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            Prologue

         

         1

         Kawaminami Takaaki scurried through the downpour until finally he found his destination and quickly entered the building. He took his pocket watch from his coat. It was a memento of his grandfather, who had passed away two years ago. Since then he had given up his wristwatch, and used this old-fashioned timepiece instead.

         It was almost half-past four. He was already more than twenty minutes late. He thought he had left home in plenty of time, but it seemed he still wasn’t quite used to life in the city. Changing trains had turned out to be more troublesome than expected. And when he left the station, he had met with a deluge. Buying an umbrella had eaten up more time, as had his trouble trying to follow the directions from the station.

         He felt especially bad about being late given the identity of the man with whom he was finally going to be reunited.

         But, Kawaminami reassured himself, the person he was going to meet was not the type to be offended by tardiness. He would just smile and forgive him, whether Kawaminami was late by twenty minutes or two hours.

         Kawaminami closed his umbrella and shook off the rain droplets as he looked around the dimly lit building. He was standing in the lobby of “Green Heights”, a block of flats located in a quiet residential area of Kaminoge, in Tokyo’s Setagaya district. Like many buildings in the city, its name was in English. 14

         He glanced at the silver letter boxes lined up against the wall to his right. He quickly scanned them for the name of the person he had come to visit, making sure he got the right number: 409.

         Kawaminami felt the warm glow of nostalgia as the swarthy face of the man he hadn’t seen in three years took shape in his mind. He had a large, hooked noose, slightly drooping, deep-set eyes and a sharp chin. When he furrowed his brow and pouted, he gave the impression of being a brooding, morose individual. But Kawaminami knew for a fact that he was actually quite cheerful and talkative. He remembered fondly the innocent, boyish smile that sometimes illuminated his features.

         However, while Kawaminami was glad about their impending reunion, he couldn’t ignore the fact that, in a corner of his mind, there was a hesitation. A kind of lurking anxiousness.

         He understood very well why he harboured such feelings. To put it simply, he was afraid. Not of the man himself; what he was afraid of were his memories of the incident that had occurred three years ago. Memories that would inevitably come alive again once the two of them came into contact. He suspected that the real explanation for his failure to reach out to the man in the intervening time lay in those feelings of fear.

         Of course, he knew only too well that he shouldn’t dwell on the past. Three years ago, many of his friends had died. The psychological shock inflicted upon him had been tremendous, and the case had changed his life immensely.

         But it was time to escape from the shadow of the last three years. You can’t change the past, no matter how much you want to. Those who have passed away will not come back to life. Not unless you obtain the power to turn back time itself – time that is eternally in motion, moving from the past and towards the future.

         Was it this wretched rain that was making even his mind feel drenched? Kawaminami felt suddenly as though he were slipping down 15an emotional slide. He shook his head in an effort to stop himself from falling even deeper into the abyss.

         He walked to a lift he had spotted at the far end of the lobby. Shaking the last remaining drops from his umbrella, he reached for the call button. But just before his finger made contact, the lift doors opened, and a woman stepped out of the cage.

         She was tall and wore an ecru hemp suit over a light-purple blouse. Her light-brown, wavy hair was neatly cut, stopping just above her shoulders. Kawaminami squinted when the necklace hanging from her fair neck flashed gold for a moment. Her rather distinctive perfume was discernible amid the damp air in the lobby. It made him almost drowsy.

         The woman’s eyes were downcast as she made her way past Kawaminami. He glanced at her face – and started inwardly in surprise.

         She was wearing heavy make-up and large, dark sunglasses. She looked to be around thirty years old. He couldn’t get a good look at her features due to the shades – though he was at least sure she was quite attractive. But nevertheless he had the feeling that he had seen her before. They hadn’t actually met, but he seemed to remember her from a picture…

         Distracted, he turned around to have another look at the woman instead of entering the lift. She was peering inside the letter box next to the one numbered 409, which Kawaminami had just been looking at. She took a few letters out, put them in her bag and then walked towards the glass doors of the lobby.

         After she had disappeared into the unrelenting rain, Kawaminami turned his gaze back to the letter boxes.

         She had been looking inside the one for number 408, the neighbour of the man he was going to visit. When he saw the name printed on the plate, he was startled.

         
             

         

         kōmyōji mikoto 16

         
             

         

         He stepped away from the lift, which was waiting for him with open doors, and took a few steps back towards the letter boxes to have a better look, to make sure he had not misread the name.

         The paper tag on the box did indeed say “Kōmyōji Mikoto” – not a common name by any means. It had to be the Kōmyōji Mikoto. Which would also explain why he thought he recognized her face.

         Kawaminami stepped inside the lift, still pondering this remarkable coincidence. The faint smell of her perfume lingered inside the cage.

         When he rang the bell of number 409, the door opened almost immediately. A slender man dressed in a pair of jeans and a wrinkled black T-shirt was standing on the threshold. His face had not changed.

         “Ah, Conan! Welcome.”

         Just as he had three years ago, the man fondly addressed Kawaminami as “Conan”, a nickname derived from the alternative readings of the kanji characters in his name.

         “Hello. It’s been a while,” Kawaminami said nervously as he bowed. “Sorry I’m late.”

         The man looked puzzled. “What? We said four, didn’t we?”

         “Yeah…”

         “Then you’re not late, are you?”

         “Er…” Now it was Kawaminami who was confused. He took out his pocket watch. “But it’s already half-past.”

         “That’s odd. It’s only four according to my clock.”

         Perhaps he had only just woken up. He rubbed his tired eyes as he turned around to the sitting room.

         “See?”

         There was an old-fashioned octagonal clock hanging from the far wall. Its hands were indeed positioned just before four o’clock.

         “Oh, but it’s not moving…”

         The man blurted it out himself before Kawaminami could say anything. He ran the fingers of his right hand through his unkempt hair. 17

         “I can’t believe it. I bought that clock only recently at an antique shop, you know.”

         “Ah.”

         “And I wound it just yesterday. I suppose that means it’s broken.”

         Kawaminami could barely stop himself from laughing at the man’s baffled reaction to this turn of events.

         “Oh well, I’ll sort it out later,” he said as he turned back to Kawaminami. The man – Shimada Kiyoshi, or, as he was also known, the novice mystery writer Shishiya Kadomi – wore the same boyish smile that he had often bestowed on Kawaminami three years ago.

         “I’m thrilled you’re here,” Shimada said. “You’ve become quite the dapper chap, haven’t you? Anyway, come inside.”

         2

         Kawaminami Takaaki had first met Shimada Kiyoshi in the spring of 1986. He even remembered the exact date: 26 March. He had been twenty-one at the time, in his third year at the engineering faculty of K— University in O— City, in the Ōita Prefecture on the island of Kyūshū.

         It had all started when he had received a letter. It had been signed “Nakamura Seiji”.

         Nakamura Seiji was an architect renowned in his field. He had lived a somewhat secluded life on the small island of Tsunojima in Ōita, where he had built two curious buildings: the Blue Mansion and the Decagon House. However, six months earlier, in September 1985, he had come to a grisly end. In order to solve the mystery of the letter apparently sent from beyond the grave, Kawaminami had visited Seiji’s younger brother, Nakamura Kōjirō, at his home, and it was there that he had first met Shimada, who happened to be visiting Kōjirō. 18

         Shimada was the third son of a priest in charge of a temple and someone with too much time on his hands. Like Kawaminami, he had an incredibly inquisitive mind, and consequently he too had become fascinated by the letter seemingly signed by a dead man. He also happened to be a passionate lover of detective fiction, and when he had learnt that Kawaminami was a long-standing member of his university’s Mystery Club, he became very fond of him.

