





[image: Cover]



















[image: Book Title Page]
























[image: CoverImage]






Begin Reading


Table of Contents


Newsletters


Copyright Page




In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.














[image: ]














[image: ]














[image: ]














[image: ]














[image: ]














 


There’s a story I want to write, Kana.


It’s a sweet story, one that will instantly make any stomach full, no matter how empty, white and pure like the manna that rained down on the people who wandered the desert.


God poured manna down on them, gave them hope, and kept demonstrating his unwavering love until they reached the promised land.


It would be so nice, Kana, if I could write a gentle, happy story like that someday.


And if I did, Kana?


Do you think I would be able to confess everything I ought to, beg your forgiveness, and go through that narrow gate with courage?















Prologue—Memories for an Introduction: the Last Thing She Whispered
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To you whom I loved as much as this, good-bye.


There was a girl who, with those words, parted from the person she loved best.


If she loved him, then why couldn’t they be together?


Why did she need to so gently shake free of the hand she’d held?


Why did she turn her back on him when he was gazing at her in despair, and then move toward the narrow gate all alone?


Could they not have walked together hand in hand, on a broad, bright road?


When I was seventeen, her words and her behavior seemed inexplicable to me and simply made me sad. I couldn’t accept it.


Good-bye.


Around the same time, the person who had educated me fixed me with a clear gaze and she, too, whispered that word inside a shower of pure white flower petals.


Good-bye.


It was a warm smile, melting into the gentle, golden light of sunset, that resurfaced in my aching chest.


Slender shoulders; delicate limbs; long, wispy braids swaying.


Her back never turning around.


Her voice, so gentle it was heartbreaking, echoing again and again in my ears.


Good-bye.


You were more important to me than anyone.















Chapter 1—The Murderous Desire You Trigger in Me
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“Here you go. Like I promised.”


When I slowly dropped the peach-colored phone strap of the woven ball into her palm, Kotobuki’s face curved into a joyful smile.


“Th-thanks.”


“Sorry it’s so late,” I apologized a tiny bit sheepishly, and she shook her head so violently it sent her hair flying.


“No way! It’s really cute!”


She squeezed it with a little smile, and then she slooowly opened her hand again, picked it up in her fingertips, and dangled it in front of her face. She went on gazing at it, enchanted.


The morning classroom was filled with an easy atmosphere. Clear light streamed in from the windows, making Kotobuki’s face shine brightly.


People would start filtering into the classroom in greater numbers soon, but it looked like Kotobuki wasn’t paying attention. She looked up at me and her cheekbones were ever so slightly pink.


“Did… you hold on to this phone strap the whole time?”


“Yeah. It was supposed to be a souvenir from my trip over the summer, but I forgot to give it to you. Like that postcard you were supposed to send me over the summer.”


When I said that, she pursed her lips a little.


“Come on. I mean… you thought I was an awful person. You hated me.”


“That’s not true. In fact, it was more like you hated me. So I thought you might not like it if I brought you a souvenir.”


“B-but no! I didn’t hate you, it’s just—I-I would get nervous and look really intimidating—even when I tried to talk to you, the words didn’t come out very well, and—hate you? No way. I mean, this whole time I’ve—”


It was cute how she was denying it so frantically, and the inside of my chest felt ticklish. Feeling happy, I laughed.


“I know that now.”


When I said that, Kotobuki’s face calmed as well, and she dropped her head shyly. “Good.”


She squeezed the phone strap in both hands, cradling it.


“You picked this out for me.”


“I did.”


“Were you thinking about me when you chose it?”


“Yeah. I thought this color would suit you.”


Kotobuki looked even more embarrassed, the corners of her mouth relaxing, and in a tiny voice, she whispered, “I… like pink.”


Then, her cheeks still red, she asked, “But what made you think to buy me a souvenir? I was so off-putting back then.”


She glanced up at me, her eyes charged with expectation.


My voice stuck.


Something bitter had mingled suddenly with my glowing, treacly emotions.


—Because Tohko said we should buy souvenirs for everyone.


Smiling kindly, using a tone like an older sister worrying about her little brother, she said it was important to build up plenty of little gestures for the people I talked to every day.


With a scratchy sensation deep in my chest, I opened my mouth to speak.


“Because I started yelling and left so suddenly that time I went to visit you in the hospital. It was to make up for that…”


I saw Kotobuki was disappointed, and I hurried to add, “And then I thought it would be great if I could get to know you better because of it.”


Instantly, a syrupy light came into her eyes. Kotobuki turned to one side in embarrassment.


“Y-you don’t have to lie. I’m just happy that you bought it for me and held on to it all this time.”


The word lie sent a stab through me.


