flail, eyes open, and he practically levitates into the air, before stumbling into the train tracks.

“Aaaugh!“
He immediately tilts his Sandunami ear towards the ground…

“What the hell, aaaugh!!, What Yoshi?! what the hell man!”
He says in a fit, slapping his hands against his head, as if it will help reverse the sand course. 

He takes his fingers, practically gauging at his ears trying to get it all out.

“Sand? You poured sand into my ear! What the heck man this is why I won’t get a girlfriend, because now I have an ant colony growing in my brain!”

I thought he was joking, but my arms abrase a new sensation, an itch. I rotate towards the light to find that he was right, the sand was filled with tiny landowners, and they weren’t happy with their home being shoved into Masatos face. 

Luckily, I’m a human- an apex of the food chain, and with a few whacks from my mighty hand, I send them flying into another unseen dimension. 


“You know you could of just tapped, to awake me.” He says with an annoyed mumble. 

I grin slightly, facing back towards him “Oh but I did, twice actually-but her bondage was too strong”

“Her?-“  The light had grown ever so dimmer, but the red steam on Masatos face lit up the walls with a red glow.

He walks over, I’m prepared for a nudge- a slap or even a grapple. Instead he walks past me, and towards my aerosol painting.

He looks up in silence, admiring the colors which I had carefully chosen to match the image in my head-to bring her alive. 

“ Yoshi… Man are you seeing heroines without me?”

“Sato-you know I’m destined to stay a virgin”

He walks up closer, kicking the cans in his wake.

“Man you have a talent, you could work for Miyazaki and his studio.”

“I’m to young for that and besides, the train lines are shutdown.”

Masato, continues to stare, his eyes scanning every detail. 
Her dark black hair, eyes of cyan- where I really managed well was her complexion- it’s a mixture of 2 dimensional and 3 dimensional detailed with thin lining, her clothing reflects Autumn but her eyes are cold as winter. However it’s not complete, it never is…
Her skin color- is undefined, the shape of her hair is a mess, and although her complexion breathes part of her to life, her expressions are distant and gone.

“This is the same girl as last time” Masato recalls, referencing the painting that stands by my windowsill back home.

“Should I be concerned?” He says, looking at me with a slight grin

“No man she isn’t even real”

“Yoshi…Every time you work on her, It’s like an entity trapped within art. Are you sure she isn’t a figure from the past?”

“Have you ever seen a Japanese girl with cyan colored eyes?”

“No, But I keep on thinking-” 

“No” I cut him off, not rudely- in fact maybe I hinted slight embarrassment. 

“It’s not Alison.” I say, while moving and starting to collect my things.
Alison, A girl who transferred into our high school from the foreign lands of South Africa, though her accent appears British- she is the daughter of Charlotte Wedding, a famous European actor- and widow of a deceased Politician. 


The most surprising answer to her arrival was that she calls Masato and myself her best friends.

Yep, our duo is actually a Trio. Filled with two anonymity guys and one insanely rich and popular foreign celebrity. 

 We often make plans with Alison, mostly sight seeing or trying exotic foods- and sometimes we head out into nature reserves or centuries years old temples, I often use Alison’s camera to take pictures, and if time is many (she mostly nags me)- Alison will patiently sit or stand near a landmark, where often times she breathes life into the atmosphere as I sketch her out on Paper, While Masato suffocates my brain with his ever extensive knowledge of Japanese history- this coming from the fact that he is the adopted son of 86 year old Hiroshi Miyazawa, Kamakura’s only surviving Monk of the Shōwa generation. 
Hence Masato was always destined to die a Virgin, may his soul remain pure~ for eternity. 

Today however, Masato and I are enjoying the last days of freedom, Us only- the old duo, just the Machos and Manos, the musketeers, or as Ichinose would call us ‘Thing 1 and Thing 2’.

Tomorrow when the new semester begins, we’ll return to the trio-triangle, which often comes with resentment and disgust from fellow classmates, but we shall manage. 

“You know…” I begin as I walk ahead of Masato, down the path leading to our village. Ensuring that he doesn’t walk over difficult terrain with that stubby leg of his.

“Maybe we should take her to the beach on Saturday, she hasn’t been there.”

I get no response, I glance back and his eyes express a silent sigh. 






















The Chichibu valley is a land shaped by the restless waves of the ocean; its terrain is never flat, and the forest is rich with timeworn trees that have witnessed the tides of battles and new eras. Their very roots are said to hold the remains of great warriors, and out of respect, nature cultivates bamboo near the fallen who were never claimed—a sign of their spirit, for bamboo was once shaped into the shinai that wielded their legacy.
As the path continues to descend, the bamboo varies in size, shrinking into smaller sprouts as we near the bridge that crosses over into Nagatoro.
"I'm glad they've outlawed harvesting them, the bamboo."
Masato says, veering to the right side of the path for a closer look. I follow his line, maintaining my duties as his chaperone.
"Of course you are, else your father would have a collection of weapons to clobber you with."
"You're damn right about that," he replies, shuddering.
"I'd have the flattest behind known to Japan. Still, it's pleasing to see our village preserve such heritage."
I can't help but smile. Sure, fate hasn't been kind to Masato, but I've always praised his mind, not his physicality. If he were good-looking or had a knack for baseball, then surely I would be beyond anonymity—I'd traverse this world as an invisible subsistence.
"Heh," I let out. Yeah, Masato was definitely destined for his role as heir to the temple; it suits him well.
"What's with that? Your face just turned uglier."
I fall back to his side. I swing my arm around his neck, smacking his double chin. "No, I was just considering that in another life I might take your place."
He scoffs.
"Like hell you would."
~*~
The river is always flowing, a fluid instrument that has become an imprint of our home. Water crashes against rocks like a stiff breaker, while trees begin to clear like curtains revealing a new stage.
The path now leads to stairs made of moss and stone. I take the first two steps and wait for Masato's hand on my shoulder, knowing that he is ready to continue, and the process repeats. Once at the bottom, the stairs diverge into a wider and broader stage.
It's not surprising when you look across the river to the far right, on the bank further down, that children are still mucking about, playing tag, or skipping stones across the water.
The village is always the most lively during sundown. Children playing—mothers finishing up the last bit of gossip, while the fathers are nowhere to be seen—their hearts seduced by a pub that promises warm affection throughout the coming night. It's only payment cheques loyalty to sour liquor.
Oh, how times have changed!~ Men once had valor and reason for conquest—victories and banquets. If they saw our generation, subjugated and content with letting time by, then surely the forest would move.
I notice the smell, a grand change indeed. The forest is pleasant, subtle even—nothing comes out at you trying to dominate your mind. Here at home, everything dances for your attention.
However, in my personal opinion, no dance is greater than the bridge. The very stage that brings all of the great things of Nagatoro together, the golden glue.
It's the crossing between modern duties and ancient freedom.
I look up into the sky—the birds are making their final vows, the distant clouds promise rain in a moment's notice—but they await night's approval. The sun is mere minutes away from disappearing, gathering its last breaths before diving down below.
"We are just in time," I say, wiping Masato's hand off my shoulder; can't have rumors spreading.
"I'd say we have 17 minutes until the silver line." He says, scoping his hands into the shape of binoculars.
We hurry our pace across the bridge, hoping to find a spot near the cafe—its warm smells flowing into the air like a river of its own.
The bridge is empty, with only Masato and myself crossing, giving us the time we need to enjoy the sound of water passing below us.
As we near the end, the voices of the locals are urging us on to find a seat in haste.
I point to a bench, next to an elderly couple. Masato makes his way to it, greeting them with his double chin as he lowers his head respectfully.
I walk further on, around the corner and into a narrow street, where a decade-old vending machine hums in a silent wake. I place the silver coins in, enough to get 2 iced coffees. The vending machine claws at the cans, the mechanisms grinding—something otherworldly—before finally spitting out my request.
I head back over to the bench only to find that we now have company.
All three intruders are girls. Masato sits on the far right, his plump buttocks sliding against the bench like a tectonic plate ready to collapse onto pavement. The girl closest faces him with much interest, as if studying a local sculpture. Her eyes are lively with questions and energy that resembles a blossoming cherry tree. The other girls cast their eyes aside in hauteur, but just like the princesses of old, they're too well-bred to voice their opinions.
Naturally, I walk towards Masato's side of the bench, placing the iced coffee on his shoulder to reveal my presence. He greets my arrival like a prayer being answered, attempting to stand up and offer his seat; however, just as the kind gentleman that I am, I politely decline by placing the iced coffee into his hands.
"Yoshi!~ We were just talking about you. Masato says you painted a masterpiece within the tunnels~." The cherry blossom smiles, her autumn bloom shifting the seasons.
"That is a kind way of saying how I spray-painted the tunnel."
"Nonsense Yoshi Taka!" She points her finger out and aims it between my eyes. I am standing a respectful distance from the bench, but her wild nature has no limitations.
"I am sure your painting is so spectacular, even nature will treasure it as a relic!"
I hold my breath, rotating toward the river—I only hope my red ears don't betray me.
Also, since when has her Japanese become this impressive?
Masato covers his mouth into a whisper as he leans forward. "Are you training her? I'm reminded of you when she speaks."
I only respond with a shrug and a new sprout of self-consciousness that grows as I think about how my own words must sound.
"What are you two punks whispering about?" she says with a sulk.
"Probably over something that is beneath you." This coming from Kiori, the girl sitting on the other end of the bench—ensuring she has maximum space between herself and us blockheads.
I've noticed she has changed her highlights again, to red, which ironically is the color I associate her with.
"Alison honey, we need to start heading back—it's almost your curfew," Erina notes, shifting a green Polaroid in her hand.
She's always been like an older sister figure, not to mention she has a soft spot for Masato, but when Kiori's around she's more like a divorced mother.
Alison turns her attention towards them, like autumn debating the calendar with Summer and Winter.
"Oh hush you two—we have Yoshi and Masato here; we are protected!" Alison says with a smile, trying to spread her enthusiasm, which makes me wonder if it's a manipulative tactic.
Kiori stands up, rolling her eyes, while Erina gathers her pale white purse. "Let's not concern your mother hon~ and you know how your brother is."
"My mother is preparing for her trip tonight, and Palmer is an ogre I wish to ignore during my mother's absence."
Wouldn't it be better that you go home then? was what I thought, but I'm aware that families of high stature operate much differently than ours.
Alison takes Erina's hand, her eyes pleading.
"Please, could you take a picture of me in the sunset? Over on the bridge.~"
Erina smiles her way, adoring Alison's doe-like eyes.
We follow them over towards the bridge with no invitation needed. It only takes Alison a few moments to find her setting, running her hands against the stone walls, her eyes tracing the flow of the river's current. She turns around, facing Erina and the green Polaroid—her eyes gleaming with the sunset.
After two takes, and a third with a reluctant Kiori, I offered to take the photo for Erina—freeing her to join her friends in the frame. She nods gratefully, handing me the green Polaroid.
As I prepare my stance, I notice in the far distance the sun intrudes the hills. Alison follows my gaze and smiles Masato over for the picture, slotting him between herself and Erina.
I take three long breaths before holding it, to steady my hands, finding focus, finding benison, for just behind them the sky erupts a silver light that traces across the earth like a blessing from the heavens.
The Polaroid prints out the spectacle; the photo is like a tangible memory. I hold it up closer to my face. It's astonishing how such a gadget can print out breathtaking scenery in mere seconds.
Alison peers over my shoulder. "You took it so well~ you got it all in the perfect moments." She says with delight, and without realizing it I'd handed the pictures over to her.
"But you know what would really deserve a frame?" She says with another smile, handing the picture back.
I've already caught on to her request; after all, she's my most demanding habitué.
I let out an exasperated sigh.
"Oh~ If only my talents were profitable—"
I reach my hands out into the sky, clenching them into fists.
"Must I go through life doing free favors? When will I have the Artistic realm that I so desire?"
I hear her giggling before returning my dramatic gesture.
"Have I not given you experience? When will you see my appreciation for your talent!" She reaches her hand towards me dramatically before grabbing air and pulling it back, but before she could continue, Masato invades our cinema.
"You two…" He says in a sigh that exclaims that he thought he'd seen it all, his hands holding on to Alison and my shoulders for support.
"I appreciate the free drama series, really I do… But my soul trembles in discomfort."
As we headed back into the village, passing the café, Kiori had diverged onto another path, claiming she saw her sister, and left us with a bittersweet goodbye.
Masato, realizing that the tides had changed, dropped back to Erina's side, who walked a few steps behind Alison and I. She was analyzing both the Polaroid and the photos she took.
Alison closed the gap between us, lowering her voice.
"You know, when I open my own school here in Japan, I'd commission you for all the décor."
She had never openly expressed her plans to me; I knew she wanted to work with kids—but I assumed those with stuffed pockets could dream bigger.
Before I could respond with humble gratitude, a dark navy blue Toyota Crown rolls around the corner ahead of us, and Alison stops dead in her tracks.
The driver, careless of the locals milling about, blasts the horn impatiently. A hand reaches out from the driver's window, and they wave at us.
I look over at Alison; her face contorts, tightening in irritation.
"Tsk…" She mutters as the Toyota rolls to a stop.
~*~
Interactions with Palmer are never positive; he is a massive contrast to Alison's attitude—in fact, he is much more hostile towards Masato and myself than what Kiori is.
I am not aware of which king I toppled in my last life, but I am certain Palmer is their vengeance.
"Alison, it's dark; why haven't you clocked in at home yet?"
He says it like it's a rhetorical question, his gaze shifting between us.
Alison, sensing his imminent intentions, faces me—her hands digging into her pockets as she takes out the photo I took of her and her friends on the bridge. She places it in my hands, offers an apologetic smile, and quickly heads off into the back of the car.
Palmer shrugs his shoulders, as if disappointed from her submissive behavior. Before getting back into the car, he is sure to send daggers my way with his challenging stare.
The car sped off like a chariot, leaving tire marks in its wake.
I hadn't even realized it, but my hands were shaking.
After that, the evening grew cold, and clouds began to march in by the commands of the imperial orders of nightfall.
Erina told us that she was sleeping over at her aunt's place in a bouquet shop. I watched as Masato walked her through the end of the street where the shop stood. Erina bowed her way, promising to greet Masato tomorrow at the new semester.
My mind reeled, struggling to settle. The only thing softening my mood was the picture in my hand, which my eyes lingered on between moments of discomfort.
I notice Masato walking back over, his hands placed behind him—the same way Hiroshi does when he walks up the mountain to meditate.
When he returns, he meets my gaze—our eyes exchanging nothing.
"My place tonight?" he says with a strained smile.
I nod. "Yeah."