         In the following days, Kawaminami and Shimada pursued the mystery of the letter, as well as the one surrounding the death of Seiji half a year earlier. Eventually, they found themselves in the midst of a series of murders that occurred among a group of Kawaminami’s friends who happened to be visiting the Decagon House on Tsunojima at the time. That was the incident that had taken place three years ago.

         The two friends had kept in touch for a while after those terrible events. Part of the reason they had slowly drifted apart was that Kawaminami had become absorbed in his thesis and was studying for the exams he needed to pass in order to begin his postgraduate career. They had last met in person in July of the same year.

         Meanwhile, Shimada had used the time he had at his disposal to travel around and poke his nose into several cases, which he would sometimes fill his friend in on whenever they made contact. Kawaminami had been told briefly about the murders that had occurred in the Mill House in the mountains of Okayama Prefecture – another one of Nakamura Seiji’s creations – over the phone that October. While he had kept his own counsel, he had felt like yelling at Shimada at the time – he had had more than enough of blood-curdling stories like that.

         After finishing his degree, he had begun a postgraduate course. By that time, he was barely communicating with Shimada. After finishing his two-year master’s, in April of this year he had got a job with Kitansha, a large publishing house in Tokyo. And then, some time after moving away from Kyūshū, he had finally made up his mind to 19ring up Shimada again. But, to his great surprise, he had learnt that his old friend had moved to the capital too. That was when Kawaminami discovered that Shimada had made his debut as a mystery writer, using the pen name “Shishiya Kadomi”.

         “It was quite a shock to find out that you’d become an author. I honestly had no idea,” said Kawaminami as he sat down on the sofa in the sitting room. Shimada shot a shy look back.

         “Well, you surprised me too. Who would’ve guessed that you, an engineering student, would end up working for a publisher, and at Kitansha of all places!”

         Shishiya Kadomi had made his debut last September with The Labyrinth House Murders. When Kawaminami found out that the book had been published by none other than his own employer, he realized that they were fated to reconnect with one another.

         “I even had a copy sent to your place, but it was returned, saying ‘addressee unknown’. When did you move out of that boarding house?” Shimada asked.

         “Straight after I started my postgrad. The building was going to be demolished, and I forgot to inform the post office of my new address – that’s why your book never reached me. Of course, I should’ve told you myself that I was moving – I was planning to at first, but it slipped my mind and… You know how it is. I’m sorry.”

         “Oh, don’t worry about it. I was busy myself too.”

         “But…”

         “And anyway, you’re here now. No harm done,” Shimada said, nodding contentedly. As Kawaminami observed his face, he instantly knew that Shimada was being tactful.

         Shimada must have understood that Kawaminami had been trying to evade his memories of what happened three years ago. That was the reason he had been so focused on his thesis and exams back then. Shimada knew that, deep down, Kawaminami had been afraid of meeting him again, as it would stir up unpleasant memories. 20

         The words “Thank you” popped into Kawaminami’s mind, but he was too embarrassed to say them aloud.

         When he noticed that the ashtray on the table was in use, Kawaminami lit a cigarette.

         “So is it OK for you just to walk away from the temple?” he asked.

         Shimada was busy operating the coffee maker on the counter that separated the sitting room from the kitchen. He paused for a second to shrug at Kawaminami.

         “My father is just as healthy and energetic as he ever was. He won’t be passing his job on to the next generation any time soon.”

         “I suppose you moved here because of work?”

         “Well, it is a lot more convenient for my work, but that wasn’t the main reason.”

         “Wasn’t it?”

         “How should I put it? I felt like watching this city up close, now we’re nearing the end of the century. And, frankly speaking, leading a quiet, healthy life in the countryside was beginning to bore me.”

         “Ah.”

         Once again, Kawaminami found himself thinking about what a curious person Shimada was. He must be around forty now, though he didn’t act it. Kawaminami wondered whether he had ever even considered marriage, but decided to keep his thoughts to himself.

         He tapped the ash from the tip of his cigarette as he looked around. He was in a spacious sitting room with wood flooring. Kawaminami had imagined that Shimada’s flat would be total chaos, but the apartment was in fact very tidy – unusual for a man living alone.

         “This is a nice place. I bet the rent’s pretty high though.”

         “It probably is.”

         “What do you mean, ‘probably’?”

         “The owner is an old acquaintance of mine. Out of sympathy for the wallet of this poor fledgling writer, he’s letting me live here for next to nothing.” 21

         “Wow.”

         “He’s the son of the owner of the boarding house I was staying at when I studied here. We’re the same age, and he was living there too, so we became friends. The place was called Midori-sō.”

         “Oh, that’s why this place is called Green Heights – he just translated the name!”

         “Yes – he took over the family business, and had the old boarding house replaced with this block of flats.”

         Kawaminami then noticed something curious resting on the corner of the table. It was a complex-looking creature made out of folded black paper.

         “So that’s the infamous devil? You’re still into origami, I take it?” he asked, pointing at the creature.

         “Yes.” Shimada picked it up and balanced it on his hand. It had ears, a mouth, arms and legs, even wings and a tail.

         “After my book was published, it seemed to resonate with a lot of people. The origami expert who originally created it even wrote me a letter. I learnt to fold it from his book. He even taught me a new and improved version. Look carefully: the old devil only had five fingers on each hand.”

         Kawaminami took the beast in his hand and observed it closely. Indeed, this one had seven fingers.

         “A seven-fingered devil?”

         “I assume you know Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End. This design was apparently inspired by the Overlords from that novel.”

         “It looks amazing. And it’s made from just a single sheet of paper, without ever cutting it?”

         “Indeed.”

         “Wow – the world of origami is totally unfathomable to me.”

         Kawaminami admired the wondrous object from various angles for a while. It brought the story of The Labyrinth House Murders, which he had read only two weeks ago, alive in his mind. But then 22he remembered the matter that had been troubling him on his way up to the flat, and, after a brief moment of hesitation, he decided to broach the subject.

         “I have something… Oh, by the way, should I call you Mr Shishiya, or Shimada? You see, I’m an editor employed by Kitansha now, and so, being in that position, I imagine I should…”

         “Oh, I don’t mind either way. As long as you don’t call me ‘maestro’.”

         “I’ll call you Shishiya, then, from now on,” Kawaminami said, and then sat up straight on the sofa. “You see,” he went on, “I have something to discuss with you – something that may seem… well, it may seem like fate.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Well… How should I explain this?”

         For a moment, Kawaminami fell silent and glanced at the octagonal clock on the wall. The hands had not moved, still indicating that it was not quite four o’clock. He reached for the cigarette packet on the table, and then resumed.

         “Have you ever heard of the Clock Mansion in Kamakura?”

         “…The Clock Mansion?!”

         The reaction of Shishiya Kadomi – that is, Shimada Kiyoshi – was impossible to ignore. He raised his thick eyebrows and cast a sharp look at his guest. “Conan, do you mean to say…”

         Kawaminami had overcome his earlier nervousness, and boldly returned Shishiya’s startled gaze.