But—


“I’ll treasure it forever.”


Kotobuki lifted her face and smiled, and instantly my clenched heart was filled once more with something gentle.


Her pure, straightforward eyes devoid of any betrayal or scheming, simply intent, looking only at me—


I’d been saved by those eyes.


When I returned home from Ryuto’s house yesterday at my lowest point, Kotobuki had been the one who held and supported me as I cried.


“You don’t have to write anymore.


“… Even if you don’t write novels… I’ll stay with you.”


As fat tears rolled down my face, she told me that. I had felt indescribably elated.


Until then, I’d thought that I would never feel for Kotobuki the intense emotions that I’d had for Miu.


But when I was with Kotobuki, courage welled up in me. The tenderness I felt toward her awkward kindness, toward her rough and fervent words, came from the heart.


Reminiscent of exactly the calm, peaceful life that I wanted.


If I was with Kotobuki, I could be stronger.


So I wasn’t going to lose my way. It didn’t matter if I never became an author.


If I could walk unhurriedly down the broad path that everyone took, under a bright sun, smiling with Kotobuki, supporting each other, still Konoha Inoue, I knew I would have no greater joy.


“You want to go home together today?”


“Sure.” She nodded and then shifted her eyes away in embarrassment. “Oh, Mori’s here with everyone. I’m gonna go now, okay?”


She gave a little wave and then moved away while stealing glances back at me. It was adorable.


“You guys look like you’ve relaxed a lot.”


When I turned around, Akutagawa’s eyes were soft.


“I was worried, since you’ve been out of school.”


“I’m sorry… Thank you for worrying about me so much. And for bringing Miu out.”


“Oh, I was just an escort. It was Asakura’s idea to go see you.”


Akutagawa’s easy smile touched his mature lips.


Miu and Akutagawa had both helped me for sure…


When we parted ways at the coffee shop, I hadn’t had a clue what I should do. I’d felt empty and on the verge of snapping. But today I could tell Akutagawa how I felt and be honest.


“No, I was glad when you told me to stop and think. Thanks to you, I finally found an answer,” I declared cheerfully. “I’m not going to be an author after all. I’m not writing any more novels.”


In contrast to my buoyancy, the smile disappeared from Akutagawa’s face and his expression grew slightly uneasy.


“I see… If that’s what you’ve decided, it’s not my place to say anything. But are things going to be okay with Sakurai?”


Instantly the skin on my entire body prickled, as if something cold had been pressed to the back of my neck.


Ryuto!


Like those of a ferocious wild dog, his eyes grew until my mind filled with a rush of fresh, bright red blood, and the sound of his voice whispering over the phone echoed in my ears.


“So Kotobuki’s gonna be a problem… huh?”


His low voice charged with irritation.


“If you don’t break up, I dunno what I’m gonna do. I might mess her up bad and break her.”


He’d said it coldly, thickly, spelling out each word to make sure I understood.


I’d called him back on his cell phone immediately after. But no matter how many times I tried, I only got his voice mail and never got hold of him.


If something really were to happen to Kotobuki… My guts twisting with worry, I called Kotobuki’s cell phone.


“Inoue? What’s wrong?”


As soon as I heard the surprise in her voice, I sank to the floor with relief.


“I was worried about you.”


“C’mon, it’s still early. I’m fine.”


“How much farther to your house?”


“Um, about thirty minutes?”


“Let’s talk until you get there, then.”


“Wha—? Okay!”


“And let’s go to school together tomorrow, too.”


“H-hold on. This is so—did something happen, Inoue?” Kotobuki had asked in a rush, concern in her voice.


“I want to be with you.”


I said it with such anxiety in my voice that she was silent for one second, then two, then—


“O-okay. If that’s what you want, okay,” she’d whispered bluntly, embarrassed.


I kept on talking, as if a dark shadow were hunting me, until Kotobuki reached home.


After we hung up, my hand had been cold and stiff, and my entire body was soaked in sweat.


I called Ryuto’s phone again several times after that, but never got hold of him. Each time I was connected to his voice mail, my heart leaped and then a shiver went down my spine.


When I lay down in bed, I saw only bad visions and I was seized several times by the impulse to call Kotobuki and make sure she was safe.


Even when morning finally came, I was in no mood to savor my breakfast slowly and I arrived at our meeting spot thirty minutes early.


I waited, stomping my feet and breathing in white clouds, when through the mist of morning, Kotobuki appeared with my white scarf wound around her neck. My nostrils flared and I thought I might cry.


Inoue…


Bashful, Kotobuki had called out to me, her cheeks as red as apples, her eyes shining vibrantly. She seemed very happy.


The instant I saw that look on her face, I felt as if a heavy stone that had been slung across my shoulders had melted away into nothing.