1.3: After dark

The walk back to Masato's abode rang with silence; no word was uttered, as if the air around us had become contaminated. Although we walked on flatter ground, my legs slid across the streets with heaviness. I had placed the photo into my pocket; my hands hung at my sides, grasping at the cool air that nightfall brought. My eyes kept drifting across the local plains and distant hills, though I can't say if I will remember the scenery by morning.
We had passed the village; the energy had rapidly died down under the orders of time.
"Are we heading to the Monastery or the Temple?"
A brief pause. Maybe I've spoken too early, still, I can't hold this act forever.
I look over my shoulder. Masato is a few steps behind, keeping pace—his gaze fixed on the road below us, his mind wandering above the stars, clearly lost in thought. 

He hadn't heard my question.
"Do I need to find another ant colony?" I say louder.
His body shifts slightly. His hands, which he had placed behind him, fell. The haze in his eyes cleared, and in fact his face twitched in annoyance.
"He's living by the Temple these days—he finds that nature eases his restlessness."
"Is it about the Larch tree?"
My mind shifts to the tall standing temple guardian near the foot of the hill. They are hard to come by in our region; locals often viewed the aging giant as a blessing from the heavens—though recently it has begun to wilt despite the prime of winter.
I receive no response. Masato is not one to believe in fortune telling, and ghosts hold no grudges against him—still, his father's concerns settle over his heir like sand in the wind.
*
The ascent had gone on in silence. Masato refused my help during our climb. I couldn't help but feel that it was defiance over whatever polluted his mind.
"I've already forgiven Palmer," I say before reaching the temple grounds—ensuring that I don't plant seeds of grudges into these sacred grounds.
"No, more like I have no choice to," I say with a sigh.
As we reach the top, the view behind us is shadowed by nightfall—but the distant lamps appear like fireflies comforting the roots of heritage.
Though I have the privilege to be called a regular here in this imposing piece of heavenly red and golden architecture that never bends to shades of night, it never fails to haul my breath away.
Behind the main prayer hall, the ground rises higher into the sky. Oak stairs lead you to crystal clear waters, held by nature's design of dark green moss and smooth rocks. Seldomly have I been allowed up there, as it's preserved for meditation or finding answers clouded by human judgment—two separate ideas.
I notice a warm glow escaping from up there.
"We've moved all your papers and materials from my room to the main hall," Masato says from behind, his gaze following the glow above us. "It might be a while, so keep yourself occupied until I'm back with him."
He parts way with me, though I don't immediately move on. I watch Masato as he gets on all fours—climbing his way up the hill. Hiroshi believes that these unfair exercises will help Masato work around his disability, hoping that he will be able to care for the Temple when Hiroshi has been called for new duties.
Once I am satisfied that he won't fall, I make my way towards the main hall—taking off my shoes before stepping on the wooden flooring. Though it was designed as a place of prayer, the shrines and monasteries are more prevalent among the locals, hence Masato and I often sleep over in here without the concern of disrespecting the prayer grounds.


I collect my art supplies-deciding only on a simple pencil set and a pack of paper sheets, containing about a dozen or so-all wrapped up in worn string, I tuck the paper between underneath my arm and the side of my chest. The hall fails to provide enough lighting, hence I’ve decided to make my way to the kitchen.

From the entrance of the hall, I walk further away from the main path and towards the courtyard, recently a cypress tree had been cut down leaving its enormous stump behind holding a lamp that rests on it. 

I look to my right, where a statue of a kitsune flashing 5 tails- rests ontop of near perfectly round rock. Though it’s posture is dignified its eyes are rather judgmental, which is ridiculous considering it’s colorless. 

I begin my walk across the courtyard, for on the other side stands the kitchen-or rather the Temples café.

I note that the main light is on, so I won’t have to scurry to the kitchen to find the generator, which is behind the dining area near the open entrance.

As I adjust my hold on the pack of paper, brining it in tighter- and clamping my hand down harder against the container of pencils, I notice a figure walk across the inside dining room coming from the right side. 

I stop dead in my tracks, dropping the container of pencils. 
The lighting is just enough, for me to make out that the figure striding across the dining room is a woman-though I can’t make out her face. 


“Uhm…” I begin not nearly loud enough for them to hear me.

I realize that she is shorter than I, so I tense my shoulders trying to place more authority within myself-she might just be one of the few that is staying over in the Lodging area and she appears young from her straight posture.

Still why is the hair on my skin feel like it wants to rip away?
It’s almost like I instantly got this alien feeling, a mixture or fear and awe. If she were a local then surely, I’d view this as a minor inconvenience.

She continues to stride across to the left of the dining room, slow and deliberate-elegant even, yet-even though I can’t see her face, her steps seem sorrowful. Why does this feel so familiar?.

Just before she reaches the exit, her last step is slow, and then she stops. She shifts towards my direction…

I drop the pack of papers-no, I fell back straight onto the ground.
That pale skin, those cyan blue eyes- and that distant cold expression. 

“You’re that girl” I quiver out, my lips trembling, my body feels trapped in cement, my heart wants to shatter.

She doesn’t reply with words, instead I notice her eyes now flow with tears, running down her pale skin.

I watch it from below, as the tear falls onto the ground- I look up and the girl from my dreams no longer stands there. 

I don’t know how long I sat there, only that my mind retraced to the tunnels, to the dream of her that I’ve had time and time again, ever since… I scrunch my hands against the grass-it’s roots protesting as I pull it out of the ground. 

I pick myself up, quickly gathering my things together- the grass had contracted most of the paper sheets with wet stains, from condensation, leaving me only half of what I had. 

I cautiously walk over to the dining room, my feet had been bare, so I wiped them on the welcome mat. Inwardly I knew she was no longer there.

I look to the ground where her tears had fallen- where she had left her sorrows, but shad taken it with her-my doubts began to mock me, so I sat down by the servicing table, laying out all the surviving pencils and paper sheets-and I began to draw.

~*~

When I was eleven, I’d been asked to the front of the blackboard by my teacher to showcase my orientation project to the classroom, I had chosen local birds.