         “Yes, it’s exactly what you think. The house, which is also known as the Clock House, is one of the buildings designed by Nakamura Seiji.”

         3

         Once the coffee had finished dripping, Shishiya went to the counter and poured two cups, and then turned again to face Kawaminami. 23

         “Pray tell me the details. How did you find out about it? I doubt you went out of your way to do research yourself. I wouldn’t have thought that you’d want to get involved with anything to do with Nakamura Seiji.”

         Kawaminami placed a new cigarette in the corner of his mouth.

         “Yeah. That’s why I thought it must be fate. Thanks for the coffee.”

         Kawaminami added sugar to his cup and surveyed Shishiya, who had now returned to the sofa. The novelist had folded his arms behind his head, and returned Kawaminami’s look with a grave expression.

         “When we spoke on the phone, I told you where I was posted from this spring, didn’t I?” Kawaminami asked.

         The writer nodded, pouting his thin lips. “Oh, yes. I believe you said you were assigned to the editorial department of Chaos?”

         “Have you ever read it?”

         “Skimmed through it. The subjects it covers are not entirely outside my sphere of interest, you see.”

         Chaos was a monthly magazine launched by Kitansha three years earlier. As its dubiously colourful subtitle – “The Magazine That Goes beyond Science” – suggested, it mainly concerned itself with ghosts, psychic powers, UFOs… in short, all kinds of paranormal phenomena. Catering mainly to readers in their late teens and early twenties, it had been created to ride the wave of the so-called “occult boom” that had swept through Japan’s youth culture in recent years. Indeed, the magazine had proven to be even more successful than its creators had hoped. Despite the numerous publications competing for the same market, Chaos’s circulation numbers were still growing.

         “At the moment I’m working on a special feature: ‘Confronting the Ghost of the Kamakura Clock Mansion’.”

         Shishiya frowned and caressed his sharp chin.

         “So the house comes with its own ghost?”

         “I’ve only heard the story second-hand. Apparently, all the locals know about it,” Kawaminami explained. “The house used to belong to 24someone called Koga Michinori. He passed away nine years ago, and it seems that a lot of other people died at around the same time. So that led to all kinds of rumours in the neighbourhood. The most repeated one is about the ghost of a girl that manifests at the house and roams around the surrounding forest. And that apparition is said to be none other than Michinori’s daughter, who died long ago…”

         “Koga Michinori, did you say? That name rings a bell.”

         “No surprise there – he’s famous. He’s the former chairman of one of the best clockmakers in the whole country.”

         “Oh, of course – Koga Michinori of Koga Clocks, I suppose. And he lived in the Clock House?”

         “It’s supposed to be a rather curious building, even featuring its very own clock tower. The house itself has a complex layout, and you’ll find clocks from Michinori’s collection everywhere you look.”

         Shishiya grunted as his eyes fell on the static octagonal clock. Kawaminami continued: “When the deputy editor-in-chief told us that the place was odd, I got curious, so I asked him for more details. He’s the one who came up with the idea for the article, you see. He explained that some Nakamura guy designed the house, and that he specialized in out-of-the-ordinary buildings.”

         “I see what you mean about fate. Sorry, Conan, may I have one?”

         “Sure.”

         Shishiya took a cigarette from the pack and sighed, “Just one…” as he put it to his mouth. He had suffered lung problems in the past, so by the time Kawaminami had met him three years ago, he had made up his mind to smoke only a single cigarette per day. It appeared that he had kept his oath.

         “So what does this special feature of yours entail, exactly?” Shishiya asked, savouring the smoke.

         “Well, it’s a fascinating project…” Kawaminami’s sentence trailed off as his eyes moved towards the doorway and the hallway beyond.

         “What’s the matter?” 25

         Kawaminami turned his head back. “Well, Shima… Shishiya…”

         “Having trouble with my name?”

         “I’ll get used to it soon enough.”

         “I don’t mind – you don’t need to call me that.”

         “No, it’s important to respect a writer’s pen name. Ahem – Mr Shishiya, the flat next to this one is 408, presumably?”

         “It’d better be, as this is 409.”

         “Do you know your neighbour?”

         Shishiya blinked a few times as a puzzled expression appeared on his face. “A woman lives there – I think her name is something like Kōmyōji.”

         “It’s Kōmyōji Mikoto,” Kawaminami said, articulating her full name with deliberation. “Does that sound familiar?”

         Shishiya tilted his head quizzically. “Is she famous?”

         “Well, I suppose you could say that. She’s been appearing on TV a lot lately.”

         “I don’t watch it much. What is she? Some kind of celebrity?”

         Kawaminami thought back to the face of the woman he had passed on his way up as he said: “Something like that. She’s what you would call a psychic. She’s become really popular.”

         Shishiya opened his eyes wide in surprise. “A psychic? Are you serious?”

         “She’s billed as ‘the beautiful psychic with powers rarely witnessed’. We’ve even run a few articles featuring her in our magazine. I happened to spot her in the lobby and recognized her.”

         “Well, she’s never looked like someone with special abilities to me. We sometimes say hello when we pass in the hallway, but that’s all.”

         “When she’s on TV, she oozes mystery. Only wears black, with pale make-up, like she’s one of the dead herself.”

         “And where do you stand on the paranormal? Are you a believer or not?” Shishiya asked Kawaminami. 26

         “I wasn’t in the past, but when I started this job I had to read a lot of material, and I’ve done some research too, so now… I think there may be something in it. But, to be honest, ninety per cent of the articles you read in magazines have to be taken with a mountain of salt.”

         “I guessed as much. But as for that last ten per cent – you’re not able to write it off as nonsense absolutely.”

         “Exactly.”

         “And what’s your opinion of the abilities of Kōmyōji Mikoto?”

         “I can’t say. Does she live alone?”

         “I think so. I believe she has a regular visitor.”

         “Oh?”

         “I’ve seen him a few times. An older man. He didn’t look like he was her father though, so my guess is that they’re lovers. She might be a psychic, but in the end she’s only flesh and blood, right, Conan?”

         “I suppose so.”

         Shishiya reluctantly stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray, and then continued in a more serious manner: “So basically what you’re trying to tell me is that, over at the editorial department of Chaos, they’re planning to use this attractive spirit medium for an article on the ghost in the Clock House.”

         “Yeah, that’s it.” Kawaminami shrugged, remembering just how quick Shishiya could be sometimes. “That’s why I was so surprised to see her just now. Not only is Kōmyōji Mikoto living here in this very building, she’s your next-door neighbour!”

         “Ah, that is an astounding chain of coincidence indeed.” Shishiya grinned, but then narrowed his eyes. “But such curious occurrences often seem to become enmeshed with one another like that. And when they do, something interesting always happens.”

         “Does it?”

         “This is, of course, just my highly unscientific take on things.”

         Kawaminami then continued: “Anyway, the gist of the project is that, beginning on the evening of the thirtieth of this month, we’ll lock 27ourselves inside the Clock House for three days. Kōmyōji Mikoto will hold seances and attempt to contact the ghost.”

         “‘We’? So you’ll be part of the team?”