Thank god.


Thank god Kotobuki was here.


I’d been so anxious, but just having Kotobuki walking beside me, my nerves eased and my heart grew stronger.


That was how we arrived at school.


The courage Kotobuki had given me still lingered in my heart, supporting me firmly.


I couldn’t believe that Ryuto had said those words as an idle threat.


Whenever I remembered the voice he’d uttered them in, his face filled with madness, my body shrank even now. Anxiety caressed my heart like a knife.


I had to protect Kotobuki.


“I have a favor to ask, Akutagawa.”


I confessed that I thought Ryuto might do something to Kotobuki.


Akutagawa’s face grew steelier as I watched.


“I’m going to be with Kotobuki as much as I can until I can talk to Ryuto, but would you mind keeping an eye on her, too?”


“No problem.”


“Thank you. I’ve asked a lot of favors from you lately. Sorry.”


“It’s fine. You almost waited too long to ask. You take on too much on your own. I’m not too perceptive, so if you don’t say something early on, I can’t help.”


He said it with an earnest face, and though I was happy, I was also baffled.


“… I think you try to do everything on your own more than I do, Akutagawa.”


“I don’t mean to…”


Akutagawa knit his brows. I smiled warmly.


“If you insist, then. If you run into any problems, tell me, okay? I’m not that observant, either.”


When I said that, Akutagawa’s face softened. “Sure.”


The bell rang and everyone went back to their seats in a flurry. I started to walk back to mine, too.


“Inoue.”


“Yeah?”


I stopped and turned around. After a hesitant look passed through his eyes, Akutagawa asked, “… Did you and Amano talk things out?”


My chest pinched tight.


Akutagawa was looking at me, pained. It struck me that he was reflecting exactly what was on my own face.


“I’m glad that you chose the path of not writing and that you’re prepared to get into it with Sakurai. But won’t that mean things are going to get even worse with you and Amano?”


The words stuck in my throat, my breathing grew strained, and I couldn’t answer. I couldn’t meet Akutagawa’s gaze fully.


Our teacher came in, and we both turned our eyes away and sat at our desks.


“… Did you and Amano talk things out?”


The suffocating feeling continued throughout class, as if my throat were blocked up. Akutagawa’s words lingered in my mind.


I hadn’t made a decision on my relationship with Tohko yet.


The thing she had wanted from me.


That I would write the story her dead mother should have written.


But that was impossible.


I wasn’t Tohko’s mother and I couldn’t write the story Tohko was hoping for.


These past few days, I’d found out a lot about Tohko. That her father had been an editor. That her mother had ambitions of being an author. That they had both died in a car accident. About the relationship between the Amanos and Ryuto’s mother, Kanako. How Kanako treated Tohko, the memento of her friends.


How Tohko had lived in Kanako’s house.


“She looks unfriendly, but she’s actually a nice person.


She let me live here. She’s really a good person.”


“Welcome home, Aunt Kanako!”


Tohko, her feverish body recovering from illness, greeting Kanako at the door as if she was overjoyed to see her.


The author Kanako Sakurai, who had silently gone by Tohko without as much as a glance in her direction.


I’d been unable to do anything that day.


Anger had surged into me, making the blood in my body boil; my chest had hurt as if it were tearing itself apart; I’d been filled with a desire to scream—and yet I’d been unable to give voice to a single word.


I’d been unable to do anything at all for Tohko.


“Those two… are always like that. Tohko says somethin’ and Kanako ignores her. It’s been that way ever since… Tohko came to stay at our house.”


I’d been unable to tell her how bizarre it was to smile at someone treating you like you don’t exist when you’re right in front of them. I was so angry I was shaking—and yet I’d been unable to say it. And I hadn’t been able to say to Kanako, Why do you ignore Tohko? Don’t you think you’re taking things a little far when she’s lived in the same house as you for so many years?


Tohko and Kanako had created their own world in that cramped space, one just for the two of them, and I’d been unable to enter it, as if I were merely reading words printed in a book.


“You’re the one who let her dream, and now you’re runnin’ away?”


“You gotta write, Konoha.”


Ryuto had said that if I wrote, something would change. That I was Tohko’s author.


I couldn’t answer that plea.


Not even if Tohko had been at my side, holding my hand whenever I started to cry and helping me to stand back up for the last two years, hoping for exactly that.


It was thanks to Tohko that I’d managed to come this far despite stumbling so many times.


But I couldn’t grant Tohko’s wish.


I couldn’t become an author and I couldn’t write a novel! Even if it meant I was ungrateful, even if it meant I was selfish, that was the one thing I couldn’t do!


I couldn’t!