Our project dictated that we use cameras to capture our findings-but I had failed to find or even borrow one, hence I went to a local park and spent a day drawing out a Russet sparrow which had bathed within a bowl of water, held out by a statue of a Widow. 

At the time I hadn’t grasped at the average drawing skill level of kids my age. 

So when my teacher, had me present it to the principle I thought I was in trouble. 

5 years later that drawing of Russet Sparrow, ontop of the Widow statue had earned me friend.

I remember our conversation so vividly, even though back then it had been a rather sorry excuse for Japanese.

“Stranger, Hello!” 
She had awoken me from my day dreams, or rather Masato had quirked my chair from behind, for she had stood there for some time already. 


“Uhm…” was all I could manage.

“The sparrow, at the entrance of the classroom!~” 

“You mean the entrance of the school?” Masato questioned, not rudely-but it seemed he was more aware on helping her than I was. 

“Yes! The Sparrow – is so beautiful! He was born when you were 11?”  Masato, again answered for me-back then I was useless at conversations, useless at holding my own, but Masato’s instinct to teach girl overshadowed his usual nature.

“You mean, When he was 11- he drew the Sparrow?”

The foreigner nodded, aggressively- she begins giggling at her own mistakes, taking it all in by sheer stride. 

“~I’ve never seen such…” She stops, looks at her hands before making eye contact with Masato expecting him to answer again.

“Such a talented young artist?” he said this slowly, though now he leaned forward, pinching my neck and trying to get me more involved. 

The girl smiled at Masato- throwing a double thumbs up in his direction. 

“Talent” she said with more aggressive nodding. 

After that, all three of us met after school, we had driven inside a car though I can’t remember what type it was, though I’m sure Palmer would as he had just gotten his license.

Back then driving around with both siblings had been rather…

Lively. 


~*~

I can still remember how she smiled, how we all smiled.

It’s these moments which I am able to live in, these memories-that allow me to sketch, draw or paint well.

It takes a moment for my mind to clear of the past, I focus on the page-and my breath hitches.

“Wow…” I say aloud to myself, it’s not often that I am able to surprise myself-as usually everything I draw I’m immersed deeply within, but this…

I sketched her in black, grey and white- yet when I blink for brief moment-the page jumps out at you- with colors that threaten to escape, her complexion her eyes, as Masato would say

“Like an entity trapped within art.” I say remembering the morning which now feels like years gone past.

Alison, her hair flows-though not in the same why at the bridge which had abided to subtle afternoon theme, no this capture her wild nature which has grown on me time and time again.

Alison, her expression as lively curiosity that swirls within the texture and lines held by her eyes. 

I wiped my brow with the back of my right wrist hand, a motion I did when I’ve completed a drawing or painting. 

It’s rather amusing though, as I haven’t completed the lower portion from memory, I had only sketched her in front of the silver lining, the ‘perfect moments’ she had said. 

Considering how my hands aren’t aching, it’s likely I’ve only sketched for an hour-there aren’t any clocks around to confirm this, as the Temple refutes clocks-believing as a distraction to those who spend the day here, still, I hope that Masato will return with Hiroshi soon so that I may deliver the sketch, before it’s too late. 


I’m aware that I can deliver it to Alison tomorrow, however with the new semester it may be difficult to have a moment with her, due to all her friends, signing up to clubs and other relevant activities.

It’s hard to explain but going to her residence-despite how high the moon rests, my heart recognized that it’s something that I have to do.


~*~



It wasn’t long after finishing the sketch that I heard mild voices approaching from the courtyard. 

I dropped my pencil-having cleaned the shading I had done surrounding the silver lining within the sketch. 

I placed my chair back neatly under the service table, you never know the mood that Hiroshi will be in at this time of the night.

I step out of the dining room, my eyes taking a few seconds to adjust from the lighting behind me, luckily the glowing lamp ontop of the cypress stump made it easier for me, and their voices was loud enough for me to overhear their banter.  

“…And that’s why you should never trust an American woman, the Fairy lady told me she was going to the loo, however in a minute the manager came and said she was stuck through the window…”

“So she tried to get a free meal out of you”

“She would of gotten much more out of me had she stayed”

“Remind me how old you both were?”

“Well let’s see, that was back in ’58, meanin-I was 46 and she was about 60”

“No wonder she failed to get through the window”

“Sato my boy, if only you knew the woman of those days-you just can’t find them anymore.”


Masato snorts, before waving his hand in greetings at me- his expression all the more relaxed than earlier,

“Did you hear that, My father was into older woman”

I grin his way, “ I’m grateful, else it would always be rowdy here.” 

I hear the old man snicker “You see Sato my boy, Tashi hear gets me.”  I smile, that’s Hiroshi for you- he may be old and frail- failing to say my name correctly, yet it doesn’t bother me, I’m just relieved to see the old man this relaxed. 

Masato waits for Hiroshi at the entrance, allowing him to enter first out of respect, he walks past-and though it’s a dining area he undoes his sandals.

He smiles at me placing his hand on my shoulder
“You brought money with you Kakashi?” 

“Only enough for 1 game” I say with a sigh.

His smiles widens, his grip on my shoulder tightens

“Atta boy-you know how to entertain an evening, that brave spirit of yours will take you far.”
Masato echoes from behind me “—And drive you poor”.


Masato sits down on one of the dining tables at the back of the room, the ones placed against the wall, he places his hand on his stiff leg rubbing it slowly.

“Show me.” He says nodding over to service table, where my sketch lays. 

“If it’s done of course” he says shifting slightly to make his leg more comfortable. 

I walk over to the service table, past Hiroshi whom is inspecting one of the wooden tables just before the service area, rubbing his thumb against a chipped corner.

“Those mites are at it again” he mutters- though I can’t help but being perplexed on how termites could of chipped the wood in the way that it has been. 

I pick up my sketch, and navigate my way to Masato’s table- I look back to see Hiroshi heading inside the kitchen- even though I respect the old man, I feel this sketch shouldn’t be observed by him.




I lay it down on the table, before sitting on the chair across from Masato-keeping my eyes on him and my ears perched on the kitchen. 


Masato’s face may be blank but his eyes are drowning within the details of my drawing, grasping at the same feelings, and emotions that I have so desperately poured into the illustration.

He was silent and still, dropping his bad leg onto the ground-using his hands to hold onto the table. That was the only signs I got from him. 

From the back, inside the kitchen I could here old man Hiroshi gathering the board and returning- so gently I take back my sketch, and hurrying across the dining room to place it underneath the surviving paper sheets. 

Although Masato said nothing, his silence was enough. 

~*~

Some moments later, I found myself in a bit of a dire situation. 

I’m reading the board, before me with much discomfort- somehow both Blue and red have claimed 18 of the 27 apartments respectively – and all the properties on the homestretch are Hotels. In order to bypass all these landmines I need to roll a double 6 and then a 4 and that only if I roll a 5 on my second dice then I’m met with Masato’s water park which if I land on will cost me 700 Yen. 

Masato notices my gaze landing on his Water park, and he let’s out a smile fit for a king.

“Would you like to visit the waterpark, the rides will cost you.”
He says it with a cackle.
 This double—crossing bastard and his father is no better.

“Say Sato my boy, how is your net-worth holding” he strokes his goatee, but his eyes have relit a flame that had been  buried for years. 

“Business, has been good thanks to my kind and faithful contributor” He taps me on the shoulder, like I’m beneath him-slow and depriving taps.

“I’m up 2400 yen-and what about yourself old man?”

The old man cackles “Well I’m…”

“Alright enough…” I say waving Masato’s hand off my shoulder, looking back down onto the board. 

I should just leave, but when you are sitting between an old man with a walking stick and Masato whom has somehow gotten a hold of one of my pencils-well let’s just say I’m hopeless.


Obviously they’re both in on this scheme of theirs.

I look back down helplessly, at my two only apartments—both on beggars street, worth as much as a sack and cloth.

“You both are pitiful vermin.” I say taking the dice into my hands.

“Rich and Pitiful vermin we are.” Hiroshi sneers.


After the game, having emptied out my pockets I had given Masato my art supplies, having told him that I planned to head over to Alison’s place. He didn’t question the time or why the sketch couldn’t wait, he just took my art supplies with a nod—promising to put them away neatly for me after when he is done here at the dining room.

I had the sketch in hand, tucked under my arm, but before I could head of Hiroshi had something to say.

“Let me walk you out Tadashi my boy.” He places his hand on my shoulder, his other hand wrapped around his walking stick. 

I nod my goodbyes to Masato, a silent confirmation that I’d meet him again tomorrow at the new semester, he returns it before his way into the kitchen to prepare a meal for himself and Hiroshi.

Hiroshi and I step outside onto the courtyard, his hand never faltering on my shoulder.

As we reach the end, our pace slow—meditative even,
He tightens his grip on my shoulder slightly tugging at it, signaling for me to stop.

I turn around to face him—and his face…

That veil of concern has returned-the one that Masato had warned me about. 

I don’t dare to utter a word, my back tensing as the air turn dense. He notices, the looks down adjusting his walking stick slightly and leaning against it.

“Masato said he saw a black cat today, he said it had scurried into the bushes near a bouquet shop.”

Honestly I was surprised to hear this, not what I was expecting-nor did I understand his premonition.

“Masato isn’t one to use such events, to for tale his fate.”

The old man breathes a heavy sigh.

“Back when I was your age, I had the same stiff spine as the both of you.” His eyes recall a time and day that I could never.

“However I’ve grown up, and over time my spine has been battered with omens and truths that now…” he takes his hand of my shoulder, rubbing the other wrapped around his walking stick. 

“Yoshi…” He looks dead into my eyes, that stare is worth decades and his stern voice commands me to listen.

“I’ve felt for sometime that something is upon us, that will test our wills, and our views of life. I’ve meditated this for hours and days on end. Listen to me when I say this.” He places his hand back onto my shoulder squeezing it tightly.

“We are not born to conquer alone, warriors have always had a brotherhood, but at the end of the day it’s you who has to stare into the river-at that reflection, and to answer to it all that you have done, and what you will do tomorrow.”

His words were heavy—enough for me to imagine myself by the river—one I could recognize, yet I failed to see my own reflection. 

“I’m sorry—these things are not clear to me yet.” I say with a hint of regret, the sincerity in his words were layered with urgency, but I felt as though my heart was naïve, innocent.

He nods—as if expecting my reaction.