         “Yeah. Besides myself, there’s the deputy editor-in-chief and our photographer, as well as a few students from the Mystery Club of W— University.”

         “Mystery, you say?”

         “Not ‘mystery’ as in crime fiction. They’re into paranormal activity – the supernatural kind of mystery.”

         “Ah. That’s a somewhat ambiguous name they picked for their club.”

         “Lots of people associate the term ‘mystery’ with the occult or UFOs, things like that. Actually, I have a suspicion that a misunderstanding like that is what led to my appointment with Chaos in the first place.”

         “Ha, really?” Shishiya exclaimed, but then he frowned. “So you’re going to stay inside that house for a full three days? Hm. I can’t say I like the sound of that.”

         “Don’t you?”

         “It doesn’t feel quite right, somehow. It would be a different story if it were any other haunted house, but this is one of Nakamura Seiji’s creations we’re talking about…”

         The writer seemed hesitant to continue. Kawaminami looked at him, before asking him straight: “Are you suggesting something bad might happen there?”

         “Hm… no. You see, even if I were to say that, it’s not like I have any logical basis for my feelings. I’m just one of life’s worriers.”

         Shishiya smiled, but the frown on his face remained.

         The Decagon House, the Mill House and the Labyrinth House… It was of course understandable that Shishiya was concerned, considering all the horrible events that had occurred in Nakamura Seiji’s creations before.

         “What else do you know about the Clock House?” he asked. 28

         “Nothing yet,” said Kawaminami, shaking his head vehemently, as if he were trying to shake off the anxiety slowly growing in his mind.

         “I see. Well, you’d better be careful. If possible, I’d like to accompany you, actually. The thirtieth, you said? That’s in two weeks.”

         “Are you busy?”

         “The deadline for my next novel is in ten days. If I actually finish, I’ll be available.”

         Judging from the troubled look on Shishiya’s face as he caressed his chin, he was well behind with his manuscript.

         “Shall I ask and see if it’s OK for more people to come along? If we can get permission, you can join us.”

         “Oh, don’t bother. I can always visit the house by myself if I have the time. I want to see this building designed by Nakamura Seiji with my own eyes anyway.”

         Shishiya raised his arms and yawned noisily, but then got up from the sofa.

         “Anyway, there’s a nice, quiet café nearby – let’s go there. I haven’t eaten anything since I got up, you see. We can do our two years’ worth of catching up at our leisure.”

         This meeting occurred on Sunday, 16 July 1989.

         While Shishiya’s ominous words had made Kawaminami feel somewhat uneasy, he did not at the time imagine that, at the house he was scheduled to visit two weeks later, he was destined to find himself embroiled in a grotesque and terrifying nightmare. 
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            CHAPTER ONE

            The Clock Tower without Hands

         

         1

         Their first glimpse of the Clock House was of a dark obelisk silhouetted above the treeline.

         “That’s the clock tower over there,” said Uryū Misao from the back seat.

         Kawaminami, in the passenger’s seat, shielded his eyes from the afternoon sun shining in through the windscreen.

         “I don’t think I can see the clock face from here,” he said.

         “It’s on the other side, looking out over the back garden,” Uryū replied.

         “Oh, that’s odd. You’d expect it to face the front, wouldn’t you? And the clock has no hands, is that right?”

         “Exactly. Well, it’s not as if I’ve actually seen it myself. When we came here last time, they wouldn’t even let us inside.”

         “There’s another road that goes around the back of the house, and there’s a spot with a good view of the tower from there,” said the elderly minicab driver. He sounded eager to show off his knowledge of the locality. “But it’s a very strange clock tower indeed. It used to have proper hands and everything, but they removed them for some reason.”

         It was the afternoon of Sunday, 30 July. The members of Kawaminami’s team had assembled at JR Ōfuna Station, and then 30divided themselves among three cars for the final leg of their journey. Two of them were local minicabs; the other was Chaos’s deputy editor-in-chief Kobayakawa Shigeo’s own estate, which he had driven there from his home in Yokohama.

         The Clock House was located in the north-eastern part of Kamakura, outside the Imaizumi area, famous for Hakusan Shrine and Sanzaigaike Pond, among other attractions. Long ago, this district had contained mountain villages and was known as a hidden gem within Kamakura, but by this time it had been transformed by large housing projects and had lost all of its atmosphere. Even so, the green of the nearby mountains was still vibrant, and the view was soothing to the mind.

         The cars left the bus route and turned in the direction of the mountains. They passed through a tranquil residential area and then, after a few bends, the view changed completely. It was as if they had arrived at some kind of boundary, since suddenly they found a dark wall of Japanese blue oaks ranged in front of them. The road became a narrow dirt track, which climbed up a steep slope before appearing to be swallowed by the lush foliage up ahead.

         It wasn’t long after they themselves had been absorbed into this sunless, enigmatic landscape that they spotted the outline of the tower standing amid the canopy.

         “I feel almost nostalgic,” said Katagi Sakiko, who was sitting next to Uryū. “It must be about ten years since we were here.”

         “Was it that long ago?” Kawaminami asked.

         Sakiko seemed a little diffident about speaking to this editor she had never met before.

         “Yes, er, we came here camping,” she replied.

         “We had a study camp here once,” Uryū explained. “Saki, Kawarazaki in the car behind us, Fukunishi, who couldn’t come today, and myself – the four of us attended the same crammer when we were at primary school. During the summer holidays we had a camp near here.”

         “You went on study camps when you were at primary school?” 31

         “Yeah, to prepare us for our middle-school entrance exams. We were still in the final year of primary then, so it was fairly relaxed. Half of it was just having fun. In our free time, we all just played in the forest.”

         “And now all four of you attend the same university.”

         “We were all studying to get into a middle school affiliated to W— University. We all managed to get in, so from there it was plain sailing.”

         “Staying together from middle school all the way into university is pretty rare, though,” Kawaminami remarked.

         “It is. And then we all joined the university’s Mystery Club. It’s not just a case of being childhood friends – it’s like we can’t seem to get away from each other, no matter how hard we try.” He laughed.

         Uryū Misao and Katagi Sakiko were both in their third year at W— University, as well as being members of the Mystery Club.

         A slender, light-complexioned young man, Uryū addressed Kawaminami with confidence, despite the age difference between them. He was the current president of the club, and seemed like a quick thinker; he also spoke crisply.

         Sakiko was even paler than Uryū. She was attractive, with uniformly long hair that suited her very well. Her face was small, accentuating her gleaming black eyes. Uryū may have joked about trying to get away from the others, but Kawaminami thought that he would have no problem being stuck with ten childhood friends who looked like Sakiko.

         Besides the two students in this car, the third-year student Kawarazaki Junichi and the second-years Watanabe Kyōta and Nīmi Kozue in the other minicab had also been selected to join the magazine’s expedition. However, Nīmi Kozue’s presence had only been decided on yesterday. Originally, another third year, Fukunishi Ryōta, whom Uryū mentioned, was supposed to come along. But a family tragedy two days ago had made his attendance impossible, and Kozue had been drafted in as his replacement. 32

         The dirt track narrowed. Just as Kawaminami began to worry that the minicab would be too wide for the road if it went on like this, he saw a tall gate appear up ahead.