I felt like I was losing my mind with the pangs that seemed to beat against my skull. Tohko had betrayed me.


But I had betrayed Tohko, too. Tohko who had unfailingly given me more warmth and kindness than I could measure.


It was probably because I wore such a gloomy expression that Akutagawa apologized to me during the break.


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you agonize over it.”


“It’s okay. Tohko and I… we’re done.”


Done—I guess that’s what we were.


Because we weren’t going to see each other again?


Because we would become memories to each other and grow apart?


If we could forget, great. But could I forget when Tohko’s memory lingered so vividly in my eyes, in my ears, on my skin? When my chest ached so much I could hardly bear it?


Akutagawa laid a hand on my shoulder without a word.


“If it makes you look so pained, why not go see Amano? Wasn’t she important to you? She always cared about you. She thought well of you.


“Maybe it’s not my place to say this. But I still think Amano was probably the one who understood you best.”


Akutagawa’s straightforward gaze was right in front of me. Fighting back the pain that tightened my throat, I whispered, feeling like I could cry, “Yeah… you might be right.”


The one who understood me best.


And yet she’d ordered me to write a novel. Told me to go back to being Miu Inoue.


Even though she should have known how much I would loathe that. Had she wished it so hard that she couldn’t help but say it?


To read a novel like manna, like her mother should have written—a story as sacred as nourishment from God—sweet and white, falling from heaven.


Wanting to fill her empty stomach with it.


“I’m ashamed, but… there’s nothing I can do for Tohko. Because what Tohko needs is me as an author. If all I am is a high school student… I can’t help her.”


My heart chafed.


Akutagawa was looking at me impatiently.


Behind me, Kotobuki called out, “Inoue!”


Her shy, quiet voice erased my bleak emotions. I smiled and said, “See you,” then walked over to her.


And so several days went by.


I waited for Kotobuki in the morning and at the end of the day so we could go to school and leave together. Even after we got home, we would talk on our cell phones or text, then call each other again and send texts after we hung up, then finally tell each other “good night” over the phone. We spent the time feeling close, even though we were apart.


I was always on high alert about what Ryuto was planning out there, but the peaceful days went on so long that I started to lower my guard.


When I saw Takeda in the hall and asked, “How’s Ryuto doing?” she told me in a bright voice, “He’s good. We had a feast at Harumi’s restaurant yesterday.”


Harumi’s restaurant was the place we’d had the Christmas Eve party. Ryuto went there all the time. Harumi was a pretty waitress who worked there.


“We ran into four girls and it turned into all-out hand-to-hand combat. Ryu got slapped plus he got splattered with a glass of soda with ice in it.”


She told me this with a guileless smile, as if she were engaging in perfectly ordinary conversation.


“Were you… a part of that, Takeda?”


“No, I watched and had some of their new ginger cake.”


“… Oh. There hasn’t been anything else out of the ordinary?”


“Um… well, Ryu’s been calling someone a lot. I guess they never pick up, though, and he gets a little annoyed.”


“Calling someone? Who?”


“I dunno.” She beamed with a meaningful expression. “Are you worried about Nanase? That maybe Ryu’s still tormenting her?”


“Yeah. I want to protect her.”


When I said that, Takeda’s face suddenly turned serious.


“You’ve changed toward Nanase a little, Konoha.”


“Wh—y-you think so?”


“Yup. I feel like you cherish Nanase more than you did before. And I think Nanase’s started to be less uptight when she’s with you.”


“Was I that rude to her before?”


“Nooo. Nanase was all hyperaware of you, but you were toootally cool. Did you feel sorry for her?”


“Urk…”


It was true.


Takeda grinned again.


“I’m glad things look like they’re going well. I gotta go.”


I watched her wave and move off, in a complex frame of mind.


The part about Ryuto calling someone nagged at me. She said he looked annoyed. If it was some girl he was messing around with, fine, but…


Contrary to how placidly my days were slipping by, the dark clouds looming in my heart refused to clear away. I knew Ryuto hadn’t given up yet. He seemed likely to do anything right now, no matter how horrible, as long as it would achieve his goal. And that scared me.


It was lunchtime when Maki spoke to me.


“Haven’t seen you in a while, Konoha.”


I was picking out some bread for lunch at the school store, and I turned around in surprise.


She was smiling sexily, giving off the impression of a brilliant rose blooming proudly in a peaceful field or of a carnivorous flower. Her enchanting brown hair spilled over her ample chest in waves.


I had always seen Maki in her workroom in the music hall before, so this situation in front of the school store at lunchtime was so incongruous that it left me stunned.


With a look that told me everything was clear to her, Maki asked, “I heard you came to see me. Was that about Tohko, by any chance?”