“You must still fight your battles-only then will the river quench you but remember this, when you look into your reflection, you should recognize what looks back at you.”
His words which run deep like an ocean, although I’m no better than Masato at believing omens and such, still, I respect Hiroshi— he is somebody I look up to. 

I nod with sincerity, taking a step back—though his hand never leaves my shoulder.

“I’ll respect your warning, and I will take your advice to heart though I must admit, it may be difficult for me to understand now.”

He let’s go of my shoulder, a small smile escapes him. 
“You’re a good kid Tadashi, better than most.”

And with I bow my leave, parting ways with haste as if the omen would grow feet and chase me down, but moreover I felt the sketch beneath my arm had sharpen on the edges.

When I reach the bottom of the hill, I take one final glance at the wilting Larch tree, saying a silent prayer that it would heal—
For all our sakes. 








1.4: They Stole her light


There is something thrilling about running in the dark, full of adrenaline, anxiety, scanning frantically with your eyes, yet—unable to see more than the next step ahead—if your eyes permit, or the thought that maybe just maybe, something watches beyond your cloud of vision. 

I’m no athlete, but the downhill towards Alison’s neighborhood had me breaking my own physical capabilities. My strides were long, threatening to stumble— to collapse onto the pavement, likely tarnishing my sketch of Alison. 

I’m being irresponsible no doubt, but I feel that I need this—
To shake of the unease that infests the back of my mind, like honey being poured over my brain, slow—heavy—difficult to absorb.

In the distance I can see her street, it’s the only one with lights instead of lamps, for they can afford such luxuries here.

When I reach the bottom, now a walking distance from her street, I ease my stride into a light jog, sweat trickles down my neck—reminding me not to over do it. 

The street lights welcome me into the neighborhood, their designs resembling that of the western world, simpler clean and silver and yet highly modernized.

Alisons Mansion lies at the end of the street, beyond that is her back garden which stretches until the dilatant forest of Chichibu. 


I slow my jogging down to that of leisure walk, though nothing about this is relaxing, I had hoped that maybe the run might of quelled my nerves, but my heart swells—still, I can’t have second thoughts. 

Two houses down, I notice a gentle gray smoke escaping into the air by the Mansions gate, I strain my eyes towards the source—near the walking entrance stands a man I could recognize in a crowd.

He drops his cigarette as I approach the gate, stepping on it in the ground before picking it up and placing it in a glass dish ontop of a steel round table—those for décor and birds to gossip on. 

He walks to the gate, having full authority to open it for me, which he does—extending his hand and a polite pristine smile. 

“Mister Taka Yoshi, a pleasant surprise—what can I do you for?”

I accept his hand, though I can’t confirm his grip due to the black sleek gloves he wears—though if its out professionality or fashion I can’t tell.
“Walter sir, I’m glad to see you are well, I’m here to deliver a drawing to Alison, is she a sleep?” 

He lifts his chin, giving me better lighting of his features—his eyes inquiry with his wrist watch, though he has to pull back the sleeves of his black suit to have a clear view.

“The young lass is up and energetic as ever, with her new semester tomorrow she’s rather enthusiastic—in fact I just finished revising Japanese literature with her just to silence her nerves.” He says rotating his view back to the mansion, inside there are evidence of much activity—with shadows moving behind the blinds of lit rooms. 

I nod at this, sounds like Alison—I can’t imagine when she’s not restless, even in class she has a fidget that she’s attached to. 

“She has a great tutor, her Japanese has improved greatly, and I no longer can compete with her in Mathematics, though I’ve never been decent to begin with.” I chuckle to myself, trying to ease the deprivation gesture.


“Taka Yoshi, you flatter everyone has their own gifts, in fact yours is tucked underneath that arm, mind if I take a look?”

I nod handing my sketch through the bars of the gate, though part of me is agitated—I hadn’t wanted Hiroshi to see it—yet I’m dishonoring my own skepticism, maybe it’s Mr. Walters accent weaved in with our local tongue, it leaves a foreign ring when he speaks—or maybe the honey within my mind dampens my reactions. 

Walter was hired by Alisons mother, when the Weddings lived in South Africa.

He shifts towards the light, both hands holding the paper with care—his eyes moving around the page before stopping dead in it’s tracks. 

We stand there for some time, seconds going by—I use the time trying to find the thoughts withheld by his sunken eyes, his lips are hidden by a black mustache that refuses to show if he is smiling or just neutral. 

Finally, he lifts up a hand—rubbing it against check, the gloves shining slightly within the light hanging above the Entrance gate door. 

“Taka Yoshi, this is a fine portrait you’ve drawn here. It’s not every day I come across such expressive…” He stops, walks back over to the gate and place his spare keys into the lock—within a few motions, he opens it and steps out.

I walk over, he gestures for me to enter—handing over the sketch when I’m inside the premises. 

“I won’t get ahead of myself, give the lass that portrait you’ve drawn, but ensure she doesn’t stay up too late—it’s back to school for the both of you, and I expect responsibility from the both of you.” I nod reverently, his authority is stricken, but I still muster some courage

“Thank you sir, I will do my part.” I say bowing slightly.

He nods approvingly “Come I’ll walk inside with you, I’ll see if I can help with Charlottes things.”

He begins to walk towards the front door, though it’s some distance as we navigate the illustrious garden, which refuses to sleep despite the night and clouds gathering above. 

“Is miss Charlotte home?” I say suddenly unsure if I should enter, her and I are on good terms— I’ve managed some conversations with her before, still I wouldn’t want to overstep my ground. 

“Don’t get cold feet now Taka Yoshi, Charlotte is fairly fond of you, I’ve seen it— she’d likely open her doors for you at any time.”

He wipes his feet on the door mat, I decide to do the same but I realize irritably that I’ve left my shoes over at the temple.

“Also…” He says turning the knob on the gigantic door

“It’s fairly rowdy at the moment.”



To say that I felt out of place doesn’t bring it any justice. I’ve never gone indoors of the Mansion, my occasional visits have always been outside. 

There were staff running about in every which and where, I’d look into one room and find 3 ladies busy with there duties, and in the lounge room I’d see 5 busy replacing dirty covers and sheets. 

Despite being the middle of the nights, the house was busier than ever. 

Walter notices my bewilderment
“When Charlotte goes on her trips she becomes quite...” his sentence is interrupted from behind us.

“Difficult” A tall stern man, silver all over, I recognize him instantly—for he is the tail of Alison during the school semester.

“Jovi, could you help locate Alison, Taka Yoshi over here has drawn an impressive portrait for the young lass.” Walter says, maintaining his Japanese, I wonder if it’s out of respect to me.

The butler remains a sturdy and straight face, he glances at my direction- lifting his circular glasses with his hand—I note that he is also wearing gloves, though his is white. 



“He is her classmate, yes? Couldn’t he have waited for tomorrow.” 

he asks eyebrows raised, he drops his lowers his hand next to his waist, though he somehow manages to straighten his already perfect posture.
 
“The youth are energetic; it’s a good sign for our future.” Sir Walter says with a tugged smile, he remains positive for my sake, though it’s clear that the Head butler is intimidating him as well. 


“It’s a school night Mr. Walter; I’d expect better professionalism from you-“

“Taka Yoshi!~” The head Butlers accusations is cut short by a wild blossoming cherry tree, who with much excitement runs over and grabs me into a hug—something she does when it’s just us reuniting. 

She holds it for a tight second before letting go, I manage to gasp for her air, and she giggles at my struggle.

Behind her I see a replica, though she has had more seasons to flourish, I quickly bow my respects to her—Alison sulks at my formality.

“Come now Jovi, the semester only starts tomorrow let the youth be young to night.” She says in a tone of leisure mixed with authority. 
Alison gives her mother a smile before tugging my arm to go 
“My rooms a mess, can we go outside?” She asks with eyes wide open, very second contained inside the mansion—the more excited she is becoming.

I nod her way, grateful at her proposal – despite how massive the indoors of her establishment is, I felt quite claustrophobic my anxiety growing like roots threatening to hold me down. 

“Miss Charlotte, thank you— I hope for your safe return.” I say with a slight bow

She nods my way, her gentle smile cutting away the roots of my anxiety. 

“Thank you Yoshi Taka—Though I hope I can borrow Alison for a few more seconds.”

I watch as the staff carried suitcases to the front door, design s of modern and refined textures patented with scales and fur, yet more artificial than natural.

I nod quickly “Take all the time you need Ma’am.”

We all made way to the driveway, the staff placing her luggage inside a fairly small car like blocks of a puzzle, it’s rather impressive how they managed it. 

I learned as I helped moving a heavy red polka dot bag to the front passenger seat, that Mr.Walter had offered to take miss Charlotte to the airport.

“Alright that seems to be it all Charlotte” he says his accent thick this time, using his elbow to press the trunk down

She nods, before looking over at Alison, her eyes expressing that she already missed her daughter, it was only then that I realized Palmer was no where to be seen.

“You’ll give the new semester all that you got ok dear.”
She says with confidence, mixed with a mothers worry.

“I’ll give it 250% mother!” Alison says with a huge smile, before bursting into tears racing towards her mothers arms for a final hug.

Charlotte consoled her daughter, stroking her hair gently in a slight hug, though she looked at Jovi—who returned their silent conversation with a nod. 

With that Charlotte gathered herself—and entered the car.








Alison opted, for the park away from her residence down the street. Although I would of preferred, we stayed closer to the house, I was just grateful that she amused this time. 

“~Yoshi Taka, tell me honestly— was I that breathtaking on the bridge?”

She says with a giddy expression, lifting her chin up, intertwining her hands together and playing with her thumbs like a school girl would, though she is a few hours early for that role. 


“Well I wouldn’t say that exactly…” 

“Huh!?” she exasperates, she places her hands against each side of her waist respectively, her expression dignified 

 “Now now, Yoshi Taka, you don’t have to be shy in front of me!”
She says it but more to herself.

“It’s not that!” I say with more expression than intended.

“Then what is it Yoshi Taka, what could you possibly have for a girl at this time?

She says with a grin, closing the gap and leaning in closer—
I sigh under my breath, her mischief shows no bounds!

“I’ll show you at the park” I say with a mumble, maybe I should of waited for tomorrow.

She looks at the sketch tucked firmly under my arm. 
“Now you really have me curios,” she says lamenting

“Fine be like that, but I won’t look at you until I’ve seen it!” she looks away from me and across the street from us.

“The park is still a distance away, you really want to be stiff all the way?” I say in slight disbelief, this girl is impossible when she doesn’t have her way.

