[image: A Midsummer’s Equation]

    
      
        
          
            
              
              Praise for Keigo Higashino
            

          

        

      

      ‘Higashino offers one twist after another, all of which touch on the theme suggested by the book’s title. Readers will marvel at the artful way the plot builds to the solution of Hidaka’s murder’ Publishers Weekly on Malice

       ‘Keigo Higashino again proves his mastery of the diabolical puzzle mystery with Malice, a story with more turns, twists, switchbacks and sudden stops than a Tokyo highway during Golden Week’ New York Times on Malice
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       ‘Higashino continues to elevate the modern mystery as an intense and inventive literary form’ Library Journal

       ‘Intricate… At the outset, [Higashino’s] approach seems unsettling, but the Edgar nominee knows his business’ Booklist

       ‘Each time you’re convinced Higashino’s wrung every possible twist out of his golden-age setup, he comes up with a new one’ Kirkus Reviews
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      Kyohei found the transfer gate from the bullet train to the express line without any difficulty, and by the time he ran up the stairs to the platform, the train was already there. The sound of people talking inside the car spilled out through the opened doors.

      He stepped on at the nearest door and immediately frowned. His parents had said it wouldn’t be that busy, now that summer was almost over, but most of the four-person booths were already full. He walked down the aisle, scouting for that elusive booth with only one or two people in it.

      Most of the passengers were here with families. He saw a lot of kids his own age, all looking far too happy.

      Idiots, Kyohei thought. What was so great about going to the ocean? It was just a lot of salty water. It was way more fun to play in a pool, especially one with a waterslide. They didn’t have those at the ocean.

      At last he spotted an empty seat way in the back. There was someone sitting across from it, but he would have a whole two-person bench to himself.

      Kyohei threw his backpack down on the empty seat and glanced at the man sitting opposite him. He was wearing a dress shirt and blazer and didn’t look much like a tourist. His long legs were crossed, and he was reading a magazine through rimless glasses. The cover of the magazine had some complicated pattern on it and a bunch of words Kyohei didn’t know. Nose buried in his reading, the man hadn’t noticed him.

      Across the aisle, a heavy, older man with white hair and an old woman with a round face were seated across from each other. The woman poured from a plastic bottle into a cup and handed it to her husband. He took it from her with a scowl and drank it down, mumbling something about her giving him too much. These two weren’t dressed like tourists, either. They looked like old folks from the country, going home.

      The train lurched into motion. Kyohei opened his backpack and took out a plastic bag with his lunch inside. The rice balls wrapped in aluminum foil were still warm. A small Tupperware container held some fried chicken and grilled egg, both favorites of his.

      He drank some water out of a bottle and crammed one of the rice balls into his mouth. He could already see the ocean outside the window. There was a blue sky today, and sunlight glittered off the waves in the distance, beyond the white spray closer to shore.

      “It’ll just be for a little bit, while we’re in Osaka,” his mother had told him. That was three days ago. “You’d rather go play in the ocean than stay up here alone, wouldn’t you?” Until then, Kyohei had never considered the possibility of going all by himself to stay with relatives so far away.

      “You sure he’ll be okay?” his father had asked, tipping back a glass of whiskey. “Hari Cove’s a long way away.”

      “He’ll be fine. He’s in fifth grade already. You know, I heard that the Kobayashis’ little girl Hana went all the way to Australia by herself,” his mother had replied, her fingers typing away at her computer. His mother made a habit of tallying sales for the day in the living room each evening. “Hari Cove is only in Shizuoka. That’s practically next door.”

      “Yeah, but her parents took her to the airport, and her relatives picked her up at the other end. All she had to do was ride on the airplane. That’s easy.”

      “It’s the same thing. He only has one change off the bullet train. And they’re not that far from the station once he’s there. I’ll give you a map.” She said this last part to Kyohei directly.

      “Sure,” Kyohei said, his eyes glued to the game in his hands. There was no point in protesting. No matter what he said, his fate was sealed: he would waste away in the boring countryside while his parents were in Osaka. The same scene had played out many times before. Back when his grandmother was still alive, they’d send him to her house west of Tokyo. But she’d passed away the year before, and now it was the same deal, only he had to go further to stay with his aunt and uncle.

      Kyohei’s parents ran a small clothing boutique. It kept them busy, and they were forever running off to this place or that, trying to sell their latest designs. Sometimes Kyohei would go with them, if he didn’t have school. He was fine spending a night alone by himself, too.

      This time, they would be gone all week. They were going to Osaka to open a new shop.

      “I guess you are in fifth grade already,” his father had said with a shrug. “Listen, Kyohei, have fun at the ocean. You get a whole week. The food’s great down there. I’ll tell your aunt to stuff you full of fresh fish.” His voice was a little slurred with the whiskey. And that was the end of it. His parents might have given the appearance of having an actual discussion, but its conclusion was set in stone from the very beginning.

      Like it was every time.

      The express train cruised down the coastline. Kyohei finished his rice balls and was playing his game when the cell phone in his backpack began to ring. He paused his game and fished around in his backpack until he found it.

      It was his mom. Kyohei sighed inwardly and answered.

      “Yeah?”

      “Kyohei? Where are you?”

      Now, that was a stupid question. She was the one who checked the schedules and bought his ticket for him.

      “On the train,” he said, keeping his voice down.

      “Glad you got on all right.”

      “Yeah.” What were you expecting?

      “Be sure to say hi to everyone for us when you get there. And give them the presents, okay?”