When I twitched, her eyes narrowed with a smile that said, “I thought so.” “We can’t relax here. Let’s go to my workroom.” She walked off with an arrogant bearing, as if it were foregone that I would follow.


When we reached her workroom, Takamizawa had set out tea and sandwiches.


“So? You wanted to ask me something?”


Feeling suffocated, I opened my mouth. “How much do you know?”


“Just about everything that can be found out,” she answered offhandedly.


“What about Tohko’s parents?”


“They died in a car accident, right? When Tohko was eight.”


“Okay, what about Ryuto’s mother?”


“She’s that author, Kanako Sakurai. She sure is famous, huh? For a lot of reasons.”


The insides of my mouth dried out and prickled. In a hoarse voice, I asked the thing I wanted to know most of all.


“Do you think Kanako poisoned Tohko’s parents like she wrote in her novel?”


As soon as I spoke the words, the pit of my stomach grew heavy as a rock and my fingertips became cold as ice.


A bewitching smile came over Maki’s face.


“The police investigation found no evidence that Kanako Sakurai had murdered the Amanos. The circumstances of the accident were unusual, though, so it’s possible to imagine there was some crisis while they were driving.


“They had left Tohko at Kanako’s house that day in order to attend a wedding. Ryuto had stayed the night with them, and after the family had breakfast at their apartment together, they took Tohko and Kanako’s son, Ryuto, to the Sakurai house. Then they headed to the ceremony in a car driven by Fumiharu, the husband.


“If Kanako poisoned them, it would have happened then, but…”


Maki cut her words off for effect. I held my breath.


“But Kanako wasn’t in the house then. The one who met them at the door was the housekeeper, who was watching the house while Kanako was gone. So, barring her using some sort of trick, it’s impossible for Kanako to have poisoned them.”


Cold sweat poured down beneath my clothes.


Kanako hadn’t poisoned the Amanos.


So then why had Kanako written a novel in which she seemed to confess to killing them?


Why had she treated Tohko as if she didn’t exist?


Had she taken her in, intending to ignore her all along?


I recalled what the letter from Kanako that I’d read in Tohko’s room had said, and I shuddered.


“I wonder if you think things would be better if I were dead.”


The letter that she had written to Yui, supposedly her best friend.


Kanako had accused Yui of having poison and of intending to poison her husband, Fumiharu, and Kanako with it.


“Once you’ve killed him, are you going to kill me, too? Are you going to poison my food…?”


Kanako knew where the poison was hidden, too; when she checked, there was the poison.


The terror and suspicion that had been born when I read the letter rose again and bit into my heart, although I beat it back again and again.


Had Yui been the one who poisoned them?


Had she forced Fumiharu into a double suicide—?


Ryuto had said it, too.


That Yui had poison.


That night when it had seemed the very core of my body would freeze, lit by the eerie light of the moon, as he fixed me with eyes that glinted in their depths, he’d revealed that he was the reincarnation of his father, Takumi Suwa.


That he had pressed the violet, heart-shaped bottle of poison into Yui’s hands. That Yui had smiled ecstatically and thanked him. And that she had used it.


“After all, the only way you can hold on to the person you love forever is to either kill yourself or kill them, right?”


I recalled his low, sweet voice, rich with madness, and it gave me goose bumps.


There was no such thing as reincarnation! If he was saying that and he meant it, then Ryuto was insane. And yet there was a bizarre, undeniable code in his words.


“Please write, Konoha. Before I give Tohko Ole Lukøje’s little violet bottle.”


I had glimpsed the same name in Kanako’s letter.


“The stories you wrote were just like the dreams Ole Lukøje gave to children with his painted umbrella. Insubstantial and ambiguous, leaving no impression, they disappear the moment morning comes.”


Ole Lukøje was a fairy of sleep who appears in a fairy tale by Hans Christian Andersen. Was this repetition of names a coincidence? Or was it—


“You don’t look so hot.”


When I came to my senses, my palms were soaked with sweat. I was sure my face was as pale as someone deathly ill, too.


I let out a short breath to get my breathing under control, and then in a hard voice, I whispered, “I’m fine.”


Maki didn’t look concerned in the slightest; actually, she seemed to be enjoying the show I was giving her.


Even when I showed weakness, this girl had no sympathy. Instead, all she did was look down her nose at me.


“There’s nothing wrong. At all.”


“Oh, really?”


Her lips pulled into a mean-spirited smile.


“Actually, I heard you were under the weather and that you were at home resting. Are you better now?”


Still smiling, Maki answered, “Well, I wasn’t exactly sick.”


Then she rested her elbows on the table jovially, propped her chin in her hand, and peered at me.