She doesn’t give react, no sign of giving up on her guilt tripping.

“Alison…” Still nothing
“Alison please” she stiffens her arms crossing them together

“Hmph” she murmurs.


It had been rather unpleasant, the walk to the park— still if she was going to be hard headed then so was I.


“You really didn’t say anything to me?!” She says with tears trickling down her eyes.

“Yoshi Taka your so unfair!~” 

Honestly this girl, you’d think that she had matured during the holiday!

We sat down by a bench, made of wood though I can’t tell which for the street light could only shine so bright.

I take the sketch from under my arm, but before I could place it down gently—Alison grabs it away holding it in front of face, with intensity. 

I had wanted to see her reaction, but with how she held it all I could do was wait. 

And wait I did, my ears began to ring from the silence, in fact I felt as if the dark had begun to close in slightly. 

I was tired of the waiting game, I reach out my hand, grabbing the top left corner of the sketch and began gently pulling it down onto the table, but what was revealed to me had my heart ache.

Alison had tears streaming down her eyes, how I hadn’t noticed before unfathomable—he tears rolled down her cheeks, but refused to break of at her chin instead parting down her neck.
She had been holding in her breath—or maybe it had been shallow.

Now that she could see me she began sobbing openly, wiping at her eyes frantically, I’ll admit I didn’t know how to console her. 

she continued sobbing withing her shirt pulling it up to her eyes as if it was a tissue, My own breath hitched— I couldn’t understand what was happening, I just sat there useless and unsure, what should I do?

Nothing. I waited for her—and in time her breathing steadied.

“I’m sorry Yoshi Taka” she chokes, her voice shaking her voice a struggling breath her eyes buried within her shirt.

I place my hand on the wooden table my palm open—showing support, though I’m not sure if that’s what she needs, 
she drops her shirt, her eyes red from the struggle, she looks at my hand and reaches out for it squeezing it, her pain flows through no because it hurts but because I suddenly feel like I’m understanding her—none of this makes sense to me.

We sit there in  silence for a few seconds, my own throat closing slightly—my emotions finally registering, however I remain in control but with much strain.

“You never cease to impress me. Yoshi Taka.” 
She says it with much meaning-forcing her words to be steadier, trying to look me in the eyes, but her brows reveal the struggle.


“I’m going to have that portrait framed—” she vows, her hands squeeing tighter as assurance.

“I’ve never seen myself in such a way, but now that I have it’s like…” she stops her eyes looing towards the clouded sky as if looking for clearance.

“It’s like I was able to see myself past present and future—it was so nostalgic that it hurts Yoshi Taka.”

“How do you do it? How do you see such beauty, such tragedy in the world?” her eyes begin trickling again though I wonder if it’s just her coping with all this emotions. 

“How did you do it?” She repeats looking back down at me. 
I shift on the bench moving closer to the table, I thought having to explain would be hard, how I drew her—but my mind was clear. 

“I remembered the sparrow, and all the times you were there for me. When I drew you, it all felt…”
I look at my other hand, as if holding the word—yet I can’t believe that I’m being honest about what I saw, when I drew her. 

“I was being honest” I’ll admit it felt corny it really did—but Alison didn’t view it that way, her quivering lips turn into a smile, she wipes another tear that threatened to escape the corner of her eye. 

She looked at the drawing again, though I couldn’t help but feel that she was collecting herself a smile surfaced, her posture straightened and her hand returned to her lap.

“I wish I had her hair.” She says though her tone is lighter than before.

“Well it’s possible, I mean she is you.” She giggled at this, her hand tracing her own blonde hair. 

Then silence, as if the air promised something important.

“~Yoshi Taka…” Her wild nature was returning, her tone reshifted back into the one I had heard earlier in the mansion when she greeted me. 

“~Let’s open our own club, tomorrow in the new semester.”
I was surprised at her sudden vision, however I couldn’t doubt her sincerity- her eyes painted with a red pink still shone that sparkle which now had been engraved on paper. 

“It will a club for art—An art club!” 

“I thought our school already had one.” 

I wasn’t trying to diminish her idea, but I wasn’t following her sudden shift in mood.

“Yes because we’re going to run it, it will have a new club room—I’ll buy all the equipment and…” her eyes are full of energy, full of excitement.

“Alison...”  I say calmly, I look straight in her eyes—drawing her attention back to the bench. I try to approach this gently

“If you are doing this for me then stop—”

“You dummy, I’m doing it for myself.” Tears begin streaming down her face, again—and yes I feel terrible

“I’ve never done something that I didn’t want to do, I want to have a place where I can go to and just—be me, and you said you wanted an artistic realm remember!?” 

She points at the drawing on the bench, the sketch of her

“I want you to be able find more of this, I want the whole of Japan to see it and I want to be there every step of the way!—and.”
She stands up from her chair

“You can’t convince me otherwise!”

she says with a serious, watery face—her face is painted with a pinkish red which is only radiant by the street light which finally does the night justice. 

I realize for a brief moment, that I too am glowing red—yet,
 it’s not embarrassed, I’m touched. 

“Then I won’t, Instead I’ll support this dream—for it is now my dream! Starting tomorrow—no starting now my dream is to start a new art club, one where you can be your honest self.”

I hadn’t raised it yet but I was standing now too.

Alison grins at my sudden fashion—at my sincerity.
She reaches out her hand again though it floats in the air, her pinky extends—it honestly looked so silly but she did it with such fierce belief.


“Pinky promise, That you won’t back out—that you’ll see this through the end.”  I look at her bond with little contemplation, I reach out my good hand my left hand and I seal our pact. 


Her grins turns into a gentle smile.
“Yoshi Taka, thank you—I’m so glad to have a friend like you.”

My heart trembles it’s a miracle how I’m holding myself together, will I ever know another genuine and pure person in my life time?
Though I’m shameful, unable to return her honesty, I can only hope that she understand I’m grateful for her as well, that she has brought so many sunrises within my bland life. 









We decided to end it there, parting ways with a gentle but meaningful hug, it wasn’t embarrassing—I Think it has to do with emotional connection we just shared, but whatever it is— it has now fueled me with a renewed ambition, one that can be described as fire on a mountain.

Alison insisted that she’d walk herself back, saying she wanted to calm herself down for Jovi’s sake and that if I were with her she’d probably get all emotional again—whatever that logic is.

“A lady needs a breather can’t have it all exciting” She recites from something foreign, as she waves me goodbye, I wave back with a grin—nothing special, it just felt the most natural to me in the moment. 












~*~

The clouds promised rains—but they failed to deliver rain.

I remembered a time when the clouds delivered—I had already placed my foot on the mark down on the track, I had looked to the stands and saw my sister watching—her raincoat wet from the downpour, but she didn’t care, for she knew that today was important that if I could give it my all—our lives would change for the better.

When the gun clocked despite the heavy crashing of rain—I could hear it as I had for a hundreds of times. My legs tensed my breathing shaky, my sister looked me in the eyes, no matter how fast I ran she would be there for me at the finish line.



My name is Syouma Shioya, I currently reside in the village of Nagatoro of the Chichibu district, I moved here 5 years ago from my original home in Osaka. I had detested moving here but without a degree, expenses in the main City was just a little unbearable, and with an injured acl, it was difficult to make my living on the track. 

My dream of reaching nationals is behind me—in a book that was never finished or maybe it was never written. 

I had hated Nagataro, I viewed it as my failure—a thought of what could have been had I driven responsibly—had my eyes been on the road, both hands on the steering wheel instead of answering my managers excited calls about my future, my success. 


Drawing back to present reality, I stop by a tall tree  near a meadow of tall green grass, surprisingly waist high, behind this Greenland that hides its end is a river. 

I take a sip of water, the thought of a morning swim quickly reenergizes my legs. I’m not as fast as I used to be, in fact I don’t think I’ll ever reach the level that I had back then—but my time here in Nagatoro has helped me realize that I’m glad that I still have legs to run, to be able to enjoy the mountains, thousands of species of flowers and the beauty of nature which can be understood on a morning such as this one—I wonder would I have enjoyed cross country more?  


I finish the water in my bottle and place it back in my sack, noticing my shoes are loose I decide to retie them, can’t have loose feet—traction is everything. I bend down and begin doing the procedure, the one that I’ve mindlessly done thousands of times before, though something keeps me from being totally mindless. 

I look at the very end of the road a bout two steps ahead of me, I see trickles of red, mixture of dry and wet. I stop tying my shoelace, letting it drop to the sides undone. 
I step over to investigate the color—though I felt I knew what it was—
“blood…” I say with a murmur, I see a light trail as if footprints revealing a path of it’s on though I’m not sure.

I’ve seen blood before—and I see it every time that nightmare returns, haunting me of crash—how she could have had fulfilled life had I just been careful. 

Every fibre said run away, but if there was blood there was death—and I’ve grasped a trace of it. I follow the path of red away from the road, and into the field. I step over on something, causing my ankle to twist slightly, the pain is heavy striking me from my foot to my head, my vision blurs slightly, but I brush it aside, wrapping a hand around the pain—rubbing it, my eyes clear enough for me to see shoes, female shoes—this has me breathless cold and a mixture of despair. It was small but a kids size, though it’s stickers were youthful—it was a canvas sneaker, something I’d expect from Osaka or maybe a foreigner but here? 

the pain in my ankle subsides and I get up slowly, my head feeling heavy my stomach unhappy, I urge rationally to head back to the road, but my human instincts are driven for the truth.

I brush the grass apart, stepping slowly treading carefully. 
The adrenaline becoming more and more vile within my body, yet it’s the only thing keeping me rational. The blood is becoming more dense, the trickle becoming traces, the stench becoming iron—rough and protruding, it’s almost enough for me to head back onto the road but I know that whatever the path of blood leads me to, it’s here on the next step.  

Slowly, I peel the grass apart, and my eyes go loose, my stomach convults heavily, pouring out my breakfast and some more. 

I’m on my knees begging for control but my eyes are tearing, my brain screaming in pain, my body aching.

All for a lifeless body. 



















