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SYNOPSIS

Gen Tanada, a painter in his thirties, grows weary of Tokyo's noise and the commercialism of its art world. Clinging to his ideal of 'painting with eyes that transcend emotion,' he sets off into the mountain paths. The moment he touches a strange triangular stone monument deep in the mist, Gen is drawn into a realm known as Kakuriyo—the Hidden World.

In Kakuriyo, every human emotion is visible as colour. Anger blazes crimson, sorrow drifts in indigo, joy shimmers golden—the feelings of all living things float through the air as light. Gen reaches an inn called Sankaku-an (Triangle Hermitage) and there meets Namiko, its enigmatic hostess.

Namiko alone is 'colourless.' No emotion-hue surrounds her; she is a perfect vacuum of feeling. Gen's artistic instinct urges him to paint her, yet in this world saturated with colour, his brush refuses to move.

Gradually the truth of Namiko unfolds: she was once a Boundary Guardian, charged with maintaining the balance between the Hidden World and the mortal realm. Three years ago she sealed her own emotions in a ritual of stone, to send the man she loved safely back to the world of the living. Now Gen, whose philosophy of 'impersonal beauty' is steadily crumbling, keeps painting her. When the portrait at last reaches completion, the equilibrium of Kakuriyo trembles—and the fates of two souls converge.

PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Gen Tanada  —  A Western-style painter in his early thirties. He pursues an aesthetic of 'impersonal beauty'—the ideal of painting without emotion. Lost in Kakuriyo, his encounter with Namiko forces him to question everything he believes. He refers to himself in the archaic first person: 'I' (余).

Namiko  —  The hostess of Sankaku-an. The only 'colourless' being in Kakuriyo. Once a Boundary Guardian who kept the balance between the two worlds, she sealed her own emotional colours to save the man she loved. She carries an enigmatic beauty and an absolute stillness.

Kirinosuke  —  The elderly master of Sankaku-an. A white-haired man with straight posture and keen eyes that seem to hold all knowledge. He is the one who first senses that Gen has been 'called' to this world.

Aoba  —  A young painter of the Artist Tribe, whose deep-green and indigo emotion-colours betray both passion for art and the anguish of ideals unmet.

Eitsuki  —  A wandering poet of the Poet Tribe, of indeterminate gender. Their violet-smoke colours ripple outward with every word they utter.

Suzune  —  A girl of fifteen or sixteen from the Musician Tribe. Her rainbow emotion-colours flow in perfect unison with the notes of her flute.
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Climbing the Mountain Path

§1  A Tokyo Morning

As I climbed the mountain path, I turned these thoughts over in my mind.

Act on reason and you grow sharp-edged. Give way to feeling and you are swept away. Stand firm on pride and you find yourself boxed in. This world, it seems, is a difficult place to live.

I am a painter. In my thirty-two years of life, no truth has been carved more deeply into my chest than that.

For a decade I have kept myself afloat—not drowning—in the murky waters of Tokyo's art world: its gallery-owner smiles, its SNS algorithms, its commercial sponsorship contracts. Every morning I face the canvas and feel something invisible tying my brush. 'Make it brighter.' 'Give us something that sells.' 'Move us.' Move us—the command.

What is emotion, in the end? I have long asked myself. If the purpose of art is to agitate feeling, I have never been convinced. True art, I believe, is to stand on the far shore of emotion and observe the world from there—to set anger and sorrow and joy aside on the bank and, with a clear eye, seize the essence of beauty. That is the aesthetic of my 'impersonal beauty.'
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