         The silver estate in front stopped, and from the driving seat stepped out a portly middle-aged man wearing a beige suit: the forty-four-year-old Kobayakawa Shigeo, the man who had come up with the plan for the magazine’s special feature and was naturally the leader of the mission.

         He announced their arrival via the intercom, opened the gate himself and returned to his car.

         “I can just follow him, can I?” the cab driver asked Kawaminami. “First time I’ve been inside. Quite a view from here.”

         “Apparently this place is haunted. Is that common knowledge around here?” Kawaminami asked.

         “Yeah.”

         “Do you live nearby?”

         “No, but my younger sister and her husband live in Imaizumi, and they’ve told me a lot about it. Pretty creepy, don’t you think? What if it’s true?”

         “That’s exactly what we’re hoping.”

         Kawaminami deliberately spoke in a sombre tone, which made the two students in the back seat giggle. The driver shrugged, and followed the estate car up ahead.

         A worn-out plate with the name “Koga” had been embedded in the dark-green stone gatepost.

         After the death of the previous patriarch, Koga Michinori, the house had been inherited by his son, Yukiya, who was still living here. However, for some reason unknown to Kawaminami, the person who was in fact in charge of the house was a woman who worked for the family.

         Kawaminami was surprised by the dilapidated state of the grounds. He could hardly believe people were still living here. 33

         A pebble path cut right through the front garden, which was built on a gentle slope and seemed not to have been properly maintained for many years. Weeds grew freely between the Japanese laurels, false daphne and holly trees. There was no sign of any wall or fence surrounding the premises: the large garden simply continued into the dark forest. The place looked so desolate that it was no wonder people told ghost stories about it.

         Kawaminami stepped out of the minicab in front of the building and had another look at his surroundings.

         It was sometime after four in the afternoon, but the summer sun was still high in the sky, which looked bright and clear at this time of day now that the rainy season was over.

         He inhaled the scent of the trees and listened to the cries of cicadas. The wind was cool and felt pleasant on his skin. And yet the grass and trees swaying in the breeze beneath the bright sun still seemed somehow depressing and ominous. Was it because they were hemmed in by the forest?

         “Rather a strange house, if you ask me,” uttered Utsumi Atsushi, who had emerged from the third car and was walking towards Kobayakawa. Utsumi was of average height and build, with a thin moustache and long hair, which he wore tied back. At twenty-nine, the photographer was five years older than Kawaminami. He was taking pictures with his SLR camera while carrying a heavy-looking bag containing the rest of his equipment.

         “That building over there, behind the hedge – is it also part of the house?” he asked as he looked to his right.

         “That’s the original structure,” Kobayakawa explained.

         “What do you mean?”

         “Long story,” Kobayakawa said without explaining further. He then slowly made his way to the porch, which was to the left of the centre of the building.

         The entire structure seemed to consist of three sections, each with a different design. 34

         The first, containing the entrance, was to their left as they faced the building. Based on the current position of the sun, Kawaminami guessed it was located to the west. The walls were clad in chestnut-coloured weatherboards, while the roof was covered in moss-green slates. It had been built to a simple, Western-inspired design for a one-storey wooden building.

         To the right of this, and therefore to the east, stood the dark clock tower. This was the second section. It was square, constructed from stone, and seemed to reach about twenty metres high.

         And then there was the third section, which was beyond the hedge, as Utsumi had noted. Evergreen box trees with thick leaves formed a long line, starting from the centre of the building and continuing to their right. Hiding behind them were walls of dull red brick. One part stood out, where the roof formed a dome. This otherwise flat building was connected to the first, Western-style section by what appeared to be a long, covered passage. Kawaminami knew that this was the original Clock House, inside which they’d be locked for the next three days.

         So this is Nakamura Seiji’s creation, he thought to himself.

         Kawaminami looked at the building, unsure of his feelings. He suddenly recalled the look on Shishiya’s face two weeks ago, when the writer had warned him to be careful. He slowly shook his head, worried.

         He then gazed up at the stone clock tower, its handless clock face invisible from this side. In the right-hand corner of the dark outer wall were a number of small oval windows lined up vertically. His eye fell on one of them, halfway up, about three storeys high. He noticed something. Someone behind the window? He squinted.

         It had to be a person. The window was quite a way up, so he didn’t have a clear look, but he was convinced that there was someone there, someone who had put their face against the window and was now staring directly at him. 35

         Kawaminami wondered who it could be. He doubted that he had stumbled upon the infamous ghost mere seconds after arrival. After all, the house was still in use, so the sight of someone behind a window wasn’t particularly odd in itself.

         Kobayakawa approached the porch and, as if this were a signal, the doors opened. Out came a middle-aged woman dressed in a pine-green suit.

         “Welcome.”

         “Oh, Ms Inami. Hello.”

         Kobayakawa greeted the woman casually, suggesting that they had already met. Kawaminami inferred that this was Inami Sayoko, the woman currently responsible for the running of the estate. She was wearing something like an earpiece in her right ear, perhaps a hearing aid.

         “Thank you for having us here. I think the rental firm should already have delivered our supplies?” Kobayakawa asked.

         “Yes, they have been.” She then looked at the people who had gathered behind Kobayakawa and said in a courteous tone: “Ms Kōmyōji too has already arrived. Please come inside.”

         2

         The entrance hall split into two passageways going in different directions. One continued deeper into the Western-style section, the other branched off to the right.

         The woman led the group down the first passage, whose interior was very simple, as suggested by the exterior. The wall on one side was decorated with creepy-looking Venetian-style masks, but they represented more or less all the decoration to be seen. Neither in the entrance hall nor in the hallway was there any sign of the objects for which the house had been named: clocks. 36

         The double doors at the end of the passage were opened, leading into an air-conditioned but somewhat bleak living room, decorated with only a table set and a few sofas. Next to the white-framed window opposite the doorway sat a woman dressed completely in black.

         “Ms Kōmyōji – hello.” Kobayakawa once again made a casual greeting as he approached her. “You arrived here early, I see. I was hoping to be here sooner myself, but the roads were busy, so I was late getting to the station…”

         Kōmyōji Mikoto silently nodded back at him. She placed her hand on the frame of her black sunglasses as she observed the people following the deputy editor-in-chief.

         She looked somewhat dissimilar from the woman Kawaminami had happened to pass in the lobby of Green Heights two weeks earlier. He guessed it was because of the eccentric clothes she was wearing now. Her make-up was also different from how she wore it in her day-to-day life. Light-purple lipstick had been applied to her thin lips. Her cheeks were pale, and she looked rather sickly.

         “Rather a disappointing sight. I was expecting clocks everywhere as soon as we stepped inside,” Utsumi whispered in Kawaminami’s ear after looking around the room.

         He then pointed to the right-hand wall with his chin. Against the brown wallpaper hung a round clock with no defining features at all. It was the only clock in the room.

         “It must be because this isn’t the original building,” Kawaminami replied, as he compared the time indicated on the wall clock – 4.25 p.m. – with his own pocket watch. “Remember what Kobayakawa said? That red-brick building behind the hedge, that’s the original Clock House. The clocks are probably kept there…”

         The long story Kobayakawa had alluded to earlier was as follows.