1.5: A crow caught in a net:

I shifted uncomfortably inside my uniform; the winter tie insisted on choking my neck, and the socks, made from an unholy cotton, coiled up to my knees, suffocating my skin and antagonizing it freely. My trousers concealed their crimes, adding a cardboard-like feel to the discomfort.
Standing in the corridors, I shifted my weight without any real purpose.
Masato needed a hall buddy to help navigate the many stairs that plague our high school.
Unlike the ones near the temple—planks with gradual inclines—the stairs here at Chichibu High were not designed with care.
Crawling on all fours, here is where your future wife might be walking. Well, Masato wouldn't tempt fate.
But I wasn't shifting because of Masato. I had been uncomfortable all morning.
Alison hadn't arrived at school today, and today, of all days, was the first day back. Despite her wild nature, she was fairly tame for school, taking it very seriously.
When she had been sick, Alison would often stick it out at the infirmary. Classmates would adore her during lunch breaks.
I remember a time when two of our baseball team troupe stood guard by the doorway, their faces noble and stern.
This morning, upon entering the premises, I arrived with a renewed passion, almost as if school had become bearable.
Committed to our promise and with nerves threatening to spill out, I was battling inner turmoil and the sleepless night that preceded it.
She hadn't arrived; orientation had given her enough time to sneak under the teacher's radar to show us her commitment to perfect attendance this semester. Her chair remained empty, leaving her fellow students—the large entourage—without their blooming flower as lunch approached.
When Masato returned, very little was exchanged—I sensed such silence was not from mutual concern but rather because our minds wouldn't speak further about it.
The empty hallway added to the silence, prompting another thought in my mind.
It's fascinating how she has taken over all our lives and our hearts. She could just be unwell, but the classroom's mood had shifted entirely.
Within me, a selfish desire grew—a desire that today, just for today, all of us would forget about her. To ease the day ahead.
As we navigated the stairs, with Masato channeling his uncontrolled strength through his hands on my shoulders, I felt guilty for having such a horrible thought—not even the pain could make it go away.
Yet, as we entered the hallway leading to homeroom, I heard the faintest of mumbles escaping the classroom.
I entered first, Masato following behind me. The atmosphere was noticeably different—still anxious, maybe less tense—but the movement and groupings around desks gave me the impression that somehow the class was moving on.
We sat down at our desks in the middle row at the back. Our presence stirred no recognition. As I took my seat, I wondered if I could drift the day away, if my mind would latch onto something to help me get by.
~*~
It didn't take long.
I was above the clouds. A bench rested there, though part of me tensed at the thought of sitting. However, with the wind swirling and my skin noticeably rough from the cool sensation, I found my gaze steering off into the distance.
The clouds arose in layers, as if they held a landscape of their own. My neck followed the incline, but the strain suddenly made it feel heavy. The bench seemed comfortable then.
I sat down right in the middle, wondering what my subconscious would stir up.
Usually, it's fragmented or, like a mirror, holds a reflection—not of me, but of something I've seen or experienced.
Lately, it has been the cyan-eyed girl.
Last night, my mind retraced the courtyard, but that was all I could control. It refused to rewind to the moment I had seen her elegantly glide across the dining room.
Instead, I moved towards the Kitsune...
I was no longer in the sky, where clouds floated like a moving world.
My mind had settled in front of the Kitsune. I was still seated—now on the grass of the courtyard.
My vision refused to look beyond or away from the Kitsune, and though I wanted to run my hands through the grass, my body asked me to concentrate.
So, I did.
I stared at the Kitsune, at its condescending expression, at how it flaunted its five tails as if each held more meaning than my existence.
These were the first thoughts that came to mind. Though the mystique it presented subsided, all internal irritation.
I looked into its eyes, as if somehow I'd be able to see deeper.
And I did, for then I realized its eyes had color.
They were a golden green—one that could be mistaken for gold but instead demanded recognition as natural beauty.
And it was beautiful, fierce, and otherworldly, as if it held meanings from the next life or from my past. These were my thoughts, though I felt more clouded internally—uncomfortable with the depths of this dream and how conscious I was about it all, yet clueless as to why I had drifted here.
My vision began to blur, my eyes losing focus of the Kitsune, its eyes becoming like glowing fireflies while the trees behind it grew clearer. I realized then I wanted to look beyond, behind the kitsune.
I peered up towards the tree.
And my heart sank in dread.
One of the branches hanging over the courtyard’s fence was heavier than the others. I noticed why very quickly.
Crows feverishly attacked what hung from the branch, though what struck me was how silently they did it. They worked in terrifying harmony, their beaks reaching into what seemed to be a net and tearing apart flesh.
Their feathers rustled without disturbance as I noticed two of the ravagers attacking a limb sticking out of the net. The limb didn't resemble a mammal or rodent. I think I refused to believe it initially—maybe out of fear at how horrifying and real this all felt—but I could clearly see that the crows were feeding on their own kind.
 
And the feasted was still alive, blood escaping from its beak and its eyes showing its helplessness. I thought for a brief moment that maybe I should intervene. One of the crows tugging at the net, at the flesh of its own kind, pecked at its eyes before gouging them out with a swift twist; blood immediately poured out, dark red, black, and flesh, which were held compacted by design and all unfolded onto the ground.
 
The crow tugging at the net immediately noticed the fallen flesh and flew down to the ground on the other side of the wooden fence. 
It threw the piece of flesh up into the air before catching it in one swift swallow. Its eyes scanning the forest grounds for predators or maybe prey.
It then noticed me, looking my way. Its head shifting from side to side and then instantly flying at me, right over the fence and straight towards my face.
I was still sitting on the grass.
and I had no time to react, no control over my arms. Nothing to cover up. In a swift motion, it clamped down on my nose.

I had hoped that then my mind would recall me to reality, but as the pain coursed all over my face, tears instantly pouring out of my eyes, I had to endure the extreme ravaging as my nose felt as if it were being torn open, my throat in flames, my eyes clamped shut as I fell back flat on my back, as the crow kept its grip tightly over my nose, twisting, turning, and pulling at me.

Then suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder, and my body, which had lost control before, refused basic instincts because in my mind here, you're forced to endure yourself. 
The hand eclipsed me back into reality. 

~*~
“Hey Yoshi?” The voice was familiar, feminine, but my eyes were slow and my throat refluxed; my insides inverted instantly, giving me no time to gain control.
 
My hands grasped at something firm, but now my eyes fell back inwardly as I gave way, my chest heaving and my back rising with my shoulders and into my neck.
 
My nose screamed in phantom pain, but just like in my subconsciousness, I failed to react to it.

I could feel how myself release, my chest rising higher with every heave and my neck feeling tighter with burns scraping with deep discomfort. 

My eyes remained close, out of embarrassment and loss of control. 

As my hands continued to squeeze firmly on the rough edges of existence, the only thing keeping me from slipping into subconsciousness.  