“Is there anything else you want to ask me? Today’s special. I’ll have a chat with you and it won’t cost you a thing.”


“Ryuto’s father, Takumi Suwa… what kind of a person was he?”


“Ho-ho, I’ve got a perfect tidbit for that one.”


Maki’s eyes flashed sarcastically.


“I’ve seen pictures of Takumi, and he looks unsettlingly like Ryuto. It’s only natural, them being father and son and all, but even so, they’re so alike it’s as if Takumi himself had crawled out of his grave.


“It seems Ryuto inherited his personality from his father, too. Even though Takumi was still a minor, he worked for nightclubs and scouted for adult entertainment. He was a bum, a blow-off guy who spent his life going around from one girl’s house to another apparently. He couldn’t stand the battles women got into, and yet he was totally blasé without a hint of self-awareness. Just like the Ryuto Sakurai we know, eh? Father and son, both a total waste.”


Maki hated Ryuto, and she was being merciless.


When she said that they looked disturbingly alike, I experienced a sensation as if my chest were being scraped out.


“…’Cos I’m the reincarnation of Takumi Suwa.”


I knew it was impossible, but still the image of Takumi Suwa gradually overlapped with Ryuto, was becoming Ryuto, in my mind. Twisting his lips unsettlingly and looking at me with glinting eyes.


“I heard that Takumi died in a car accident, too.”


Maki shrugged.


“He jumped out into the road to save a cat. The cat was fine, but he was taken to the hospital in an ambulance and died in surgery.”


“A cat?”


“It’s a totally unbelievable way to die, right? Jumping in front of a car to protect a cat. What a completely brainless guy. The funeral was packed with women, and I hear it’s still the stuff of legend.”


She scrunched up her face at the idiocy of it and took a sip of tea.


“… Did Kanako attend Takumi’s funeral?”


Maki set her cup down and answered breezily. “Apparently not. She said she was working on a manuscript at her office. Though I heard Tohko’s mom went.”


Ryuto’s threatening eyes flashed through my mind, and my heart thrummed again.


“How did Kanako feel about Takumi, do you think? She gave birth to Ryuto, so there must have been love, but then to work through his funeral… And when he was in the accident, she didn’t go to the hospital. That’s what Ryuto—”


Maki looked at me with mocking, sympathetic eyes.


“You are such a child.”


Her voice was cold in its declaration and I choked.


“There are women who can have a man’s child without being in love.”


All of a sudden, I had no words.


It was like Maki were attacking me—the air abruptly gone cold.


At last, I forced my voice out. “So then why did she have him?”


Maki replied, her eyes still resting on me, “It could be… for revenge?”


The drastic word stabbed into my chest.


Revenge?


Against who? Yui? Fumiharu?


“There were rumors that Kanako was having an affair with her editor, Fumiharu Amano, anyway, so it’s perfectly believable that she would get together with another man and get pregnant as payback because of that romantic entanglement and that she would have the child.”


It couldn’t be—


Who would have a child with someone they didn’t even love as payback?


“That’s just my interpretation. It’s not a fact; it’s something I think is plausible.”


She teased me, seeming to ask, Was that too shocking for you, Konoha? and my cheeks flared with heat.


Her face calm, Maki said, “Let me see your phone,” and then she stored her number in it. “If something happens, you can call me. Though I might charge a consultation fee next time.”


“… Could I ask you just one other thing?”


“Go right ahead.”


“If Tohko’s parents were poisoned, is it possible that Takumi was the one who got hold of it for them?”


Maki returned my phone, then replied with a cloying tone of voice.


“Actually, that’s the more natural thing to think. Since Takumi had entrée at shady places, he could probably have gotten his hands on some poison. What’s surprising is the possibility that Kanako would have gone out with Takumi for that reason.”


I felt nauseated and uncomfortable.


I thanked Maki and left the music building. As I was walking down the hallway, various images and words swirled in my mind.


Had Takumi Suwa really gotten the poison? Had he given it not to Kanako, but to Yui?


No—that was all stuff Ryuto had said. Not facts, just simple delusions. I couldn’t get taken in by it. Reincarnation was laughable!


I know that.


“… I have memories from my previous life.”


“Things aren’t gonna settle down unless someone disappears, just like back then.”


I shook my head fiercely.


Wasn’t I supposed to have forgotten about Tohko already?


Had there really been poison? Who had poisoned them? It had nothing to do with me.


Tohko’s parents had died nine years ago. There was no use searching for the perpetrator now. Especially if Yui might have done it—


When I got back to my classroom right as the bell was ringing, Akutagawa came up to me.


“You weren’t with Kotobuki?”


“Huh?”


“I told her you’d gone to the store and she left.”


“She did? I haven’t seen her.”