      “Yeah, fine. Bye —”

      “And don’t forget your homework, Kyohei. Do a little every day. If you let it build up, it’ll only be worse.”

      “I know, Mom,” he said quickly and hung up. Why did his mother always feel the need to tell him the same things over and over? She had already given him the speech about the homework before he left the house that morning. Maybe all mothers were like that.

      He threw the phone back in his backpack and was about to restart his game when he heard a low voice say, “Hey.”

      He ignored it.

      “Hey, kid.” The speaker sounded irritated.

      Kyohei looked up from his game and across the aisle. The white-haired man was glaring at him with a frightening scowl on his face. “You’re not supposed to use cell phones here,” he said in a rasping voice.

      Kyohei blinked, surprised. No one ever complained about cell phones in Tokyo. Wow, I’m really out in the boonies.

      “But they called me,” he said, pouting a little.

      The old man glared with anger at Kyohei and pointed a wrinkled hand over the boy’s head. Kyohei turned around, looked up, and read the small plaque: “Courtesy seats. Please turn off your cell phone in this area.”

      “Oh,” Kyohei said.

      “See?” the old man said, victoriously.

      Kyohei pulled the phone out of his backpack and showed it to the man. “I can’t turn it off. It’s a kids’ phone.”

      The man frowned, not understanding. His bushy white eyebrows drew closer together.

      “Even if I press the button it just comes back on by itself. There’s a code you can put in to make it really shut off, but I don’t know it.”

      The old man considered this for a moment before saying, “Then move to another seat.”

      “Oh, leave the boy alone,” the old woman sitting across from him said. She smiled at Kyohei. “I’m sorry, dear.”

      “No, no, no.” The old man growled. “The boy needs to learn his manners. There are rules that must be followed.” His raspy voice was growing louder. A few of the other passengers craned their necks to see what the commotion was.

      Kyohei sighed. Just my luck to sit next to a grumpy old man. He grabbed his backpack and a plastic baggie he’d been using for a trash bag and was about to stand up when the tall man sitting across from him put an arm on Kyohei’s shoulder and pushed him back down into the seat. Then he snatched the cell phone out of his hand.

      Kyohei looked up at the man in surprise. A blank look on his face, the man thrust his hand into Kyohei’s trash bag and pulled out the aluminum foil.

      Before Kyohei even had a chance to say something, the man spread the aluminum foil out on his knee, then crumpled it in a ball around the cell phone.

      “There,” he said, handing it back to Kyohei. “You can stay in your seat.”

      Kyohei took the phone in silence. He felt like he was watching some kind of magic trick, but he wasn’t entirely sure what had happened.

      “What’s that supposed to do?” the old man asked.

      “Aluminum foil blocks cellular signals,” the man said, his eyes back on his magazine. “He won’t be able to send or receive calls. It’s the same as if it were off. Society lives to see another day.”

      Kyohei gaped in shock between the two men. The old man looked a bit confused, but when he saw Kyohei looking at him, he coughed loudly and closed his eyes. His wife was grinning as if this were the funniest thing she’d seen all year.

      A short while later, many of the passengers started getting up and pulling luggage off the overhead racks. An announcement indicated that they would soon be stopping at a popular destination for beachgoers.

      The train stopped, and about half of the passengers got off. Kyohei considered changing seats, but the man across from him stood before he did. Pulling a bag off the rack, he moved to another seat further up the car.

      Kyohei frowned. He couldn’t move too. He glanced across the aisle. The old man was snoring.

      The coastline here was dotted with beaches, and at each station, the number of passengers on the train grew fewer and fewer. It was still a ways before Hari Cove.

      The old man’s snoring grew louder, though his wife didn’t seem to notice. She was looking out the window at the view. Unable to concentrate on his game, Kyohei finally stood, picking up his backpack and bag of garbage.

      There were plenty of empty seats to choose from now. He walked down the aisle, thinking to get as far away from the old man as he could, when he saw the man who had wrapped the aluminum foil around his phone. His back was turned, and he was crossing his legs and reading his magazine. Kyohei glanced at it over his shoulder. He was on the crossword puzzle page. Several of the blanks had already been filled in, but he wasn’t writing. He looked stumped.

      “Temperance,” Kyohei muttered.

      The man stiffened in his seat and looked around. “What did you say?”

      Kyohei pointed at the blank line in his crossword puzzle. “Five down. ‘Who reads the bones?’ I think it’s Temperance.”

      The man looked down at his puzzle and nodded. “It does fit. Is that someone’s name? Never heard it before.”

      “Temperance Brennan. She’s the lead in Bones. She looks at dead people’s bones and figures out all kinds of things from them. It’s a TV show.”

      The man narrowed his eyebrows and looked at the cover of his magazine.

      “You can’t put fictional characters in a science magazine’s crossword puzzle. It’s not fair,” he grumbled.

      Kyohei sat down across from the man, who had already returned to his puzzle. His pen was moving rapidly now, its previous hurdle cleared.

      The man reached for the bottle of tea on the seat next to him. But when he lifted it up, he noticed it was empty and put it back down.

      Kyohei held up his bottle of water, still half full. “You can have some.”

      The man looked at him with an expression of shock on his face, then curtly shook his head. “No.”

      Somehow disappointed, Kyohei was putting his bottle back into his backpack when the man added, “Thanks, though.” Kyohei looked up, and their eyes met for the first time. The man quickly looked away.