1.6: Vultures
My entire anatomy was heavy from my shoulder to my eyes and numb from my hands down to my feet.
Lost yet self-aware and frustratingly unable to move.
"Yoshi man, do you—" I couldn't quite hear him; Masato's voice rang along the inner walls of my head, aching it with every syllable.
I couldn't make out what he was saying exactly, for my mind was an intoxicated mess, unable to catch his words, failing to focus.
Just like a heart, I was slipping in between consciousness and subconsciousness.
Oh, how I wish for my bed and for the nurturing taste of water. Masato, you fool, can't you read my mind?
We've been friends for long enough.
"What's wrong with him…" but slowly "Poor Erina, she's soaked." Slowly I was coming back.
"Erina, are you okay?" "Let's get you washed up." "You can borrow my spare jersey!"
Their voices, all feminine, orbited my skull like asteroids burning up before a collision.
My face felt numb, the heavy plague had complete control over me. It festered in sparks, exploding from my stomach and echoing on the surfaces of my skin.
I wanted it all to stop, so in an effort I tried to regather myself internally.
It all accumulated in the center of my mind.
"Disgusting—Poor Erina."
I open my eyes despite the burning sensation mixed within. I raise my head, trying to rest my back against the chair as the liquid smudged on my face runs down my cheek before dripping off the edges of my face.
"Why couldn't he have just gone to the infirmary?" I open my left eye; the girl with the braids looked at me with pity, the worst kind of pity. I've never really spoken to her, and in this state...
"Where is the..." I struggle with a mumble, my voice croaking with deflated and weak articulation. I couldn't muster any poise. As moronic as that sounds, I'd rather try than be seen as lacking any self-respect.
I lift my right hand, as numb and heavy as it is, I smear it across my face before dropping it to the side of my chair, my head lolling to my chest as I manage to grasp some sort of control of my eyes now.
I look up and I find 7 or maybe 8 girls huddled together in a group just before my desk. All completely ignoring me, their hands working quickly over the center of their group.
Masato leans in from behind "You've messed up man, this is a big mess literally. Seriously you were coughing up blood, I thought you were dying!"
I groan, only to myself.
My stomach churns at the realization that Masato wasn't exaggerating, the proof was all over my desk, shirt, and regrettably Erina as well.
"Where's the teacher?" I ask louder than I wanted to, but I had done too much to be embarrassed.
"He left a few minutes ago, got called in just before you erupted." He says it without a grin, I sensed he knew not to push it.
However, at his comment, the one girl within the group turned around in an instant. Her hazel brown eyes beaming with a gaze that uncovered a disdain that pronounced Masato and I are a waste of space.
She had a ponytail, was fairly short and had a weird array of bracelets running up her arm all pink in color.
Honestly, I couldn't remember her name, I only remember those who make an impression on me, hence I found myself taken aback.
"You think this is funny? Erina is covered in this slob's vomit. Do you know how long it is going to take for her to remove the stains and that putrid smell!"
My face comes alive, a heat spreading across my cheeks as they flare up in a burn.
Erina steps out of the group, her hand reaching for the girl's shoulder.
"Yumi it's fine really, Yoshi is just unwell—" She's soaked and her face pale, despite clearly being shaken with nerves.
Erina still thinks of others, naturally trying to ease the growing tension.
But the girl called Yumi, a classmate I've never spoken to and her character unfamiliar to me. She wouldn't allow us to get off easy, her bracelets all loosely swing around her arm as she plants her hands firmly on Masato's desk.
"No, this stub needs to understand, we all deserve respect, Yoshi has spoiled Erina's pride."
I tried not to face her, but her frustration pulled my head around as if a third hand, propelled with intensity, grabbing a hold of my head and forcing me to witness Masato defend our ego.
This was all uncalled for, she was dragging it out. I felt embarrassed and this girl whom I'm sure I've never spoken to, offended or even questioned was now questioning our self-respect.
It was irritating, and Masato wasn't having any of it.
"You're acting as if he vomited into Erina on purpose, that is utterly idiotic. Yoshi is clearly unwell."
"Idiotic? Huh, then mind telling me where his logic drowned. Why hadn't he requested to excuse himself before making a mess?"
I couldn't admit that I had dozed off, nor that I was unwell. I had no symptoms, it all stemmed from a dream. How illogical, explaining it all would likely have me excluded from any future gatherings.
Not even Alison could save my reputation.
"The teacher left! how should he have—" Masato began but Yumi cuts him off.
"Any responsible male would have control over their body, clearly there was no self-restraint."
It was pointless, her ego is like a flare that threatens to grow and scorch us all.
And poor Masato, I knew he wanted to comfort Erina, or to at least have helped out but the entire class was showing hostility.
Usually when Alison is here, it's bearable like a scale kept within an equilibrium. Her absence unwillingly has caused frustration, and the resentment that was held dormant now had a feeding ground.
Masato and I usually fly by under the radar, but since becoming friends with Alison, I've had the feeling that both of us are a hot topic within the gossip groups.
Now that she wasn't here, I felt that those like Yumi despite being quiet, and those watching on the edges. They are just like vultures feeding off her frustration.
It's unfair and uncalled for, and these realizations despite my weak body, I felt irritable.
I watch as Masato regains himself "I'll get him checked out and call the Janitor while I'm at it."
He says this calmly while stepping out of his desk, holding onto his chair for support.
Yumi watches this, her hands holding steadfast on Masato's desk as she watches him struggle. A smirk plays over her face.
She scoffs "Oh please, you can't even walk yourself around without needing support, you might fall over yourself before even reaching the infirmary."
Now some students were taken aback, Yumi had crossed a line but her predatory gaze showed she was prepared to go further.
I look into Masato's eyes and all I could see, was an abyss. That stare and gaze that I had seen once before.
The memory had my heart race, back then I had run at full sprint as I pulled him away from the edge of the cliff.
That brief memory…
I instinctively moved, my brain was still caught within that nightmare, I bumped my knee against my desk as I stood up, but I couldn't care.
Yumi faltered as her expression changes from predator to innocence.
I was still weak and fighting my own body, but Yumi's preaching about respect now seemed hypocritical and it annoyed me enough.
The classroom rang in silence yet I realized quickly that it was my ears, ringing out of anger.
"How dare you. Have you no compassion for him? If you are quick to judge about restraint then surely, you're a hypocrite."
I don't shout this, nor do I express a venomous tone.
I don't wait for her to respond; I step towards Masato, my eyes never leaving Yumi's. That is where I poured all my venom.
I knew she saw it, how I reflected the same worthless feeling she gave me a minute ago, was now being reflected back to her.
The vultures surrounding us whispered. I reach for Masato's shoulder, but in that instant Yumi fell straight onto the floor.
I looked to the ground, trying to find what she had tripped over, my eyes surveying a spotless floor. Had she tripped over herself?
The contact had been loud. Masato flinched beside me. Yumi's palms met the linoleum directly where it hurt.
Her sudden, vulnerable stature almost made me forget her words. Instinctively, I reached out my hand.
She didn't look up immediately. For a moment — just a moment — I thought she might take it. Then her eyes lifted from her lap, hazel and spilling steam like hot coffee.
I don't retract my arm in time, as it's smacked away with such force.
"Don't touch me, Idiot!" She says, a tear forming on the rings of her eyes.
I was confused, a mess and unsure as to what exactly I had done. I felt as if all the events that unfolded were that of a bad dream. Maybe I was still drifting, my physical body lounging comfortably over my desk.
Yet I knew that I was only kidding myself.
I failed to meet the gaze of Masato, Yumi or even my other classmates. I was embarrassed, lost within my own unwell body and unsure as to how I should tread this hostility. I was to focus internally but the realization that a shift had moved the entire class to another focus.
I turn around, my eyes focusing on the door and then the front-end center of our classroom. There were two of them, they wore ties and carried badges that dignified their uniform. The one commanding the most attention was female, her expression serious. Yumi was still on the floor — and the officer took great note of this.
I note our teacher standing on the edges by the entrance, like a nervous mouse, his shaky voice tightening the tension.
"Students, these are detectives they represent Chichibu district police station. Please treat them with respect and follow their directives." He finishes with a bow and steps out into the hallway.
I wondered if I should sit back down into my desk, but with the mess and Yumi on the floor I was fastened, held by questions and the authoritative stance of the female detective.
"My name is Haruka, Yoshida Haruka." She begins, taking a step towards the desk in front of the middle row, the student arches back with discomfort.
"We are investigating an incident which occurred early this morning. We believe that some students may have..." She pauses, I notice her eyes haven't moved from mine.
"Information. Information that could help with our investigation. If we call your name, please conduct yourself orderly with my associate Detective Ura." She raises her hand towards the man on her right, he seemed to match her intensity despite his nerdy appearance, glasses and hair combed with precision.
"Be prepared to be held within our custody for hours, food and water will be provided. I will finish by saying that this is not an arrest, only questioning."
Her emphasis on questioning was meant to lighten their urgency, but the emphasis had some students widen their eyes.
The detective took out her notebook, opening it to a page bookmarked with a pen, her eyes only scanning it briefly.
"Odawa Erina, Hiroshi Masato, Kakegawa Ichinose, Yagame Hiro and Takanashi Yoshi."
My ears began to ring again, not out of anger but from shock. I wanted to obey but I felt as if I was struck with hot iron.
"Wh-what's going on?" This came from Ichinose; her lips quivered, her legs visibly shaking, a complete contrast to her usually calmer demeanor.
"Yeah why am I being questioned? I have a baseball match this afternoon, I can't—" Hiro began. He had stood up from his desk in the front left row; he was tall and affirming, but his confidence was quickly snapped away from him.
"My instructions were clear, if your name was called, conduct yourself orderly. Rejecting to cooperate will only prolong your time. Your teacher will notify your coaches, parents and other relatives. If you cooperate, we won't have to use too much of your time." Detective Haruka said with clarity and affirmation. Her eyes studied Hiro, questioning him to continue.
Hiro seemed irritated, but he complied. "Tsk — fine, let's get this over with."
With the growing murmurs of our classmates, each step cautious with uncertainty, each of the named made their way to the male detective. Masato and I approached last.
The man looks at Erina and myself, the mess all over our uniforms and stains of blood that have since dried into our fabrics. His face does not show disgust but instead questions, something you'd expect from a detective.
It seems Haruka has also noticed our mess, but no words or signs of contempt were given.
We were all guided outside, the growing murmurs and whispers of our classmates growing louder, contrasting each of our belief to remain silent.
In the hallway I notice Mr. Ura, Kiori and Ms. Tomita.
Erina exits the classroom last, her face remains pale, strides pathetic and eyes that clench on nerves but long for freedom to melt. Kiori instantly rushes over, her arms freezing just before reaching into a hug, unable to console whatever mess Erina had been in.
Her whispers were clear, I was hyper aware at this moment.
"What happened, you're a mess. Erina are you unwell?" Kiori lifts her hands against Erina's skin, checking the heat coming from her forehead. It's the gentlest I've seen Kiori be with anyone.
Erina lifts her lips, trying to seem positive.
"One of our classmates is sick, I just happened to be nearby." Not specifying, no gaze in my direction to hint at me as the culprit. She wasn't going to confess.
I noticed why instantly, and I was grateful.
Kiori's face went from contempt and concern into a quiet irritation, her hands clenching into fists.
"Tell me who it was, Erina..."
"Kiori stop, they aren't well. I was just unlucky." "Unlucky, common sense Erina, they lack the common decency to..."
With her voice rising in irritation, from Erina's soft heart and maybe the haywire stress brought on by the detectives, Ms. Tomita approaches them both, initially stern but upon seeing Erina, she dissolves.
I walk toward the opposite end. I hadn't begun to speculate what we were called upon just yet, or the questions I would be asked; my mind was simply tired.
I was tired and sick of today, without proper sleep and a nightmare that threatens to visit me again tonight. I was emotional and dissociated from the nerves keeping me sane. That was important, especially in front of the detectives.
We hadn't moved just yet, students were peeking through classrooms, footsteps echoed at the ends of the hallway.
Masato, who had been in a brief conversation with Mr. Ura, walked over to me.
"They are just discussing car arrangements; the teachers are being really pessimistic about our treatment."
"They are just worried about our school appearance."
"Why would they? Our school is not that special; our government built this infrastructure on the edge of a forest."
"Pride, Masato. It's a condition that has no boundaries."
He pauses, as if noting my sour tone. His earlier darkened atmosphere from the encounter with Yumi could not be seen, but I know better and that I should check up on him when this is all over. Not now though.
Our flesh had already been wounded, our own pride tarnished. Our only remaining vocation was to protect what was left of it all, even with the threatening afternoon that awaits us.
Masato finds some ground internally, I can see it. He's already a step ahead of me.
He chuckles. "Pride is not worth anything, my friend, but I wouldn't mind spending it on some MochiMochi." He says this with a widening smile.
I breathe out slowly before returning my own dry smile.
"I could go for that, mind sparing me some when this is all done?"
He nods before clapping my shoulder.