         Fifteen years ago, in the summer of 1974, Koga Michinori, chairman of Koga Clocks, retired suddenly, and then had this building erected, moving here on its completion. 37

         The structure concealed behind the hedge was the original house. Back then there had also been an annex where the servants lived. Neither the Western-style section they were in now nor the clock tower had yet been built. Construction on these extensions commenced five years later, in 1979, and it was in the following summer, of 1980, that the house was completed in its current form. Michinori passed away soon afterwards.

         Kawaminami was not aware of all the details of this story. Kobayakawa had had an interest in the building for some time, and had been gathering information on it, but Kawaminami had only been told the gist.

         Why did Michinori have the house built in the first place?

         Why had he had it extended?

         Who were the people who died around the time Michinori himself passed away?

         When did his daughter, now apparently a ghost, die? And how?

         Kawaminami had a lot of questions. But whenever he tried to ask Kobayakawa anything, the latter would only grin and tell him it was his job to find out. Perhaps he didn’t know either.

         Kobayakawa loudly planted himself on the sofa and then started talking as if they were at a meeting in the office.

         “OK, everyone, all eyes on me. There’s a lot I have to explain… Oh, thank you!”

         Kobayakawa raised his right hand to the woman, who had returned with a trolley carrying glasses of juice.

         “You are too kind. May I ask where our supplies are?”

         “They are in the old wing.”

         The old wing probably referred to the original house.

         “I see. Oh, I should let you know who everyone is first.” Kobayakawa stood up and introduced the woman as Inami Sayoko.

         “Ms Inami manages the whole estate. She was the one I asked if we could stay here for three days.” 38

         Inami Sayoko appeared to be in her mid-forties. She was rather tall for a woman and had short hair. She wore no make-up on her thin face, accenting its fine wrinkles and blemishes, but she had attractive, clear eyes and a shapely nose.

         She bowed to the group and looked at every person in the room in turn. Kawaminami was reminded of his mathematics teacher in middle school.

         Inami Sayoko then turned back to Kobayakawa and asked: “Excuse me, may I ask you to introduce me to everyone now? I was instructed to verify the identities of all of the visitors.”

         “Oh, yes, of course. I think I have already given you a list of all our names, together with an outline of our project.”

         She nodded and took a folded sheet of paper from the inner pocket of her jacket. She quickly unfolded it and looked back up at everyone.

         “I’ll start with the young man over there in the corner,” Kobayakawa said. “That’s one of my editors, Kawaminami Takaaki. Next to him is Utsumi Atsushi, our photographer.”

         “Kawaminami and Utsumi…” Sayoko repeated as she looked from their faces to the names on her list.

         “The other five are the students from W— University. That’s… er, Kawarazaki Junichi, and then we have Uryū Misao, Watanabe Kyōta, Katagi Sakiko and Nīmi Kozue.”

         “Kawarazaki Junichi, Uryū Misao…”

         Sayoko looked at the names of the students and their faces as if she were a teacher checking for absentees, but when she arrived at the last name, she cocked her head with a puzzled look.

         “Ms Nīmi’s name does not appear to be on the list.”

         “Oh, yes, of course!” Kobayakawa said, slapping the top of his balding head. “Fukunishi Ryōta couldn’t make it today. That’s why she’s here – as his replacement.”

         “I see. Nīmi Kozue, wasn’t it?” 39

         Sayoko took a pen out of her pocket and added Kozue’s name. She then checked the updated list and looked at everyone once again, before pushing the trolley to the table and offering everyone a glass.

         “Until now, we have always refused offers from the press, but this time we made an exception. However, on behalf of my master, there are a few points I must convey to you.”

         The manager of the house waited until everyone was holding a glass.

         “First of all, today you’ll be staying in the old wing, which is also where the collection of my late master is kept. I’m sure it’s unnecessary for me to do so, but I have to stress that those clocks are all extremely valuable. You are not to touch any of them, whether they are inside a display case or not.

         “You are free to use any utensils or tools you may find in the old wing, such as in the kitchen or sitting room. There’s electricity there too, but no gas. The air-conditioning system works too, so you don’t have to worry that it’ll be too hot. Also, I have to warn you that the old wing has not been lived in for nine years, and so the tap water is not drinkable due to rusty pipes.”

         Kobayakawa interrupted her. “We’re taking our own water with us. Among the supplies we had delivered should be containers for that very purpose.”

         “Yes, I have already had them filled for you.”

         Kobayakawa bowed his head. “Thank you very much. That must have been quite a job. I think we ordered six of them.”

         “I have someone to do the heavy jobs.”

         “Ah. Even so, thank you for your kindness.”

         “No need to thank me. I was instructed to assist you,” said Sayoko, before loosening up slightly. “And there’s one more thing. In the deepest part of the old wing are rooms that have been kept locked. I must ask you to not enter those rooms under any circumstances.”

         “Ah, do you mean the Pendulum? I heard something about that before. Why can’t we go inside?” Kobayakawa asked. 40

         “Those were the instructions of my late master.”

         “You mean Koga Michinori?”

         “Before my master passed away, he gave me various directions for the future. This was one of them.”

         “Ah.”

         “What is this Pendulum exactly?” Kawaminami asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

         “It’s…” Sayoko began, but then she hesitated. Her gaze moved to the floor as she continued: “The Pendulum contains the living quarters of the lady. She passed away ten years ago.”
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         “Anything else we need to keep in mind?” Kobayakawa asked, to which Sayoko silently shook her head. Kobayakawa nodded and turned back to the party, who had all been listening carefully.

         “Then there’s little I have to add. We have brought food in our cars. Convenience foods, of course, but it’s only for three days, so that won’t be a problem, will it? And then… oh, yes, there’s one important matter.”

         He turned to the woman clad in black.

         “Ms Kōmyōji, would you oblige me by explaining this yourself?”

         “Yes,” she said curtly, and then stood up, a dignified look on her face. “I assume Mr Kobayakawa has already informed you of all of what I am about to say, but please allow me to reiterate.”

         Kawaminami noticed that Mikoto spoke just as she did on television. She had a low, husky voice, and her words followed each other very slowly.

         “As you are all aware, we shall attempt to make contact with the spirit that is believed to roam this house. At the moment, I cannot say whether such an entity is present or not. The next three days will be spent finding out the truth, to determine whether such a phenomenon 41really is occurring here. I have been summoned here to help you to accomplish that goal. Does anyone here have experience with seances?”

         Kawaminami looked at Utsumi, who was standing next to him; they both shook their heads. The five students did the same.

         “I tried kokkuri-san a long time ago,” said someone. It was Nīmi Kozue, the second-year. She had a cute face, like a small fox, and wore her hair short. She looked like the quintessentially eager and enthusiastic student. She made a pleasing counterpoint to the fragile-looking Sakiko.

         “Kokkuri-san? Ah, yes, that is indeed a type of seance. In the West, they call it ‘table-turning’,” the psychic explained, a smile appearing on her pale face. “These days, everyone – especially young people – seems to want to try such things simply out of curiosity. I can’t say I approve, however. Summoning spirits just for fun can lead to catastrophe. I believe all of you are studying the supernatural in one way or another, so I hope you are well aware of the danger. In any case, do not forget that the common sense we usually rely upon is based on science, which does not apply in the spirit realm. Science and the supernatural exist on completely separate planes. You can never be prudent enough when tampering with the paranormal.”

