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 She would not scream. Every bump in
the road jolted her up to slam back down into the metal floor
again; the pain in her sides was electric but she would not scream.
There were worse things than jarring her injuries; those things
could still happen to her tonight, and would likely happen faster
if she brought the attention of the other creatures back to
herself.

There was something worse than huddling alone in the
corner, listening to inhuman voices arguing in a dark, slithering
language she'd never heard before.

Much worse was what was happening to her right now:
listening to that language she could not identify, and
understanding it anyway.

 


 


* * * *

 


 


When she was in kindergarten, Hitomi's father had
given her a piece of advice that she had been using ever since.
There had been an unpleasant incident, involving a classmate
teasing Hitomi and her use of a hard plastic lunch pail to
retaliate; by the time her father arrived, she had been so
thoroughly scolded by what seemed like all the grown-ups in the
school that she was a mess of hot, angry tears. First, he had used
his handkerchief to clean the mess left on her face by tears and a
runny nose, and listened to her side of the story without
interrupting. Then he had hugged her to his side, and told her that
there was a way to control her emotions, even when they felt too
strong for her to control. She needed to picture herself as a big,
strong, grown-up lady. Those emotions that felt so powerful, that
felt like they would overwhelm her; she needed to tell herself that
those were just dogs belonging to the lady. They might make loud
scary noises, and they might want to get out of control, but the
woman had each one leashed and as long as she held the leash tight,
none of them could get loose.

Hitomi could see the image in her mind, and never
forgot it; over the years, she had replayed the image in her head
ten thousand times, imbuing it with greater and greater detail,
until she felt she could nearly hear the snapping and snarling of
not just dogs but wolves on those leashes, hear the noise of their
paws scraping frantically at the ground, watch the foam flecking
from their muzzles as they strained against thick leather collars,
and then see the graceful leather-gloved hands of the huntress
gather the clinking silver chains together, pulling her hounds to
heel, brooking no defiance.

She had come so far. It had been a decade – no, more
than a decade now – since that unpleasant kindergarten incident.
Sure, she wished she didn't need to rely so often on her huntress
image to keep her temper in check, but she did keep it in check,
almost always. Surely she was entitled to hate Student Editor
Oshiro, just a little, for the things he did that so often made her
hands itch for a hard plastic lunch pail.

Like now, for instance; she had shown up at the
Journalism Club's clubroom at exactly the time Oshiro had
requested, and now here he was, keeping her waiting, refusing to
say a word of what he wanted until the other club members filed out
of the room. Hitomi pretended that she didn't see each and every
one of them sneaking peeks at her as they left. Oshiro sat
ensconced in the clubroom's best chair with his sides pushing
against both armrests, balancing a contact card first on one fat
fingertip and then another, while she sat with a pleasant, serene,
completely false expression pasted over her face and kept the
clenching hands which would have given her away casually hidden in
her lap.

Even once everyone was out of the room, Oshiro
couldn't get right to the point. He tilted the laptop on the table
towards him, and waved the contact card over the read panel until
the machine beeped to show that it had registered, but then he
peered through his horn-rimmed glasses at the sheets of paper in
front of him, and shuffled those around with excruciating slowness.
She wrapped a curl of her shoulder-length hair around her finger,
clockwise then counterclockwise. She looked out the window at the
grey clouds slowly advancing from the horizon; she looked at the
"RULES FOR TIGHT WRITING" and "MAKE THE INVERTED PYRAMID WORK FOR
YOU" posters on the wall, and the Special Award to the Kobayashi
Shimbun for Journalistic Excellence that Oshiro had had
ornately framed at his own expense. She breathed deeply through her
nose, preparing the leashes for the discussion ahead.

Finally he cleared his throat importantly, and for
the first time since everyone had left, he looked directly at her.
"I didn't want to have this talk in front of the others,
Harada-san," he said, "because it might embarrass you if they saw
you singled out for criticism."