“Really… I thought since neither of you were back, I was sure you were together, but…”


Akutagawa’s eyes clouded. My heart chilled as well and then ached, as if it were being wrung out.


Was Kotobuki still looking for me?


A chill crept up my spine. I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and checked the calls. There were zero.


The bell rang and everyone sat down at their desks.


Kotobuki still wasn’t back.


Mori, who was friends with Kotobuki, glanced worriedly toward the hall.


Akutagawa, too, wore a grim expression.


I called Kotobuki’s phone. A message played telling me she couldn’t be reached because either her phone was turned off or she was somewhere with no signal.


In a fog, I sent her a text.


“What happened? Class started. Where are you?”


My pulse quickened and my temples started to ache sharply. Why wasn’t Kotobuki back?


My chest was dyed black with worry. Hurry—hurry—come back soon, Kotobuki.


The teacher came into the room.


Kotobuki still wasn’t there.


Just then, the phone gripped in my hands buzzed momentarily.


There was something incoming.


A text!


But it was from Takeda, not Kotobuki.


Its subject line was “Nanase”—


I shuddered. Frantically, I opened the text and checked what it said under my desk.


library


As soon as my eyes fell on the short, uncapitalized message, I was already standing.


The people at the desks around me turned their faces up in surprise. The teacher’s eyes went round, too.


“I’m sorry. I’m going to the nurse’s office!” I shouted, sounding like I’d just crossed paths with a brigand, and I flew out of the classroom.


There was no doubt in my mind! Something had happened to Kotobuki!


Had I been careless thinking that he couldn’t make a move at school during lunch in the middle of the week?!


“So Kotobuki’s gonna be a problem… huh?”


The look filled with irritation and the chilling, knifelike voice cut again and again into my heart, carving it up.


“I dunno what I’m gonna do.”


Ryuto murmuring through the phone in a low, grasping voice.


He hadn’t been normal that day!


I’d known that, and yet—


Known that Ryuto wouldn’t give up for anything. That what he said wasn’t a threat: it was the truth.


I’d known that! So then why had I let Kotobuki out of my sight?


I ran desperately through the hall and bolted down the stairs, berating my blunder as I went until my head almost split.


My breathing was rough, and I thought my throat was going to rip open. Sweat ran into my eyes and my feet tangled up and I almost fell over, but I planted my feet and fought it off.


The world around me was warping like rubber.


Please—please let me be in time!


There was a CLOSED sign hanging on the door to the library. Beyond, everything was silent; only my rough panting engulfed my ears. I turned the knob and went inside.


As my shoulders heaved with my breathing, I looked around.


The desk and reading area were both empty.


In that place, a single student sat in a chair at a table, reading a book.


Her cold eyes, devoid of any emotion, looked down at the words, and she turned the pages silently, without a sound. As if a mechanized doll were sitting there—


“Takeda!”


When I called her name, she raised her still-empty eyes to me, then turned her face ever so slightly in the direction of the room in the basement.


I bolted toward it in a daze, opened the door that led downstairs, then descended the spiral staircase so fast that it made me dizzy.


When I pulled open the weighty iron door, the sweet smell given off by yellowing books and the sharp, cold air pricked at my cheeks and forehead.


The lamp on the small side table lit the room unsettlingly. In the slight space of the dim “book graveyard,” two shadows were cast on top of each other.


The lower shadow was kicking its feet, trying desperately to push the upper shadow back.


It was Ryuto and Kotobuki.


I saw that Kotobuki had fallen to her back on the floor and that Ryuto was looming over her. Heat flared from the back of my neck to my ears to the core of my brain.


It was the first time I’d felt rage at another person so strongly that I wanted to murder them. Even the insides of my eyes turned bloodred, my heart went wild, my reason fled, and I became a bundle of emotion. I surged forward.


“Get off her! Stop!”


When Ryuto turned around to look at me, I punched him in the face, grabbed his collar with both hands, and sent him flying back. A mound of books collapsed, hitting Ryuto on the shoulder as they tumbled to the floor. Dust particles floated about in the faint light from the table.


“I-Inoue!”


Kotobuki called my name, her voice thick with tears, and clung to me, trembling. Her hair and uniform were all rumpled and the ribbon over her chest had come untied.


“I’m sorry, Kotobuki. I’m sorry.”


I hugged Kotobuki, whispering the words over and over.


Kotobuki didn’t stop shaking. She must have been so terrified. She gripped my uniform tightly and pressed her face against my chest and sobbed, “Inoue… Inoue…” White dust was stuck to her lovely brown hair.


Clenching my jaw, I glared sharply at Ryuto.


Ryuto plunked onto his bottom on the floor and looked up at me.