      They were getting close to Hari Cove now. Kyohei pulled a printed map out of his shorts pocket with a marked location that read “Green Rock Inn.”

      He’d been here two years ago, but that time, he’d come by car and with his parents. This would be his first time walking there from the station. He spread out the map and traced the route with a finger, when the man asked, “You staying all by yourself?”

      “My aunt and uncle live there,” Kyohei said. “They run the place.”

      “Oh? What’s it like?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, is it a good hotel? Are the facilities new, are they clean, does it have a view, is the food good, is there anything to recommend it?”

      Kyohei shrugged. “Only been there once, so I dunno, but the building’s really old, I remember that. And it’s a little ways away from the ocean, so the view’s not very good either. I don’t know about the food. It’s okay, I guess.”

      “I see. Could I have a look?”

      Kyohei handed him the map, and the man wrote the name of the hotel, the phone number, and the address in the corner of his magazine and tore it off.

      “Interesting name. Are the rocks green?”

      “Not really. There’s a big rock out in front with the name carved on it, though.”

      “I see,” the man said, returning the map.

      Kyohei stuffed it back in his pocket, then looked out the window. The train was just emerging from a tunnel, and it seemed to him that the sea on this side sparkled just a little bit brighter.
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      By the time she had both sneakers on, the hands of the old clock on the wall were at half past one. Right on time, Narumi thought. If she took her bike, she could be there in fifteen minutes. That would leave her plenty of time to talk with the others.

      “I’m heading out, Mom,” she called over the counter.

      Setsuko came out through the long curtain hanging in the doorway to the kitchen. She had a handkerchief tied around her hair, a sure sign she was the middle of prepping dinner. “How long will you be?” she asked.

      Setsuko looked young for a woman in her midfifties, Narumi often thought, and if she ever bothered to put on makeup, she would probably look even younger. But the most she could be bothered with in the summer was some sunscreen and foundation.

      “I’m not sure. Maybe two hours?” Narumi said. “There’s a couple of guests coming in tonight, right? Know what time they’re getting here?”

      “They didn’t say exactly, but in time for dinner I should imagine.”

      “Well, I’ll try to be back before then.”

      “Don’t forget that Kyohei is coming tonight, too,” her mother reminded her.

      “Oh, right. Is he coming by himself?”

      “That’s what they said. His train should be getting here anytime.”

      “I’ll stop at the station on my way,” Narumi offered. “I’ll pick him up. I don’t want him to get lost.”

      “Thanks, dear. I don’t think my brother would be happy with me if I lost his only son.”

      Narumi nodded, thinking that was hardly likely in a small town like theirs. Outside, the sun was beating down. The large piece of polished obsidian engraved with the name of the inn reflected the sunlight, making it almost too brilliant to look at.

      Slinging her bag over her shoulder, Narumi got on her bike and headed for the station. The roads in the area were hilly, but Green Rock Inn was up on a bluff, so she could coast all the way.

      She was there in under five minutes, and passengers from the train that had just arrived were already coming out – only a dozen or so of them in all.

      Among them she spotted a boy in a red T-shirt and khaki shorts, wearing a backpack.

      The boy’s sullen expression looked familiar, but Narumi hesitated a moment before calling out to him. The reason for her hesitation was twofold. For one, it had been two years since they’d met, and if that really was he, he was a lot bigger than she remembered. Two, he was talking familiarly with the man walking next to him, but her mother had just told her he was coming alone, and she knew this man wasn’t her uncle.

      Thankfully, Kyohei noticed her and, after a parting word to the man, came running up. “Hi!”

      “Hey there, Kyohei. You’ve gotten big.”

      “You think?”

      “You’re in fifth grade now?”

      “Yeah. Did you come down to get me?” He looked up at her, his eyes squinting in the sun.

      “I just wanted to make sure you got here in one piece. I actually have someplace to go, but I have a little time, so if you need help finding the inn, I can show you the way.”

      The boy shook his head and waved his hands for good measure. “Nah, I’m fine. I got a map, and I’ve been here before. Just up the road, right?” He pointed to the slope Narumi had just descended.

      “You got it. Look for the big rock out in front of the house.”

      “Yeah, I remember.” The boy started to walk.

      “Hey, Kyohei,” Narumi stopped him. “Do you know that man? The one you were talking to.” She pointed toward the station where the man who had been walking with Kyohei was talking on his cell phone.

      “Nah, I don’t know him. We were just on the train together.”

      “Do you always talk to strangers?”

      The man didn’t look particularly suspicious, but Narumi felt a certain responsibility to instill a little common sense in her cousin.

      “Some old man started yelling at me, and he helped me out, that’s all.”

      “Oh,” Narumi said, wondering more about why the old man had been yelling at her cousin than anything else.

      “Okay, so, see you later?”

      She smiled at him. “I’ll be back in a couple hours, we can catch up then.”

      Kyohei nodded and started walking up the hill. Narumi watched him go for a bit, then got back on her bike. She saw the man from the train waiting at the taxi stand. Too bad for him, she thought. The taxis came whenever a train was due, but there were only two or three of them in town. If there wasn’t one waiting there now, it would be a good thirty minutes before the next one showed up.

      Narumi pedaled along the road paralleling the train line, enjoying the sun on her face. The sea breeze was tossing her hair around, but she didn’t mind. She’d kept her hair short for most of the last decade. It was a lot less trouble that way. Sometimes after a dive, she’d walk over to the bar and have a beer without even taking a shower. Guess I can’t really fault Mom for not wearing any makeup, can I?