And of course they think they were all asked to
leave the room so that you could single me out for praise –
right! Hitomi yanked back that retort, and murmured a dry "I
appreciate your considerate thought, Editor Oshiro." She thought
for a second she'd been too biting in her sarcasm and then realized
from the puffing up of his over-sized chest that he thought she was
sincerely complimenting him.

"You're a good reporter," he said seriously. "That
is, when you deal with a subject that you can be objective on."

Just come right out and say it, or don't you have
the courage to do more than tip-toe up to it? She put an iron
collar and an extra-strong leash around that one as well. "I
believe that I'm fairly objective on every subject,
Oshiro-san."

Oshiro looked at her, raising his eyebrows. "Well,
yes. That's exactly the problem, isn't it." He took off his glasses
and polished them on the tail of his shirt. "You believe that
you're objective. And you can't see when you're departing from good
journalism because you're too emotionally involved in the
subject."

Hitomi let the corners of her mouth come up, and
successfully resisted the rest of the motions involved in baring
her teeth. "What subject would that -" she started to say, but
Oshiro cut her off by spinning the laptop so they could both see
the last story she'd submitted. Her suggested headline across the
top declared in bold: TWO MORE ABDUCTIONS FROM SAEKO-KU WARD.

"No more stories about the disappearances," Oshiro
said. "Move on. Find something else. Don't lose yourself to
this."

She drummed her fingers on her knee, made herself
stop, tried a flank assault on the edict. "Why do you think I can't
be objective about the disappearances?"

Oshiro folded his arms, looking so smug she wanted
to kick his shin. "I think what you actually mean is, how do I
know that you can't be objective. That's easy enough." He
tapped the screen, paging through her previous submitted stories.
"Anonymous sources with no particular credibility. Crazy
second-hand rumors. Spinning every disappearance as an 'abduction'
when the evidence only points to someone dropping out of sight.
Fantastic names – the Changelings, the Black Princess, the Hounds
and Birds – and nothing solid behind any of it." He pointed
to the sketch on the screen that Hitomi had submitted with her
story: a feminine silhouette, all in black, the fingers of the
upstretched hand tipped with raking claws. "Thanks to my solid
reporting on the steroid scandal two years ago, the Kobashin
started winning awards, got recognized as not just another student
paper, but a strong, nearly professional bastion of journalism. Do
you want to throw it all away for tabloid stories? For 'the Black
Princess'?"

Hitomi carefully unclenched her jaw. "Even the most
conservative interpretation of the evidence –"

"I'm not sure I can trust you to give a conservative
interpretation of the evidence."

Hitomi vaulted right back in before he could expand
on this insulting line. "Even looking only at the admissions the
authorities have made here and there, there is no denying that
there's a pattern. The missing persons rate going up 15% over the
last two years? 9% in the last year alone!"

Oshiro waved this off with his hand. "Oh, no one's
denying that something's going on. But you said it yourself –
if there's something going on, we don't have any official
confirmation. How are we supposed to put together a story without
that?" Hitomi nearly went cross-eyed, but before she could find
words to reply, Oshiro continued on, voice dropping. "As for why I
think you can't be objective, well, I think it's pretty obvious.
Nakamura."

A chill washed over Hitomi. For a second, she was
robbed of speech, and while she was still furious at Oshiro, it was
not the hot fury of moments ago but something colder, sadder. She
took a deep breath and spoke evenly; she would not give him the
satisfaction of thinking he'd rattled her. "I don't know why
everyone keeps insisting – still – that there was something between
me and Nakamura. We were friends."

Oshiro's eyebrows rose. "I've heard that it was a
little more than that."

This time the leashes didn't have a chance. She
leaned forward and hissed, "But why are you putting together your
little fantasy about it when you don't have official
confirmation?" He flinched back, which gave her grim
satisfaction but no real pleasure. He seemed to realize that he'd
misstepped and she knew she should press the advantage but suddenly
she couldn't care less. "Are we done here?" she demanded.

Oshiro inhaled. "Yes," he said. He leaned back into
his chair, and watched as she packed her bag and hoisted the strap
onto her shoulder. "But if you want to have a story in the next
issue, it had better be on my desk soon. And about something you
can actually support with facts." She didn't give him the
satisfaction of a reply as she stalked out of the clubroom.