         At first, Kawaminami had been somewhat sceptical about Kōmyōji’s abilities. But meeting her here, and hearing her speak in that unique uninflected manner, he couldn’t help but be convinced by her words. She possessed the kind of powerful charisma that made him feel as though he had to believe her.

         “What I want you to understand first is that in order to make contact with a spirit successfully, my powers alone are not sufficient. I need the cooperation of every one of you.

         “Spirits are, you might say, like radio waves – presences you can neither see nor touch. And the bodies of the participants in a seance are rather like antennae. Alone I am not enough, no matter how hard I try. Each person has to put their mind to the same goal, and offer their own body as a sensitive antenna.” 42

         At that point, Kōmyōji slowly took off her sunglasses. She looked silently at everyone with her almond-shaped eyes, outlined by light-purple eyeshadow.

         “One thing I have learnt through experience is that, in general, spirits are timid, nervous creatures. They detest impure minds intensely. For they are extremely pure beings themselves.

         “Therefore, in order to communicate with them we must maximize the receptivity of the antennae by keeping our bodies in as pure a state as possible. By pure I mean natural. Spirits do not like anything artificial. For example, if one were to wear impure objects made of synthetic fibres, processed metal or plastic, that alone may drive them away.”

         Utsumi exhaled slowly, impressed. The students all reacted differently, but no one seemed dismissive.

         “Ideally we would wear nothing at all, but that would not be appropriate on this occasion.”

         She paused and glanced in the direction of the corner of the room, where eight flat black cardboard boxes were stacked.

         “I have had special garments prepared for today, like the ones I am wearing now. They are called spiritual robes and have been purified. I will have to ask you to wear them. Thank you.”

         As Mikoto had said, Kobayakawa had already explained that they would have to wear these special clothes. When she saw the nodding faces of those assembled, she smiled.

         “You will need to take off everything you are wearing, save for your underwear. Necklaces, earrings, rings, wristwatches – everything. Please also remove your shoes, and put on these slippers – although you will have to take them off when we conduct our seance. I implore you not to bring anything with you but the bare necessities. Spirits bound to a building are extremely sensitive to anything that is brought in from the outside.”

         Watanabe Kyōta, one of the students, spoke up.

         “Er, I’m sorry, would it be OK if I kept my glasses?” 43

         He was the only person in the group who wore them. He was rather small and had a round face. He seemed like the introverted, bookish type.

         “I’m afraid I have to ask you to remove them. Contact lenses, too.”

         “Oh… I see…”

         Watanabe’s small eyes blinked behind his thick spectacles as he mumbled: “Oh, man, without these I won’t be able to see the ghost even if it does appear.”

         “You do not have to worry,” the psychic said with full confidence as she stared into Watanabe’s face. “If a spirit manifests itself before us, you will not observe it with your eyes. Your vision is not relevant. The only thing that will determine whether you see it is the purity or otherwise of your body and mind.”
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         The party changed into the robes as per Kōmyōji Mikoto’s instructions. They were also given plastic bags for their own clothes, shoes and other accessories. These would be kept in this section of the house.

         The men quickly got dressed in the living room. While they were waiting for the women, who had gone to another room to change, Kobayakawa, Kawaminami and Utsumi started unloading the food and other supplies from the estate parked in front, placing them in the entrance hall.

         The whole group reconvened in the living room at 5.20. They were scheduled to enter the old wing at six.

         “Kozue, you look pretty good in that,” Kawarazaki Junichi joked as he stroked his pointed chin. He had short hair and was slightly tanned. He was the tallest of the students, with a sturdy body. “You look like a mischievous witch. I see a future for you as Kōmyōji’s disciple.”

         “And you look like some womanizing warlock,” Kozue replied. 44

         “Where do you get ‘womanizing’ from?”

         “It’s true, isn’t it?” Nīmi Kozue grinned, and then she opened her arms and looked down at her own garments. “This feels very strange – it’s so baggy.”

         “Took the words out of my mouth. It’s a bit scary, having no support between the legs…” Kawarazaki joked.

         The robes were made of thick cotton, and completely black. They resembled the vestments worn by medieval monks – or, looked at differently, extremely large T-shirts with hoodies and pockets. They were long enough to reach even the feet of Kawarazaki, who was the tallest in the group. Kawaminami was also on the tall side, but even for him the gown was a little too long, resulting in a few centimetres of material dragging along the floor. The sight of them all dressed in this manner and standing together must have been a bizarre one.

         Kawarazaki looked at Uryū and said: “Don’t you think that Inami was a lot nicer than the last time we were here?”

         Uryū shrugged. “Why wouldn’t she be? Anyone would treat some shady group of students differently from the editorial department of a magazine of a huge publisher – not least because they will also be financially rewarded for their trouble, I assume.”

         Some of the students had been here in the previous autumn after hearing stories about a ghost that haunted the Clock House from Watanabe Kyōta, who hailed from Kamakura. They had subsequently requested permission for the Mystery Club to visit the house as part of its activities. They were refused.

         “Still, that old…”

         Kawarazaki suddenly fell silent and, slightly nervous, turned around to the door behind him. He could sense that someone was there. He was afraid it might be Inami Sayoko, but it was not she who had entered.

         Instead it was a fragile-looking young boy wearing white, pyjamalike clothes. His long black hair was silky. His skin was very pale, almost 45translucent – almost as though he had never been exposed to the sun in his entire life. The raven-dark eyes looked blankly at the group while his bright-pink lips remained firmly closed. He was handsome, despite the air of sadness that clouded his face.

         Kawarazaki and Uryū – indeed, everyone in the living room – gasped, mesmerized for a moment by the apparition, who resembled an intricate porcelain puppet. Kawaminami was no exception: he wondered who this could be, but then the boy slowly stepped further into the room.

         “…Dear sister…” A feeble voice, like the tinkling of a distant bell, escaped from the boy’s mouth. “Where are you?”

         He looked around the room. The expression on his effeminate face remained dazed, as if he were wandering around in a dream.

         “Are you…” Kawaminami approached the boy and tried to speak to him, but he was interrupted by Inami Sayoko, who came running into the room.

         “Master Yukiya – what’s the matter?”

         Yukiya. That meant that this beautiful boy, who seemed to be in his early teens, was the son of the deceased Koga Michinori, and was the current master of the house.

         “What’s the matter?” Sayoko repeated. The boy turned to her, but still looked as though he were dreaming. Indeed, the clothes he was wearing probably were pyjamas – hence Kawaminami’s impression that he was sleepwalking.

         “Oh, Sayo.” The boy looked up at her like a kitten. “My sister called for me. That’s why…”

         “Oh!” Sayoko looked in surprise at the boy, and walked towards him. “Your sister is not here. Come on – let’s return to your room.”

         “But…”

         The boy shook his head sadly and looked at the people in the room.

         “Who are they?” he asked Sayoko.

         “Our guests. I told you about them, didn’t I?” 46

         “Did you? They’re not here to bully my sister, are they?” As he said this, the look in his eyes became hostile and his voice took on a stern tone. “Because I’ll get rid of them. I’ll kill anyone who bullies my sister.”

         “Master Yukiya, you shouldn’t speak like that.”

         “It’s OK. I—”

         Sayoko spoke over him in a stricter tone.