      Eventually, the road took a turn away from the coast and began to climb. Here there was a shopping center and a bank and a few other buildings, making it more of a proper town than the area near the station. A little further on, she came to the gray building which served as the local community center and the site of a very important hearing that day.

      She parked her bike outside and took a look at the large tour bus sitting in the parking lot. She walked over until she could see the name by the bus’s door: “DESMEC.” That’s what everyone called them, but their official name was the Deep Sea Metals National Corporation. To Narumi, they were the enemy.

      No one was on the bus, which meant they had already arrived and were getting ready. It’s on, Narumi thought, making a beeline for the entrance.

      An official from city hall was checking people in at the door. Narumi showed her admission badge and walked to the lobby, where a large number of people had already gathered. Her eyes scanned the crowd until she heard someone calling out her name.

      Motoya Sawamura, weaving between people, was striding toward her. His face and arms were darkly tanned. Since moving home from Tokyo last spring, Sawamura had been working at a home appliances store in town, and he did some freelance journalism on the side.

      “You’re late,” he said as soon as he got close enough to be heard. “What were you up to?”

      “Sorry. Is everyone else here?”

      “Already inside. Come on.”

      Narumi followed Sawamura into one of the waiting rooms off to the side of the main hall. She wondered what strings he’d pulled to reserve a whole room for their group on a day like today. There were already a dozen or so familiar faces gathered. Half the people were the same age as Narumi, while the others were older, in their forties or fifties. They came from a variety of occupations, but all were local residents. Some she had known from before, but most she only met through Save the Cove.

      Sawamura took a deep breath and looked over the room. “The pamphlet I passed around has everything we’ve discovered through our research, and you can be sure that they’re going to say some things that disagree with our findings. That’s going to be the battlefield this war is fought on, so look out, and take notes, but keep your comments to yourselves. The real fight’s tomorrow. Today we listen to what they have to say, and tonight, we talk strategy. Any questions?”

      “There’s nothing in here about the money,” one of the men said, holding up his pamphlet. He was a social studies teacher at the local middle school. “I’m sure they’re going to make a big point of the economic benefits their proposed development is going to bring to the community.”

      Sawamura smiled at the teacher. “I didn’t feel the need to put it in there because that argument’s already so full of holes, we hardly need to poke new ones. The story changes every five minutes depending on who’s doing the talking. Yeah, they’ll bring it up again today, and I’m sure they’ll make it sound sweet, but anyone who thinks those benefits are coming their way is a fool.”

      “The money’s not what’s important here,” Narumi chimed in. “Protecting the natural beauty of our coastline is. Destroy the environment, and you can’t put it back the way it was, no matter how many millions you throw at it.”

      The social studies teacher shrugged at that, but was silent.

      There was a knock, and the door opened. A man who worked at the community center poked his head in. “It’s almost time. If I could get you to move into the meeting hall?”

      “Let’s go,” Sawamura said, sounding every bit the leader.

      The chairs in the big hall were tiered, like bleachers. If they filled all of them, they could get four or five hundred people in here, Narumi thought. It had been built with the idea of welcoming speakers from other parts of the country, but as far as Narumi could remember, no one famous had ever come to give a talk in Hari Cove.

      Narumi and the others from the group sat up front. She set her pamphlet on the table in front of her and got ready to take notes. Next to her, Sawamura was checking his audio recorder.

      The seats in the large auditorium slowly began to fill. The mayor and a few other local officials were in attendance. She’d heard there would be people from the neighboring towns as well. The buzz had been building for days. Everyone was interested, and nobody knew anything – the perfect combination to fill a room.

      As she was looking over the crowd, her eyes met a man’s eyes. He was probably a little over sixty, with gray hair parted down the middle and a white, open-collar shirt. The man smiled and nodded curtly in her direction. She nodded back, wondering who he was.

      A narrow conference table had been set up on the stage, with a line of folding chairs behind it. Small nameplates in front of each seat listed a name and credentials. Most of the people were from DESMEC, but there were some independent scientists, too – an oceanographer and a physicist. A large screen hung on the wall behind the chairs.

      Now the doors to the front of the hall opened, and men in suits came filing in, their faces hard. Someone from city hall silently led them to the stage.

      A short distance away from the table was a chair for the emcee. A man with glasses, about thirty, picked up the microphone.

      “It’s time, so we’d like to get things started. We’re still missing one participant, but he should be here any moment —”

      The side door opened with a slam, and a man came dashing in, carrying his suit jacket over his arm.

      Narumi noted with surprise that it was the man she’d seen at the station, the one talking to Kyohei. Sweat glistened at his temples. He must have given up on the taxi. It was a short distance from the station by bicycle, but quite a journey on foot.

      The man sat down behind the nameplate that read “Manabu Yukawa, Assistant Professor of Physics, Imperial University.”

      “Well, now that we’re all here,” the emcee resumed, “I’d like to begin this informational hearing concerning the development of undersea resources in the Hari Cove area. My name’s Mr. Kuwano. I’m in the Deep Sea Metals National Corporation’s public outreach office, and I thank you for your interest in our project. We’ll start with an overview from our technology division.”

      A man whose nameplate announced him as a manager in DESMEC’s technology division stood as the lights in the room darkened. The words “Developing Undersea Resources” appeared on the screen in giant, bold letters.