 


 


* * * *

 


 


"Well, if he doesn't like those stories, maybe you
could do one about the comic the Manga Club is making for the
summer Comiket," Tazaka said. He broke off another piece of pork
croquette with his chopsticks, and trawled it through the pile of
sauce on the edge of his plate. "It's a real old-style
doujinshi, too, with nearly everyone in the circle
contributing some sort of writing or art; those are getting rarer
these days."

"'Official confirmation,' he says. Ha!" Hitomi bit
down savagely on the edge of her burger and ground with her teeth.
"Aff iff uhff-" She stopped and forced herself to chew the meat and
swallow before continuing. "As if officials never covered up
the truly important news – Ha!"

She had stormed out of the school building in high
dudgeon after the irritating interview with Oshiro, and had almost
left the school grounds before realizing she'd forgotten to change
her uwabaki for street shoes. Back inside the building,
putting the soft-soled slippers away in her locker, she'd
encountered Tazaka just leaving after his own club activities
finished; he'd amiably agreed to lend an ear to her venting as long
as he could do it while eating, so they'd repaired to Maria's, a
nearby family restaurant that served a variety of Japanese and
Western cuisine, both yoshoku and authentic Western.

Tazaka brushed a lock of hair back from his
forehead, looking slightly hurt. "Well. Maybe it's not exciting
news, after all. Our comic, I mean. Though it's pretty big to us.
But if you don't have another story idea –"

"No, no," Hitomi said, "that's good article
material. That's what most students want out of the Kobashin; they
like to see their names and their friends' names in it. And even
when it isn't them or a friend, any time they see a Kobayashi
student getting attention for something creative or good, they get
to hope that it'll be them next time." She sipped at her
Calpis.

Tazaka's brow furrowed. Hitomi thought he might have
gotten lost by the conversation, or perhaps just distracted by the
waitress walking by, but he surprised her by being perceptive, at
least more than his usual. "What is it that you want out of the
Kobashin, then?" he asked. "I mean, you never seem very happy
there, but you still stay, even though you could join another club
instead." With his free hand, he flipped open the sketchbook next
to his plate, and began drawing with the side of the pencil lead;
Hitomi watched with faint envy as a couple of circles and curvy
lines quickly took shape as a recognizably human figure. "You could
join the Manga Club," he continued, suddenly hopeful.

Hitomi shook her head. "I think not. I know most of
your clubmates."

"You'd be welcome there."

Hitomi snorted. "Yeah, I think they'd welcome any
girl. But then they'd get confused when she didn't fit the
stereotypes they learned from their favorite anime. And didn't
respond to the courtship rituals they learned from datesims."

Tazaka's face turned an interesting shade of red.
"C'mon," he mumbled. "We're not ... you're making us sound all
creepy."

The figure he was drawing in the sketchbook, she
could see now, was an optimistically busty girl in a frilly dress
not unlike the uniform worn by the Maria's waitresses. "Well, no
offense, but the ones who aren't creepy are vulnerable."

"Vulnerable?"



"Yeah, vulnerable to being manipulated. You want
attention from girls so bad, sooner or later you'll attract some
heartless witch girl who dangles just enough affection and
acceptance before you to keep you emptying your wallet for her.
Better learn to spot her before she gets you turned
upside-down."

Tazaka blinked at the two plates of food on the
table between them. "... who's paying for this, by the way?"

"You are."

"Ahh. Hmmmm."

Hitomi waved a French fry at him. "Hey, don't be
like that. I warned you up front I was short on money, didn't I? If
it's a problem for you to cover me then I'll owe you one."

Tazaka hmmmphed, bearing down with the pencil to
shade in the bodice. "I thought you already owed me one, for
drawing you that picture. You drove me crazy, with all those
specifics about what you wanted. And then after all that you didn't
even get it in the Kobashin like you said you would."

Hitomi stared at him, and resisted the temptation to
wing the French fry at his nose. "Tazaka-kun! Haven't you even been
listening? Oshiro wouldn't publish your drawing because he wouldn't
publish my story that the drawing was for!"