His eyes flashed with displeasure, and his lips were twisted pettily. I saw that and the blood rushed into my head.


“Don’t ever touch Kotobuki again!! What you’re doing is a crime! Why don’t you just forget I exist? No matter what you do, I’m not going to write a novel! I won’t go back to being Miu Inoue! If you do something to Kotobuki again, I might kill you. That’s how I angry I am!”


In a thorny, grating voice, Ryuto muttered, “Never thought I’d hear ya say a word like kill. Your girlfriend that important to you? You oughta quit tryin’ stuff you’re not used to. You and me, Konoha, we’re on different levels. I’m used to people tellin’ me they’re gonna kill me. No matter how much they say it, there’s no one… who’ll actually do it for me…”


Ryuto pulled a folding knife out of his pocket. He flicked it open and tossed it at my feet.


Then, as if to fan my rage, he hitched his lips up slightly.


“I want you to kill me with that thing. If you don’t, I’m gonna do the same thing again, as many times as I want.


“I really am gonna break your precious Kotobuki. She’s in my way, after all. I really do want her to just disappear from your life.”


Lying on the concrete floor scattered with old books, the blade of the knife gave off a cold light.


My head grew numbingly hot, my throat was bone-dry, and I felt as if I’d been backed up against a cliff edge. A vicious animal was closing in on me steadily, and if I didn’t kill him, he’d kill me—that was the urgent feeling that had me under its sway.


Kotobuki tugged on my sleeve uneasily.


“Don’t…,” she whispered in a halting voice.


Ryuto’s voice rang out, as if to eradicate her words.


“Then maybe you want me to tear her up right in front of you?”


Kotobuki flinched and shrank back. I did, too.


He’d fixed on us a look that belonged to a demon, filled with dangerous enthusiasm. Cruel eyes without a shred of familiarity—


“I’m serious. You wanna see which of us would win when we’re both bein’ serious? C’mon, pick that up and stop my heart. Then I won’t tell ya to write ever again. Dead people can’t talk. Show my body what it means when you’re serious, Konoha.”


The silver knife lying at my feet.


If I picked it up and stabbed it into Ryuto’s heart, Kotobuki would never be in danger again.


I knew Ryuto wouldn’t dodge it.


The air grew thicker and my throat choked tight. I stopped breathing, didn’t even blink, looking at the knife.


I couldn’t forgive Ryuto for what he’d done to Kotobuki; he wasn’t the cheerful Ryuto that he used to be.


If I didn’t end it here, the same thing would happen again.


The scene I’d witnessed when I opened the door rose before my eyes again and a bubbling, murderous impulse welled up in me. If I truly wanted to protect Kotobuki—


“Don’t!”


As troubling emotions began to drag me in, a forceful voice called me back.


Kotobuki was the one who’d shouted.


Trembling slightly against my chest, gritting her teeth, she glared at Ryuto, her eyes tough, and said loudly, “Inoue’s not going to listen to anything you say! A-and I’m—I’m not going to break up with Inoue no matter what you do! This doesn’t impress me! I’m not afraid of someone like you! I’m going to be with Inoue for a long time!”


Kotobuki released her grip on my uniform. I watched her crouch down toward the floor, and I started.


“Kotobuki—”


Ryuto’s eyes widened, too.


Kotobuki picked up the knife, then hurled it into the shadows where the lines of bookshelves stood. The sound of the knife striking a shelf rang out, then the sound of it falling to the floor, and then silence.


Kotobuki pressed her face against my arm, clinging to it tightly.


“… It was true, what I said before. I care about Inoue… I’m going to stay with him.”


What sweet, divine words those were.


My spirit trembled.


Kotobuki lifted her face and smiled at me. It was an awkward smile, but it looked prettier than any other smile could have been.


“Thank you.”


I put my arms around Kotobuki’s shoulders and pulled her closer. The fire drained out of my body, and I was filled with a feeling of purity. Kotobuki had given me courage yet again.


Ryuto murmured in a frigid voice, “How nice… havin’ someone who loves ya like that.”


When I looked cautiously over at him, the flaring aura around him had faded and he was looking at us, apparently exhausted.


“But I’m not plannin’ on retreatin’, either.”


Kotobuki tugged at my uniform.


“L-let’s go, Inoue.”


“Yeah.”


I nodded to Kotobuki, then turned toward Ryuto again and said, “I’m not retreating, either. I’m going to protect Kotobuki.”


Ryuto was hunkered down, a look of exhaustion still on his face. His powerless, tortured gaze mimicked the face Tohko had shown me when she’d come to my house that one night, and my chest ached suddenly, but… even so I put my arm around Kotobuki’s shoulders and we left the room.
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