      Narumi straightened in her chair, not wanting to miss a word. She knew that protecting the ocean was her job. No one would do it for her. And if she failed, the natural jewel that was Hari Cove would be torn apart in the name of economic progress.

      It had all started with a report from the committee of natural energy resources at METI – the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry – that had shocked Hari Cove and the surrounding towns. The report stated that the region of the sea beginning a few dozen kilometers to the south had been selected as a top candidate for testing the commercial viability of developing hydrothermal polymetallic ore.

      This ore was found in lumps of rock that formed in the sediment around hydrothermal vents on the seabed. They contained copper, lead, zinc, gold, and silver, as well as rich deposits of the rare metals germanium and gallium. Were it possible to recover these rare metals, then Japan would go from resource-poor to resource-rich overnight. The government was putting a lot into the development of the necessary technologies, with DESMEC leading the charge.

      This latest finding had generated such excitement because it was at the relatively shallow depth of eight hundred meters. The shallower the water, the easier and cheaper recovery would be. That it was only a few dozen kilometers from land also improved the viability of the site.

      When the report made the rounds, Hari Cove and the towns nearby had erupted – not with anger over the coming destruction of the natural habitat, but with excitement at the prospect of a new industry and the jobs it would bring.
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      I don’t remember this hill being this long, Kyohei thought with a sigh, stopping to look around. The best swimming in the area was down by the station, so he’d been up and down this road a hundred times in a car, but this was his first time walking it.

      The scenery hadn’t changed much in two years. A large building – a former hotel – squatted at the bottom of the hill. The roof and walls were a sooty gray, and all the paint had flaked off the large sign out front. His father liked to call it “the ruins of Hari Cove.”

      “Why isn’t anyone living there anymore?” Kyohei had asked once as they were driving by.

      “It used to be a fancy hotel,” his father had told him. “But people stopped coming, and they couldn’t keep it open.”

      “Why’d they stop coming?”

      His father shrugged. “Probably because there were better places to go.”

      “What kind of better places?”

      “You know, fun places. Like Disneyland, or Hawaii.”

      Kyohei had never been to Hawaii, but he was a fan of Disneyland. People got jealous when you told them you were going to Disneyland. No one got jealous when you were going to Hari Cove.

      Kyohei resumed his climb. He started to wonder why anyone had ever built such a big hotel in a little town like this. He wondered if it had ever really been as popular as his dad claimed.

      Finally, he spotted the inn. It was only about a quarter the size of the ruins below, but it wasn’t any newer. Kyohei’s uncle, Shigehiro, had taken it over from his father fifteen years ago, but he hadn’t done any renovations in all that time. “I got a renovation idea,” Kyohei’s father had joked. “Tear the place down. No one ever comes here anyway.”

      Kyohei slid open the front door and stepped inside. The air-conditioning was running full blast, and it felt good. He shouted, “Hello?”

      The curtain behind the counter moved, and his aunt, Setsuko, emerged with a big smile. “Kyohei, you made it! My, but you’ve gotten so big!” she said, echoing Narumi’s greeting. Maybe they think that makes kids happy, Kyohei thought.

      “Thanks for putting me up,” Kyohei said, remembering his manners.

      His aunt chuckled. “Now, now, none of that. You’re family. Come right on in.”

      Kyohei took off his shoes and put on a pair of the guest slippers they had lined up at the entrance. The inn may have been small, but there was a lobby, complete with a wicker bench.

      “It must’ve been hot out there! I’ll get you something cool to drink. Juice? Tea? I think we have some cola…”

      “Cola!”

      “Thought so,” Setsuko said, giving him another smile and disappearing behind the counter.

      Kyohei dropped his backpack and sat down on the bench. His eyes started to wander around the room. There was a framed painting of the sea from what looked like the nearby coast. Next to it was a map with little illustrations showing local spots of interest, except the map was faded so badly he could barely make anything out. An old clock on the wall showed the time was two o’clock.

      “Hello there, Kyohei,” came a gravelly voice, and his uncle Shigehiro appeared. “Good to see ya!”

      His uncle hadn’t changed much in the last two years either. He was still plump as a Buddha, but his hair was thinner now, making him look even more like a Buddha. The only real difference was that now he was sporting a cane. “Because he got too fat for his knees to hold him up,” Kyohei’s father had said.

      Kyohei stood and said hello.

      “Sit down, sit down. I’ve got a mind to sit down right there with you,” Shigehiro said, sitting down across from Kyohei and chuckling. He had a big grin on his face. A happy Buddha, Kyohei thought. “So, how’re your parents?”

      “Busy, like always,” Kyohei said.

      “Busy’s good.”

      Setsuko came out with a tray carrying a teapot and three glasses, one already filled with cola.

      “Hey, no cola for me?” Shigehiro asked with a frown.

      Setsuko shook her head. “It’s barley tea for you, mister. You have to watch your sugar,” she said, pouring him a glass.

      Kyohei drank his cola, grateful for the cool sweetness after the long climb.

      Setsuko was Kyohei’s father’s older half-sister. Setsuko’s mother had died in a car accident when she was still little. Her father later remarried and had Kyohei’s father, hence the nine-year difference in their ages.

      “I saw Narumi at the station,” Kyohei said. “She said she was going someplace?”

      “Eh? Where’s Narumi off to now?” Shigehiro asked his wife.

      “Oh, you know,” she said, “that thing about the cove. They’re talking about digging up gold and silver and the like out there.”