Tazaka blinked. "Oh. Yeah." He added another ruffle
to the dress, hesitated, moved to the opposite corner of the page,
and started sketching an arm extended out to the side, with a
membranous wing stretched underneath it.

"How come you didn't get those black objects into
the drawing? You know, the, uh, 'feathers'?"

"Oh, those." He shrugged and offered her an
embarrassed grimace. "Honestly, I ... couldn't make much sense of
your notes on them. One line would say they were hard as steel,
then the next would say that they flexed smoothly. Lots of
contradictions. I suppose if you pieced it together from lots of
different eyewitness descriptions that would be why." Tazaka chewed
another bite of croquette and slowed as a thought visibly occurred
to him. "Wait. You told me why Oshiro was rejecting all your
stories about the disappearances. He thinks there's a connection
between your attachment to the subject, and Nakamura
disappearing."

"That's what he thinks."

"So why doesn't he connect it with your own –"

Tazaka's eyes went wide as Hitomi's hand rocketed
across the table and clapped across his mouth. "Because he can't
connect what he doesn't know about," she hissed. "And he's not
going to know about it because you are not going to tell him, you
got it?" Tazaka nodded, slowly, staring at her with eyes still
wide. So, she realized to belated embarrassment, were patrons from
several of the surrounding booths. She suddenly had a vision of
herself, not as a huntress with a pack of collared hounds, but as
one of the mutts, slipping the leash to charge off in pursuit of
some animal instinct that had flooded its canine brain. She settled
back into her seat and closed her eyes, trying to shake away this
odd image.

"I wouldn't tell him anything that I knew you didn't
want me to tell," Tazaka said, and hesitated. "Still ... do
you think it might, might mean something? I mean, maybe it
is why the story means so much to you..."

"How could that be? I can't be carrying any leftover
trauma from that if I don't even remember it, can I?" she countered
immediately. His brow furrowed and she pressed further before he
could probe this shaky logic. "Besides, I didn't disappear like the
others; I was missing for less than half a day. Aside from
scratches and bruises, I wasn't even injured."

He chewed on the corner of his lower lip. "I
guess..."

"Look, you think these disappearances need to be
looked into too, don't you?"

"Of course I do. Nakamura was my friend too."

"So it doesn't need any weird theories about
subconscious guilts to explain why a good reporter would pursue
this story. If anything really needs explaining, it's what weird
psychological mumbo-jumbo keeps Oshiro from admitting it's a big
story." Hitomi popped one of the last fries into her mouth. "Heh,
maybe he's afraid someone will get a story that makes people forget
the swim team's steroid scandal." She didn't quite believe that,
but not because Oshiro wasn't obsessed enough with the one big
scoop that fell in his lap.

Tazaka accepted this, at least enough to let the
subject drop, but she noticed that as he worked on both the
croquette and the waitress sketch, his eyes kept flicking to the
empty space beside her. She thought he might be thinking, as she
was, how good it would have been to have Nakamura there with them
again. She did miss him, it was true; from the big things like his
seemingly inexhaustible patience, even with Tazaka, to the little
things like the way his hand would push back his
slightly-too-shaggy hair, or his quiet, deep way of chuckling. She
didn't admit, even to Hana or Shizuko-chan, how often after his
disappearance she'd taken out her picture of Nakamura, drawn by
Tazaka while hanging out on an afternoon like this one, and studied
all those familiar features in detail, as if keeping him in her
mind's eye could make him more likely to be alive and safe, out
there somewhere.

Tazaka put down both the chopsticks and his soft
pencil and kneaded his own neck for a few moments, yawning. "Man,
it's getting dark out there. Sorta stormy-looking, too," Tazaka
said. "Should we get going?"

"Sure," Hitomi said. She pushed herself up from the
vinyl seat of the booth.

"I'll walk you home," Tazaka said, off-handedly,
closing up his sketchpad.