         “No, you do not have to worry – these guests will do no such thing. Not one of them will bully her. Now let’s go.”

         She placed her hands on the boy’s small shoulders and directed him to the door. He nodded gently and allowed himself to be led away. They disappeared into the hallway.

         On the other side of the door, they heard Sayoko’s voice.

         “Tadokoro. Please bring the master back to his room in the tower.”

         “Room in the tower…” Kawaminami muttered. He was reminded of what he had seen outside when they arrived: someone staring at them from a window halfway up the clock tower. In his mind, that shadowy figure now took on the handsome face of the boy: Koga Yukiya.

         “Yes,” the deep voice of a man answered. “This way, please.” The man apparently led Yukiya away.

         Sayoko had mentioned that she had someone to do the heavy jobs: that was probably Tadokoro.

         Sayoko soon returned to the living room and excused herself. She then began to clean up the glasses on the table. Since she did not elaborate on what had just happened, Kawaminami decided to ask her himself.

         “Is that boy the son of Koga Michinori?”

         “Indeed,” answered Sayoko, continuing with her work.

         “He looked rather young. How old is he?”

         “He will be seventeen this year.”

         Kobayakawa, who apparently already knew the details, decided to explain. 47

         “You see, Kawaminami, Yukiya was supposed to inherit everything after the death of his father, Michinori. But at the time he was only eight, so he needed a guardian until he turned twenty. The person chosen was his aunt, Michinori’s younger sister, Adachi Terumi. She was the only relative he had left.”

         “And she lives here too?”

         “Nope. She lives in Australia.”

         “All the way down there?”

         “Her husband runs a business there. She’s been in Australia ever since she got married. They also have children, which is why she can’t return to Japan easily. So Ms Inami here looks after Yukiya in her stead.”

         “Ah,” said Kawaminami, but then another question immediately arose in his mind. He looked back at Sayoko.

         “Yukiya mentioned his sister. Would that be—”

         “Kawaminami,” said Kobayakawa, interrupting him. He shook his head heavily to indicate that now was not the right time. Sayoko simply bowed to them and pushed the trolley containing the glasses out of the room.

         “Hey, couldn’t that boy be the kid we saw back then?” Katagi Sakiko whispered to Uryū, who was standing next to her.

         “Back when?” Uryū asked in return.

         “I don’t remember it too well myself. But ten years ago… Don’t you remember?” Sakiko this time asked Kawarazaki. But he too shook his head. Sakiko began to brush her long hair out of irritation. “You know, back then. At the camp, when we—”

         A loud sneeze from Kobayakawa cut Sakiko off. He said “Sorry” as he sniffed. He then coughed noisily and looked up at the clock.

         “Oh, it’s nearly time.”

         The clock indicated a quarter to six. He got up from the sofa and faced everyone.

         “Let’s get moving.” 48

         5

         The party followed Inami Sayoko as she led them towards the old wing. The passage connecting the living room and the entrance hall was painted dark red by the setting sun, which shone through the windows on the western side. The spectacle of nine people dressed like magicians in long black gowns slowly processing in this way would have seemed extraordinary to an outsider.

         Kawaminami didn’t know quite how he felt as he walked. He glanced at the masks hanging on the white wall opposite the windows – and noticed something odd.

         They had been attached at fixed intervals. But one of them was missing.

         He couldn’t remember how many there had been in total. Nor could he picture the one that was gone. But he was sure that a mask that had been there when they first passed this way had disappeared.

         When could this have happened? Had it been there when they went out to move the food supplies from the car and returned to the living room? He tried to remember, but couldn’t. Perhaps there was something wrong with the mask, and one of the people who lived there had simply removed it.

         “This way please.”

         Sayoko next led the group down the passageway heading east from the entrance hall. The three male students were carrying the boxes containing food.

         This passageway was longer, with no windows. The clapping of their slippers on the floor and the rustling of their long robes disturbed the stale, slightly mouldy air within.

         At the far end were two large double doors made of iron, painted black. They looked heavy and sturdy – like prison gates.

         Sayoko stopped in front of them and turned around to the party.

         “The old wing lies beyond this threshold.” 49

         She picked a key from the bunch she was carrying and inserted it in the keyhole. The entrance to the old wing was apparently kept locked. A dull metallic clunk followed, and the doors were unlocked.

         “Stop!”

         They were startled by a voice calling from behind them.

         It was a man’s, but cracked. Turning around, beneath the dim light hanging from the ceiling they could make out an elderly figure approaching them with unsteady steps. He was wearing traditional Japanese garments, but threadbare, and had a face resembling a mummified monkey.

         “Oh, Mr Nonomiya.” Sayoko quickly ran to him. “Please go back.”

         “No, I won’t.”

         The man ignored Sayoko and continued speaking to the awestruck nine in his creepy, hoarse tones. Strangely enough, the eyes in the thin, wrinkled face were still bright and full of life.

         “You have to leave this house. There are ill omens. Destruction is coming. Leave at once unless you wish to be killed by the dead.”

         Sayoko nodded her head decisively at the man.

         “All right, I understand. I will convey your message to our guests, so please go back.”

         The old man seemed out of breath, and then looked at Sayoko.

         “Oh, it’s you, Inami’s wife.” It appeared he hadn’t noticed her presence until that moment. “I saw it in a dream. It was a terrible dream. People perishing once more. The house will fall. The divinations are clear. Destruction. The sign of destruction…”

         Sayoko tried to calm the bellowing old man and eventually succeeded in ushering him away. She let out a low sigh and returned to the party.

         “Excuse me,” she said.

         “Who was that? Mr Nonomiya, you called him?” Kobayakawa asked. 50

         Sayoko sighed again. “Nonomiya Yasuhito is a fortune teller.”

         “A fortune teller? Why would a fortune teller be here?”

         “Mr Nonomiya was an advisor to my late master ever since he was young.”

         “Oh, yes, I think I heard about that. Has Mr Nonomiya also always lived here?”

         “Yes. But please don’t mind him. He’s over eighty years old and has been growing senile.”

         “Yes, we could see that.” Kobayakawa had been startled by the incident, but now simply shrugged. “He made quite an impression. Makes you wonder what he saw in his dream to make him behave like that, though.”

         Sayoko did not reply, and pushed the unlocked iron doors open with both hands. “This way, please,” she said, taking a step forward and flicking the light switch.

         They found themselves in a long, narrow, sloping corridor, like the passageway behind them. Gentle steps led down to semi-basement level. The ceiling too became lower as the steps descended.

         “The doors you see ahead of us are the original entrance to the older part of the house. Your supplies have been moved there.”

         At the end of the stairs below stood another pair of large, iron double doors, much like the ones they had passed through just now. The supplies they had delivered here earlier were piled next to them: bags containing bedding, plastic containers full of drinking water, several cardboard boxes, and more.

         “I’ll be leaving you here,” the manager of the house said. She bowed and retreated to the first passageway. “Please remember my earlier instructions. If there are any breakages, we will ask for proper compensation.”

         “Understood,” Kobayakawa replied. “Please take care of our belongings in the new wing. We will meet again in seventy-two hours, on 2 August, at the same time.” 51

         Just as the entrance to the old wing was sealed again, a sound of chiming was heard from the other side of the black doors at the bottom of the stairs. The clocks in the Clock House struck six in the evening.
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