      “Oh, right, that,” Shigehiro said, utterly uninterested. “Sounds like a bunch of hogwash to me. Digging up gold from the ocean.”

      “I wouldn’t know about these things,” Kyohei’s aunt said with a shrug. “Narumi was pretty worried that if they started working out there, the sea would get all dirty, you know.”

      “Well, she’s right to worry about that,” Shigehiro said, a bit more seriously. He took a long sip of his tea.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Kyohei said, opening his backpack and taking out the paper-wrapped package inside. “Mom wanted me to give you this.”

      “Oh, she shouldn’t have,” Setsuko said, smiling even as she furrowed her eyebrows. She began opening the package immediately. “Look at this, tsukudani beef jerky. Oh, I’ve heard of this shop. It’s famous! She really shouldn’t have. I’ll have to call and thank her.”

      Kyohei finished his cola, and his aunt immediately asked if he wanted a refill. “Yes please,” he said, and she swept his glass away. That was a nice change of pace. At home, he would’ve been told to get it himself, if they let him drink cola in the first place.

      Maybe spending the rest of summer vacation in Hari Cove wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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      A manager from DESMEC’s development division stood next and began to talk about their coming plans in detail. First, they would conduct a survey of the seabed to determine the amounts and densities of the various ores, as well as their metallic content. At the same time, they would be working on specific new technologies for extracting and removing the ores. There would be more investment into smelting technology as well, up until the point at which they were ready to assess the site for potential commercialization within a ten-year time frame.

      Narumi felt somewhat relieved, if only because they were avoiding the kind of vague, saccharine promises they had heard too often. Things about “new industry lifting up the local economy.” To the contrary, the development manager’s talk made it clear there were still many unknowns, and they were proceeding with care.

      Yet there was a magic to the words “undersea resources” that made people dream big, as if gold and silver really would come erupting out of the sea to shower the community with riches. To those primarily concerned with invigorating the local economy, it seemed like a godsend at a time when the town sorely needed one. Year by year, Hari Cove had been slowly falling apart. The tourism industry, their main source of income, had been in recession for some time and showed no signs of picking up.

      Yet that didn’t mean they should give carte blanche to some unknown technology. Hari Cove lived and died by the ocean. And if that ocean wasn’t brimming with beauty and life, neither would the town. Sacrificing the ocean in order to save the town was a fool’s bargain.

      Narumi realized early on there wasn’t much she could do about it all by herself, so she launched a blog, becoming the unofficial spokesperson for the sea near Hari Cove. One of the first people to e-mail her after the blog went up was Sawamura. He had been focusing on articles about natural preservation efforts in the area and had reached out to his environmentally minded friends. Save the Cove was their idea. Narumi had been invited along for the ride.

      She had responded almost immediately. If anyone was doing something to save the cove, she wanted in.

      So began long days of exchanging information and research. Sawamura sold his apartment in Tokyo and came back home so he could be on the front lines. Drawing on his connections, they found more people willing to help their efforts, but things really took off when their central message, that the mining would disrupt the cycle of life in the nearby ocean, struck a chord with the local fishermen. After that, the fishermen started showing up to meetings in larger and larger numbers.

      Finally, the government took notice. METI directed the organizations involved with the mineral surveys to hold an informational hearing – a huge coup for the Save the Cove movement, and Narumi’s big chance. She could get the word out officially now.

      Up on stage, the DESMEC engineers were still talking. They explained at length the measures they would take to protect the environment, but nothing passed the sniff test for Narumi. It took two hours before they were finished with their presentation, after which there was a Q and A.

      Sawamura’s hand went up immediately. He took the mic that was passed to him and began to speak.

      “As the name would suggest, hydrothermal ore deposits form around hydrothermal vents on the seabed. These vents have a very specific deep-sea ecology, providing a home for many species that do not, and cannot, live elsewhere. You spoke of trying to predict the effect of mining operations on these ecologies, but there’s nothing to predict. Everything living around these vents will die if you mine there. To put it in perspective, some of the creatures living in these environments take several years to grow to a size of only a dozen or so centimeters. But they only take an instant to kill. How will you protect them? If you have any ideas, I’d like to hear them.”

      My thoughts exactly, thought Narumi.

      The development manager stood to answer. “As you say, some damage to the life around the vents will be unavoidable. Uh, due to this, we’re proposing a genetic survey. That is, we will analyze the genetics of the organisms living near the vents to ascertain whether or not the same organisms live anywhere else on the seabed. If we find a species that does not exist elsewhere, then we will make preservation of that species a top priority. Exact methods will depend on the species in question, I should think.”

      Sawamura held his mic back up. “In other words, if you find the same kind of organism living someplace else, you’re fine with killing the ones you find near the vent?”

      The manager frowned and said, “Erm, essentially, yes, that’s right.”

      Sawamura pressed on, relentless. “Can you really do a genetic survey of every single organism living in the area? There is a lot we don’t know about deep-sea ecologies. How will you know for sure what exists where? How do you propose to find everything?”

      “Well, all I can say is that we’re prepared to do what we need to do to make it happen.”

      “That’s not going to work,” interjected a new voice, joining the conversation. Everyone on stage tensed as they turned to look at the one who’d spoken. It was the physicist, Yukawa.

      “Not even specialists in the field profess a full understanding of deep-sea life, so I don’t see how any of us can,” the physicist added. “If there’s something you’re not going to be able to do, you should just be honest and admit it.”