"No!" Hitomi snapped, voice breaking. This time it
wasn't just the nearby patrons but even the waitresses and the
bespectacled manager behind the counter who looked up in surprise.
Hitomi felt the rush of blood to her cheeks but above that she felt
a dizzying pain that seemed to be centered right between the walls
of her skull. Right in the spot in her brain, she thought, where
the memory of eight hours from a day in April should have been.
I'm not in control of myself. She took a deep, rather shaky
breath. I want to know why.

When she opened her eyes again, Tazaka was looking
up at her with wide, round eyes. "Hitomi? Are you, um – are you
going to be all right?"

She rubbed at her temples. "Must be the storm coming
on. Barometric pressure."

"Oh." He looked out the window at the blackening
clouds, and pulled a plastic bag from his school bag, wrapping up
his sketchbook carefully and securing the bundle with a rubber
band. "Um..."

"What is it?"

He picked his words carefully, eyeing her as he
spoke. "Um. I know you don't want me to walk you home and that's
okay, I'm not trying to... It's just that the last time I saw your
sister Hana she said she had a bunch of old fashion magazines that
I could have for reference pictures. Can I, uh, can I walk with you
to your house to get those magazines?"

Hitomi nodded. "Yeah. That's all right." She picked
up her water glass with its melting ice and put it briefly to her
forehead, letting the cold do what it could to soothe the ache,
which turned out to be not much at all.

 


 


* * * *

 


 


The sky did not break into storms during the walk
from Maria's to the three-story apartment house where Hitomi and
Hana lived, though it kept the threat up the whole way, grumbling
and occasionally blowing hard gusts of wind into their faces to
make them squint. After a little initial discomfort, Tazaka
apparently felt it would lighten the mood for him to give her a
special scoop on his contribution to the Manga Club's comic, and he
did so, going into excited detail about how despite many obstacles
and travails he'd made the screentones on the 18th century
ballgowns work. Hitomi let him burble on, happy that he seemed to
be forgetting about her odd outbursts in the restaurant.

She, on the other hand, wasn't. She needed peace of
mind, and she knew that for her it lay only on the other side of
this mystery. Not for the first time, she found herself grateful
for Tazaka's inattentiveness; she kept losing track of what he was
saying as her thoughts slipped back to all the data she'd combed
through and pored over a thousand times, and forward to the search
program she would run again tonight, combing through all the local
news sources on the net for any new disappearances, any suspicious
activity in the areas that concerned her most. It was also about
time again to go through and plot each new incident on the map,
looking for patterns. She winced, thinking of how much she had to
wrestle with the data each time, and wished, not for the first
time, that it could just be someone else's problem, which she knew
in her heart it couldn't.

"– crying?" Tazaka said.

"What?" she said, blinking. They had just turned
onto Hitomi's street, rounding the ancient and overgrown oak tree
on the corner, and Hitomi had been aware that Tazaka was talking
but racked her brain trying to figure out why a conversation about
his comic had turned to crying.

Tazaka stared at her, clearly wondering how she
could have not understood whatever simple thing he had said. He
spoke again, enunciating clearly and exaggerating his lip
movements. "I said, 'why is your sister Hana crying?'"

As soon as his meaning got through, she was leaving
him behind on the sidewalk, sprinting towards the house, the hand
holding her schoolbag gripping it tight to make it a blunt weapon
if need be. Her older sister Hana did not cry easily; she had a
quiet faith in the goodness of the world and of people in general
that let her accept most difficulties as surmountable, and
temporary, while Hitomi was all too prone to rant and fume,
assuming and predicting the worst. Hana's approach was definitely
the better one up until things got in the realm of really serious
trouble, which was when Hana started to fall apart and Hitomi just
put her back to a wall, ready to kick where it hurt.

She cut the corner tight as she made the right turn
from the sidewalk up the front walkway, towards the porch of the
big apartment house and the front door which stood open. And
stopped unexpectedly as her face slammed into a big mass of blue
cloth and shirt buttons and behind it solid if pudgy flesh.