The vehicle was stale just as the air was quiet, with only the unbalanced, deflated left back wheel showing signs of life as the car limped its way into the Chichibu Main district.
The forest kept itself in the rearview mirror, with the hills of Nagatoro flattening behind the same way a serpent crawls its way down underground.
I've never been questioned by authorities before — my mind scrambled between questions that wouldn't form and adrenaline that refused complete attention.
Just like this morning in class, I was drifting between what was present and sinking into what felt like a heavy haze.
One moment we are passing open roads, fields of green grass holding an architecture of human-made board signs or the occasional slander that defiles concrete and yet respects nature.
In the next, I find my eyes registering traffic lights guiding the salarymen across a busy intersection. I almost regret not savoring the ride more; the main districts are much busier than what I am comfortable with.
I had the window seat, but then again, we all did. Hiro sat up straight in the front passenger seat, Masato and I sat in the back, each of us keeping to our own while the detective tagged as Yaguchi drummed his thumbs against the steering wheel, his eyes cursing the red light.
I could note in the reflection of the window how Masato played with his hands, this contrasting my own otherwise stillness. While my friend's mind was racing with questions and uncertainty, I felt calm in the sense of relief.
Maybe Yumi's fanatics are a blessing in disguise, though I'll never thank her for it. The overstimulation from our conflict has left me deflated — it's as if a warm fuzz was planted within my forehead, creating an atmosphere that is comforting because it hides my thoughts and emotions well.
But I'm not a fool; I won't allow myself to be completely foregone. Although the detectives were calm and collected in their outward appearance, Detective Yaguchi's constant drumming and synchronized checking of the rear-view mirror confirmed something to me.
It showed that we wouldn't be left out of his sight, and even though I couldn't fathom my involvement, I would need to tread their questions with absolute care.
~*~
The car's indicator brought me out of my tenth daydream as the car took a right turn, crossing another road before meeting an entrance guarded by a gate.
The sheer scale of the building in front of us wasn't the light that showed importance, or the gate that treated us with procedures.
It was the concrete walls and how they made me feel further from home. The car rolled in with a mocking leisure, yet found an open parking space that echoed us to leave in haste.
Closing the car door, I felt awake — the unfamiliar air cleansing the fuzz — as I felt my body wanting to fall apart.
I note by the entrance the double doors, and note the traditional wood that I'm used to. Erina, Kiori and Ichinose stood together on the verge of holding hands yet afraid to. Detective Haruka stood closer to the road, her body rotated to see our coming and the girls' miniature squirms.
"Walk ahead of me, single file, and don't speak until you're spoken to." Yaguchi said efficiently. We had already closed our car doors and Hiro naturally began to stride in front as if the order would not be discussed.
I followed, trying to observe the area in full, but the concrete walls and smell of car fumes forced me to eye the floor as the gravel paved into tiling that appeared almost glass-like, yet sturdy and clean — as if representing all those who work here.
The intoxicating smell and noise all died after our group passed the double doors, which had opened in a swift silence. I gazed upwards and noted the roof lowering, trying to enclose the space, minimizing options for my eyes to wander as I was forced to confront the front desk.
Behind it sat about seven of them, some male, some female, all in uniform and hunched over, paying us little to no attention. I see why immediately — Haruka steered the girls to a corridor on the left, Hiro followed as we turned into a hallway with walls decorated with self-portraits, framed certificates and copper plates boasting the date of establishment.
It almost made this place seem more enjoyable, human even, as if trying to remind us that it's people that work here. Yet as we passed the few closed doors of rooms that I'll never investigate in this lifetime, I noted how every officer holstered a weapon.
You'd typically find that comforting, showing their duty to protect, but with how we were being treated as suspects, those weapons suddenly felt a whole lot more threatening.
At the end of the hallway, I saw four ways to continue — a left turn, a right turn, and stairs that both ascended and descended. I realized we were on ground level, meaning those stairs descended below ground. The realization hitched my breath as Hiro peered over his shoulder, eyeing me.
"Look forward." I heard Yaguchi echo from behind, though at a distance. I looked over my shoulder — a natural reaction — as I glimpsed a gap between Masato and me.
"I said look forward." Yaguchi's voice was raised, without echo. I quickly turned my head back as I watched the girls heading upstairs — Haruka leading them — not paying us any attention, her gaze fixed on their ascent.
"Go downstairs, two floors, turn right and enter the second door to your left."
The instructions were crisp and clear; it filled me with dread. Our group was beginning to separate — internally, I had predicted this — but the thought of going underground...
It's not the same as a tunnel, and the nerves were back, but I held together for my own sake. If this was just a questioning, then surely we could use any other floor or room?
Hiro diligently adhered to the detective's orders. I wish I could borrow his courage — this is the difference between us. Why he could swing a baseball and I could not.
We made our descent with haste, turning right and within meters finding the correct door. We had to wait as Masato and Yaguchi were still busy with their descent. I noted the door — the glass was a blur, impossible to see through. The hallway itself was a lot dimmer, the lighting held together by bulbs instead of the fancier ceiling lights found near the front desk.















Chapter 8:
 2.2 Dismantle
The inside of the interrogation room was somewhat disappointing.
It was clean, well-ventilated—the air crisp, carrying a wavering scent of chemicals and polished wood that lingered at the back of my throat.
Detective Yaguchi had been casual since the four of us sat down. We each introduced ourselves by name and meaning. The detective then pressed for our achievements, perhaps to loosen the room's tension.
Since Masato and I had empty trophy shelves, the conversation shifted entirely between Yaguchi and Hiro.
For a moment, I found myself invested, even without knowing what the Yankees were—only to discover it wasn't a person at all.
"I'm telling you, Miura is the one to watch this season. Might even become a Hall of Famer," Hiro said with quiet pride, visibly suppressing a smug look.
"He's durable, I'll give you that, but he ain't that special." The detective's formality dropped along with his leg, which had been crossed until now.
Hiro had bested whatever debate had grown between them over the last few minutes, though I couldn't say specifically how. I gave up holding a bat after being struck out by a female pitcher in my third year. The sport went with it.
I shifted in my seat. My right arm ached—a dull, spreading tension in the tricep that always surfaced when I felt cornered. I rubbed at it absently.
"How busy is your weekly class schedule?" The detective glanced over at Masato and me, his complexion still casual and easy—yet his eyes pressed for a response.
I had been too guarded. I realized this before Hiro's easy banter had even begun. I hadn't once looked over at Masato, who sat at the furthest end of the room.
Hiro, seated closest to the detective, began answering for us.
"I often skip homeroom for extra practice. Conditioning for the heat of autumn, you know." He sat up straighter.
I noted his tendency to brag—the way he swung his arms when describing how he pitched a ball. I glanced toward the detective to see how he received it.
His face remained casual, nodding along with Hiro, but those eyes held a faint indifference. Then there was the pen in his hand, and the brief pauses he made each time his gaze drifted in my direction.
"If my team wins the autumn tournament, I'll get picked up by big-name universities…"
I looked from Hiro back to the detective.
Then it clicked.
The guarded stance Hiro had held outside in the hallway—leaning against the wall, arms crossed, as if silently promising to stay quiet—that version of Hiro had been quietly, involuntarily dismantled. All it took was a thread of shared interest, pulled at just the right angle.
From a single basic question, the detective had grasped Hiro's passions. More than that—his flaws. Hiro loved to boast. He enjoyed controlling his own narrative. A detective's task is, in its simplest form, to observe the flaws of a person's character. Hiro hadn't realized that Detective Yaguchi had merely been melting the frozen butter.
I let myself sink deeper into the chair. I should have focused on my posture, but my mind had begun to reel around a harder question.
What have we done?
Why are we here?
I looked up at the ceiling as though searching for the sky—then remembered that to find the sky, I'd first have to look at the ground.
Was it about Alison? Hiro had let that thought slip before we'd even walked in.
It was a reasonable fear, and not without roots.
Everyone gathered at the police station knew Alison. Everyone in Nagatoro knew Alison—the entire Wedding family, for that matter. Their mansion was hard to miss. But the people in this room knew her more deeply than that. We'd spent the summer with her. We'd been there when things started to unravel.
Still, it was speculation. And for now it remained easy enough to brush off, because Alison was simply at home, unwell.
Last night at the park she had made a promise—something we would both honor. Those tears of hers had watered the seeds of a dream.
I intend to nurture it.
Gripping the arms of the chair, I pulled myself forward.
"Detective—" I wasn't sure whether I had cut through one of Hiro's tangents. Honestly, I didn't care.
I looked past those glasses, trying to meet him from where he stood—to reach him at his level, just as he saw us.
He was already waiting for me. I noticed it immediately: a focus that had quietly sharpened the moment I moved. Had he known I would do this?
That I would react this way?
No. More like he had wanted me to.
I paused—not to steady myself, but the way you hold your breath before diving into an ocean, uncertain of how far down you'll go.
"Why exactly have we been called in? I feel stalling makes this unsettling."
I rubbed my right arm. The dry pain had spread further over my tricep.
The detective replied blankly, moving his glasses higher up his nose as if his answer required some thought.
"Straight to the point, huh? Well, Yoshi Taka, you shouldn't have to feel unsettled. I am not interrogating you, am I?"
It was an open challenge, an invitation—but I had no clue as to why.
He spoke as if I were a guilty child, but beneath the act, I felt as if he viewed me as something more.
"It's just—" I began, but I realized my response was a trail to a dead end, a trap.
I clenched my fist, the right one. The pain in my tricep intensified.
"Just what, Mr. Yoshi Taka?" He pressed, leaning forward in his chair, resting his arms on his legs.
Just what?
I don't know. I feel as if my integrity has been questioned without words.
Should I know the answer to a blank question?
The thought circled back on itself, tightening like a noose. He hadn't accused me of anything. He hadn't even implied wrongdoing. And yet the weight of his attention made me feel as though I'd already confessed.
I forced myself to breathe.
"It's just that if you have questions, Detective, I'd prefer you ask them directly." My voice came out steadier than I expected. "Rather than waiting for us to incriminate ourselves through small talk."
The room went quiet.
Hiro stopped mid-gesture. Masato shifted in his seat for the first time since we'd sat down.
Detective Yaguchi's expression didn't change. He simply tilted his head, studying me the way you might study a puzzle piece that doesn't quite fit where you expected.
Then he smiled.
Not warmly. Not coldly either. Just… knowingly.
"Incriminate," he repeated, as if tasting the word. "That's an interesting choice of phrasing, Yoshi Taka. I never said anyone here was guilty of anything."
My stomach dropped.
He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. "But since you're so eager to move things along, let me ask you this: when was the last time you saw Alison Wedding?"
The question landed like a stone in still water.
I felt Hiro's eyes on me. Masato's too.
"Last night," I said. "At the park."
"And how did she seem to you?"
"Upset."
"About what?"
I hesitated. The promise we'd made—it wasn't illegal. It wasn't even suspicious. But something about saying it aloud, here, in this room, felt like handing him a weapon I didn't fully understand.
"She was worried about her family," I said carefully. "About expectations."
Detective Yaguchi nodded slowly, as if I'd just confirmed something he already knew.
"And did she mention anything else? Any plans? Anyone she was afraid of?"
"No."
"Nothing at all?"
"Nothing that seemed relevant."
His eyes sharpened behind those glasses. "Relevant to what, exactly?"
I realized my mistake immediately. I'd assumed context—assumed this was about something specific. And in doing so, I'd revealed that I believed there was something to be relevant to.
The detective saw it too. I could tell by the way his pen tapped once against his notepad.
"Yoshi Taka," he said quietly, "Alison Wedding didn't come home last night."
The air left the room, along with my soul. 





