      The development manager fell silent, a look of chagrin on his face. The emcee took a step toward the mic to say something, but Yukawa beat him to it. “What we have here is a very basic problem. The only way to make use of underground resources is to mine them, and if you mine them, they’re going to damage the local flora and fauna. That’s as true under the water as it is on land, but it hasn’t stopped us – that is, mankind – from doing it over and over again. That’s a fact. You just need to make a choice.” He put down his mic, closed his eyes, and leaned back in his chair, oblivious to the stares of the entire room.

       

      It was after four thirty when Narumi left the hall with Sawamura and the others.

      “That went pretty much like we thought it would,” Sawamura said. “Though with less grandstanding than expected, thankfully.”

      “I thought they were pretty transparent, considering,” Narumi agreed. “It sounds like they’re really just putting out feelers at this point – and at least they are considering some measures to protect the environment.”

      “Don’t relax just yet. Once they get a whiff of the money to be made, they’re going to charge full speed ahead. Nothing’s going to stop them, certainly not concern for the environment. That’s the way it’s always been. Look at what happened with nuclear power in this country. We can’t let ourselves get tricked like that again.”

      Narumi nodded. He was right, of course. The hearing had lulled her into a sense of accomplishment, but that was an illusion. The real work was only just beginning.

      “I was surprised at the range of people they brought to the meeting. When that professor butted in, telling them they should just admit it when they couldn’t do something? That was impressive.”

      “Him?” Sawamura frowned. “Bet you ten to one he’s a corporate shill. They put him up there to make them look like they’re not all about the money.”

      “I don’t know, I thought his heart was in the right place, at least about not trying to pull the wool over our eyes. You never hear that kind of honesty from most officials or politicians.”

      “Maybe,” Sawamura said with a shrug.

      They left the community center and went their separate ways. “See you tonight,” Sawamura said as they left. They would gather again after dinner to prepare for tomorrow.

      Narumi got on her bicycle, waved, and pedaled off. Past the station, she dismounted and began to walk. It was much easier pushing her bike up the long slope than trying to ride it.

      A taxi passed her just as the Green Rock Inn came into view. She watched it pull up at the inn. That would be their one reservation, arriving for the night.

      It wasn’t unusual for them to only have one reservation a night these days. Summer hadn’t brought an increase in guests. In fact, there were fewer each year, and not just at the Green Rock Inn. Several inns and other businesses serving the dwindling tourist industry had already gone belly up, and Narumi knew it was only a matter of time for the inn. They already couldn’t afford to hire any help except in the busiest months, and the only reason her parents were able to run the place by themselves the rest of the time was that there were so few guests. It had only gotten more difficult when Shigehiro hurt his knee.

      The taxi passed her again on its way back down. She recognized the driver. He nodded as he passed – the kind of courtesy you only see in a small town.

      She stepped inside the inn to find Setsuko greeting the newly arrived guest at the front counter. He was writing in the guest book. When he finished and turned around, Narumi was surprised to see he was the man she’d noticed at the hearing, the one wearing the open-collar shirt. He smiled warmly to her and nodded, almost as if he’d been expecting to see her here.

      “I’ll show you to your room,” Setsuko said, key in hand as she stepped out from behind the counter. A small travel bag in one hand, the man followed her in silence.

      After they were gone, Narumi went behind the counter and checked the guest book. The man’s name was Masatsugu Tsukahara. Not a name she recognized.

      Maybe it’s nothing, she thought. He might have nodded to her at the hall because their eyes happened to meet, a friendly gesture of solidarity. But then she looked back at the guest book and frowned. The man had listed his address as being in Saitama Prefecture. Why would someone from north of Tokyo come all the way down here just to attend a hearing?

      “Hey, Narumi, welcome back.” She looked up. It was Kyohei, looking out the door by the front counter.

      “Hey. Were you down in the basement?”

      “Yeah, with Uncle Shigehiro.”

      She heard the sound of a cane striking the steps leading to the boiler room underneath the inn.

      A few moments later, Shigehiro appeared at the top of the stairs.

      “Oh, welcome back,” he said to her. “How was the hearing?”

      “Good. I’m glad I went. There’s going to be a debate tomorrow – sorry I’ll be out again.”

      “Not a problem,” her father replied. “You do what you need to do.”

      “You’re protecting the environment, right?” Kyohei asked. “That’s cool.”

      Narumi lifted an eyebrow. “You think so?”

      “Totally! So do you, like, get on a boat and ram whaling ships?”

      “Hardly,” she said. “But what we do is very important. We’re trying to stop people from wrecking our ocean. If they start mining the seafloor, it might hurt the local fishermen.”

      “Oh,” Kyohei said, clearly having no interest in anything that didn’t involve fierce battles on the high seas.

      Setsuko returned and announced, “He says he’ll eat at seven.”

      Narumi looked at the clock. It was almost five.

      “Also, we had a last-minute reservation, a single,” Setsuko added. “The call came in right after you left, Narumi.”

      Last-minute cancellations happened too often, but last-minute reservations were a new thing, Narumi thought, just as she heard the front door slide open behind her. “Hello?” said a familiar voice, and Narumi nearly jumped. She turned to see the physicist Yukawa standing in the doorway of the Green Rock Inn.
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      The Green Rock Inn had a few private dining rooms on the first floor, where guests came for their meals. Kyohei was supposed to eat dinner with Narumi’s family in the little room next to the kitchen, but when six o’clock rolled around he snuck out to take a peek at the dining rooms where their new guest, Yukawa, would be eating.