"Whoa!" said a deep, muffled voice from somewhere
above her dizzied head. She felt a meaty arm wrap around her back
and get a grip on her opposite shoulder, so they could separate;
for a second, she thought she would go down with the policeman as
he started to stumble and teeter backwards, but he regained his
footing and held her away from him so his eyes could focus. She
didn't know what he saw as he looked at her, but it seemed to make
him frown disapprovingly. "You can't just go charging around like
that, you know; there isn't anything for you to see here anyhow
–"

"This is my house and that's my sister," Hitomi cut
across. She put out a hand to the fence to steady herself, as he
had done. "I just knew she needed help and I didn't know the police
were already here –" she took in a deep breath, and then had to
take another.

The policeman, who she now saw was not a young man
by any means, frowned and nodded seriously, making his heavy jowls
bob. "Still, you can't just charge in. The police are
investigating." She suspected he'd actually stepped out to
investigate a quick smoke, as the cigarette was still tucked
between two fingers of the hand he'd grabbed the fence with. "In
fact, it's best if you don't get near the premises of the crime
–"

"I see Ms. Muruyama the manager," Hitomi cut across,
pointing to the front door. "And there, that's Mr. Ichinose, the
salaryman who lives in the front right unit on the first floor. And
I believe that's Ms. Kanazawa from the rear unit on the second
floor behind him. You don't seem to have a problem with them being
at the premises of the crime." She took in a deep breath and
steadied her voice with an effort. "I live in that house just like
they do. And as I already said, that upset voice you're hearing
is my sister." She stared up at him, refusing to blink no
matter how disapprovingly he stared down.

Finally he sighed, dropped his cigarette and ground
it out on the paving stone, and turned to go back to the house.
Hitomi came along close behind; so did a cowed-looking Tazaka, whom
she noted with grim amusement the policeman made no attempt to
discourage or bar from "the premises of the crime."

Her plan to follow Hana's voice was foiled by
Muruyama, a large matronly woman in her early forties, grabbing her
by both hands as she came in the door. "Hitomi! Hitomi, dear, it's
so horrible! I'm so sorry! I never dreamed that such a thing –"

Hitomi cut as gently as she could through the
manager's sympathetic comforting, so welcome at any other time.
"Muruyama-san, what happened? Who was hurt?"

Muruyama blinked. "Oh, well, no one was
hurt." Hitomi let out a breath she hadn't realized she was
holding. Over Muruyama's shoulder she could see the other
residents: Mr. Ichinose, in stocking feet with a paint-daubed smock
tied over his button-down shirt and dress trousers; Ms. Kanawaza
with her young baby on her hip sucking its thumb in astonishment;
even, surprisingly, pale Ms. Takeuchi from the first floor, with
her dark glasses on even indoors, wrapped in a dark bathrobe. She
might have been drawn out by the excitement, Hitomi thought, but
she didn't seem the least excited. "It was a robbery –"

"Burglary," Ichinose said. "When there's no one
home, it's burglary."

"Yes," Muruyama said. "Yes, thankfully Hana wasn't
home when it happened or goodness only knows what would have
happened. But of course it was terrible for her to come home and
find your apartment door open and so much gone. Goodness, what's
happening in this world?" Muruyama puffed slightly as she turned
and trod back to the hall's single chair. The apartment house had
burned down sometime in the late sixties and been rebuilt in a
Western style; instead of external staircases, staircases on the
inside led up to the galleries that ringed the two upper floors.
Everything looked down over wooden railings upon the central
entrance hall, where everyone gathered now. That central hall was
typically kept clean and uncluttered, with no furnishings but one
wooden chair, a square table, a wooden mail sorter on the table for
the residents' mail and sometimes Ms. Kanazawa's latest attempt
from flower arranging class placed in front of the sorter for
everyone's admiration. Muruyama got her hands on the back of the
wooden chair, and sat down, breathing heavily.

Kanazawa shivered. "To think it could have been any
of us! My goodness, what if it had been my apartment? And me with
my children at home!"

Ichinose coughed, politely, into his hand. "I think
perhaps the thief preferred an apartment where no one was home,
Kanazawa-san. With the amount of noise your children make – no, I'm
not complaining, just observing how healthy and active they are – I
doubt he would ever come in when your family was home." Kanazawa
looked greatly relieved by this argument. Tazaka nodded approvingly
to his fellow artist, and resumed staring at Takeuchi in her
bathrobe while pretending he wasn't.

"Muruyama-san," a male voice called from the second
floor, "is that voice I hear the younger Miss Harada?" The manager
let go of Hitomi's hands and stepped closer to the stairs to reply
but the patrol officer pushed past her and confirmed his superior's
guess. "Very good. Would you be so kind as to have her come up?"
Hitomi twisted her shoulders to slide past the policeman and get up
the stairs; he followed behind her, taking only one stair at a
time.

Something in Hitomi's heart eased when she neared
the top of the stairs and saw Hana rushing over to hold her. Hana's
pretty, thin face was badly blotched with tears, but the sisterly
hug they shared evidently eased her too; Hitomi could feel some of
the tension slowly shudder out of her. "It's awful," she whispered.
"They took the big computer and your laptop, they took our media
player, they took an envelope – oh, Hitomi, I put some money aside
in an envelope from the bank for the next rent payment and I was
stupid enough to leave it lying around and they took it –" Hana
buried her eyes in Hitomi's curls again and began to cry.

Hitomi squeezed her sister fiercely tight. "You
didn't know, so don't beat yourself up. You didn't dream we'd have
a break-in and neither did I. And it doesn't matter anyways,
because no matter how much money or goods we lose, we have each
other. People are what matter." A sudden dark, horrible
chill ran down her back, scaring her badly, and she clutched Hana
in panic as if her older sister might be snatched away.

A polite chest-rumble from the apartment door.
"Well-spoken, Harada-san." Hitomi regained enough self-control to
lean away from her sister's embrace and see who was speaking: a
white-haired, white-bearded man in a tweed coat and a subtle pair
of gold-rimmed spectacles. In any other setting, Hitomi would have
guessed him to be a university lecturer; here, she guessed he must
be a plainclothes detective from the Criminal Investigation
division. His lips rubbed against each other, thoughtfully, and
curved up slightly as she stared at him. "Don't remember me, do
you?"

"I'm afraid not, Mr. ... ?"

"Imagawa." The smile slipped a bit. "Perhaps not
surprising you don't recall. It was during the unpleasantness of
last April." Hana's arms, which had been slowly relaxing, clutched
tighter once more. "If you could assist me in the current
investigation, I'd be grateful."

Hitomi finally let go of Hana and ascended the last
two steps, trading polite bows with Imagawa. "Of course. What would
you like me to do?"

Imagawa gestured for her to wait, and turned to the
patrolman. "Sato, perhaps you can call headquarters and ask what's
delaying the forensics team that was requested. If it's questions
about authorization, refer them to the Special Liaison. Then call
the Special Liaison yourself, so that he knows who has to be
straightened out on the situation." The patrolman nodded, removing
a large radio-phone from a side pocket. "After that, you might call
and find out about your daughter's testing; the results should be
available by this time." Sato brightened visibly and nodded; only
as his expression relaxed for the first time did Hitomi notice how
large and grey the bags under his eyes were.

As the stairs creaked under the policeman's rapid
footfalls, Imagawa turned back to Hitomi, and gestured to the
inside of the apartment. "If you would, I'd like you to please look
around – be careful not to touch anything – and tell us if you
notice anything that's missing, or notably not missing."

Hitomi frowned over the last one, not sure she'd
heard correctly. "Notably not missing?"

Imagawa held out both hands, palm-up, as if to say
on the one hand, and on the other hand... "Anything that the
thieves took, we will enter in the A-B-C Index and if it turns up
anywhere, we'll immediately start figuring out how it made the
journey from your apartment to wherever we discover it. Anything of
obvious value which they left behind, on the other hand, gives us
clues about what sort of thieves they were."