      The sliding doors to the first dining room on the hall were open, and a serving cart had been left in the hallway outside. Aunt Setsuko would be in the middle of serving dinner.

      Kyohei peeked inside. Yukawa was sitting alone in the middle of a room big enough for ten, watching as Aunt Setsuko arranged dishes on the tray in front of him.

      “So places in town are open pretty late, then?” he was saying.

      “Well, late for the countryside, maybe. But that only means ten or ten thirty. I’d be happy to show you,” his aunt was telling him.

      “I’d appreciate that. You go out drinking often?”

      “Oh no, I certainly wouldn’t say ‘often.’ It’s much more of a ‘rarely,’ if that.”

      “That’s a shame,” Yukawa said, suddenly looking toward Kyohei. Their eyes met, and Kyohei jumped and shrank back away from the door, out of sight.

      “Is something wrong?” he heard his aunt ask.

      “No, nothing. This looks delicious,” Yukawa said as Kyohei snuck away, treading as lightly as possible on the floorboards.

      He had his own dinner soon afterward. His aunt and uncle had pulled out all the stops for their guest, and the table was loaded with sashimi and all kinds of homemade dishes.

      “Eat up,” his uncle said, pushing a plate of sashimi toward Kyohei. “We can’t send you back home skinny, or we’ll never hear the end of it.” He laughed, his belly sticking out like a giant, quivering watermelon.

      “And thanks for snagging a customer for us,” his aunt said. “That was unexpected!”

      “All I did was show him the map,” Kyohei explained. “He was the one who wrote down the number and everything.”

      “Well, you did just the right thing. He must’ve figured that any hotel good enough for you was good enough for him.”

      Kyohei shrugged, pretty sure that had nothing to do with it.

      Close to seven, Narumi stood from the table, saying she had a Save the Cove meeting and wouldn’t be back until late. Kyohei left to go back to his room. There was a TV show he wanted to watch.

      He’d just reached the elevator when the doors opened and an older man with short hair stepped out. He looked like he’d just been in the bath. He was still wearing his robe, and his face had a ruddy sheen to it. The man looked at Kyohei a little curiously, then walked off in the direction of the dining rooms.

      Kyohei took the elevator to the second floor and walked down the hall to his room. He’d been given a room big enough for four. His aunt was worried that he’d feel lonely in such a big room all by himself, but Kyohei wasn’t a little kid anymore, and it didn’t bother him in the slightest. He spent some time stretching out on the tatami mats, enjoying the space, then reached for the remote control.

      After about an hour, he got up and took a look out the window. He knew the ocean was in the distance, but it was too dark to see anything but the spot between the inn and the road where the floodlights by the front door lit a circle of pavement.

      He’d been standing there for a while when he heard the sound of the front door opening. Two people walked out: Yukawa, and his aunt. He wondered where they were going at this time of night. He didn’t see his uncle anywhere.

      The phone in his room began to ring. Startled, he hurriedly picked up the receiver.

      “Yeah?”

      “Kyohei? It’s Uncle Shigehiro. Were you asleep?”

      “Nope. I was watching television.”

      “Right, well, how about you and me set off some fireworks? I’ve got some left over from last summer.”

      “What? Now? Yeah, okay!”

      “Good, come on downstairs.”

      “Be right there.”

      His uncle was waiting for him in the lobby. He had a bucket and a sizable cardboard box at his feet.

      “Since everyone’s decided to head out, I figure now’s our chance to have a little fun for ourselves,” his uncle said.

      Kyohei looked inside the cardboard box, his eyes going wide. It was an impressive collection. There were fistfuls of sparklers, and even some bigger fireworks, the kind you stuck in the ground and shot up into the sky before they went off.

      “No time to waste! You mind getting the box?” Uncle Shigehiro asked, picking up the bucket and beginning to walk with his cane. Kyohei lifted the cardboard box in both hands and followed after his uncle.
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      It was a little before nine when Narumi, Sawamura, and the others left the meeting hall. “How about a drink?” Sawamura offered. Two of the younger members immediately agreed.

      “How about you?” he asked Narumi.

      “For a little while, sure.”

      They said good-bye at the station to the people who had to leave right away, then headed to the usual bar, the one that stayed open the latest.

      They had just reached the door when Narumi spotted her mother standing next to the seawall, staring out toward the dark ocean. She called out, and Setsuko turned as if she had just been woken from a dream. Her lips curled in a vague smile, and she walked across the road toward them.

      “Good evening,” she said to Sawamura and the others before turning to Narumi. “You finish your meeting?”

      “Yeah, but what are you doing out here, Mom?”

      Setsuko nodded in the direction of the bar. “Oh, I brought one of our guests down. You know, Mr. Yukawa.”

      “Let me guess, you joined him for a drink or two?”

      “Just a wee bit,” she said, holding up her thumb and index finger a little way apart.

      “Again? Mom, you know you’re not supposed to drive after you have a drink.”

      “Mr. Yukawa’s going to take a taxi home, and it was just a little.”

      “Even after just a little, Mom. The law’s the law.”

      Ever since her father hurt his knee he’d stopped drinking, but her mother had always been overly fond of alcohol. Even if she didn’t come down to the bar, a whiskey before bed was her nightly routine.

      Narumi sighed. “So that’s why you’re out here, trying to clear your head?”

      “Something like that,” Setsuko replied, a bit mysteriously. “You need to watch how much you drink, too, young lady.”
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