"Ah, I see." Reluctantly Hitomi left Hana standing
at the head of the stairs while she went in the apartment with the
inspector. She mentally prepared the leashes to deal with the
feelings of violation she expected to feel, but for some reason,
they didn't come. Perhaps at this point anything that didn't come
by surprise didn't stand much of a chance getting emotional
priority. She followed the inspector through the rooms, trying to
describe the items that were missing as well as she could.

It was when she saw the signs of intrusion in her
own room that realization and shock set in. She found herself
rushing over to the desk with all its drawers hanging out, and only
the sharp voice of the inspector stopped her before she pulled the
top drawer all the way out. "Stop, please!" He was over to her
faster than she would have expected; he moved quickly despite his
age. "That hasn't been fingerprinted yet."

"So sorry," she said, mind racing. "I wanted to see
right away whether anything was taken from here." The drawer was
open just an inch or so; she stooped and craned her head, trying
different angles to try and get a full view inside. The actual time
could only have been seconds, but waiting for the inspector to use
a ballpoint pen to slide the drawer open another six inches seemed
like an eternity. When she looked, she knew. She knew from what was
missing what this was about.

"What was in that drawer, Harada-san?" asked Imagawa
at her elbow, making her jump. She had momentarily forgotten him,
forgotten everything besides the absence in the desk drawer that
throbbed in her eyes.

"A piece of jewelry," she said quickly. "A necklace,
about this long." She held her fingers apart. "There was one
medium-sized disc of white jade in the middle and two smaller discs
on either side. It was a gift from someone special, which is why
... I was so upset about it being stolen." She was basing the
imaginary necklace on a piece that Nakamura had tried but failed to
win for her at a ring-toss booth; she naturally left out the part
about all the discs having the name of the amusement park painted
on them. Gee, I wonder what'd happen if the police went chasing
for that necklace and then found out somehow you never owned one
like that, her back-brain burbled cheerily. I wonder what
they'd think you were trying to do? That'd be interesting how
they'd react. "It was just costume jewelry," she hastily added,
"but it was very nice-looking. Perhaps the thieves thought it was
worth more than it actually was."

"That would make sense," Imagawa said. She couldn't
tell if he fully believed her; he seemed to be paying unusually
close attention to her, and his dark eyes gave no clue to what he
was thinking as he studied her.

"Inspector, you said I should say if I saw anything
that was notably not missing," Hitomi said rapidly. "What about
that?" She pointed to the portable media player on the nightstand.
"It's not new, but it plays from discs and from contact cards. It's
even lighter than my laptop," she pointed to the empty square in
the middle of the desktop, "which they took. Why would they leave
something like that?"

Imagawa peered at the player; the flat display,
black and blank when the player was off, was about the size and
thickness of a pad of lined paper, and only slightly heavier due to
the disc-reading unit on the back. "Most unusual," he said at last.
"Why would they take the heavier unit from the living room, yet
leave this portable? I assume it still works?" He stepped back a
pace and examined the open cubbyhole of the nightstand, and the
floor around the nightstand; she held her breath until he
straightened up again. "Does it have a carrying case, or something
to protect the screen?" Hitomi shook her head. "Most
interesting."

"Wouldn't they still take it if they were motivated
by money, though?" Hitomi pressed. "If they scratched it or damaged
it, they're not out anything because it wasn't theirs to begin
with."

Imagawa nodded. "That is, indeed, the question we
must ask ourselves."

"So isn't this one of those clues you wanted to look
for?"

Imagawa closed his eyes briefly before replying.
"Indeed." Hitomi wanted to push the point further, but the
white-haired investigator got his words in first, and smoothly.
"Perhaps you might keep your sister company, downstairs, while I
continue investigating here." Chagrined inside, but outwardly
polite, Hitomi agreed and collected Hana.

Downstairs, they found the neighbors standing around
the wooden table that held the residents' mail sorter, trading
theories. "I bet you it was that motorcyclist," said Kanazawa. "I
just know it'll turn out he had something to do with it."

"Motorcyclist?" said Tazaka, looking mystified.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/140451
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
BY JDC BURNHIL





tmp_668ed017fd4a2fe4d679ce6707caa98b_etKeHH_html_31e5741b.jpg
BY JDC BURNHIL





