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 Tale of Cherry Blossoms
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 “Look, it’s almost like snow.”
 It’s already been seventeen years since Akari said that to me. We’d just started sixth grade, and we were passing a small forest on our way home from school with our backpacksbalo. It was spring, and all the cherryquả anh đào trees were in full bloomhoa. Their petalscánh hoa driftedtrôi dạt down silently, carpeting the asphaltnhựa đường under our feet and turning it pure white. The air was warm, and the sky was a clear pale blue, as if someone had dissolvedgiải thể blue paint in plenty of water. We were close to a major highwayXa lộ and the Odakyu Line, but almost none of the noise from either of those reached us. The only sound in our ears was birdsongtiếng chim hót celebrating the spring. There were no other people in sight.
 
 It was a picture-perfect spring scene.
 
 In my mind, at least, memories from that time feel like snapshotsảnh chụp nhanh. Or video footageđoạn phim. When I revisitthăm lại them, I watch who we were then from a distance, from outside the frame. A boy who’s just turned eleven, and a girl the same age who’s just about his height, in a world filled with light. In the pictures, I always see them from behind. Every time, the girl runs on ahead. I remember the faintmờ nhạt lonelinesssự cô đơn that flickerednhấp nháy through the boy’s heart in that moment, and even now, as an adult, it makes me just a little sad.
 
 …But I digresslạc đề. Back then, I think Akari had said that the clouds of flutteringrung rinh cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa reminded her of snow. I didn’t see it, though. As far as I was concernedlo âu, cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa were cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa. Snow only came in winter.
 
 “Look, it’s almost like snow.”
 “Huh? Really? I dunnokhông biết…”
 “Hmm. Well, never mind,” Akari said shortlytrong thời gian ngắn. She spun around to face me, about two steps ahead. Her light-brown hair shone in the light from the sky, and then she made another cryptickhó hiểu remark.
 “Five centimeterscentimet per second, they say.”
 “Huh? What is?”
 “What do you think?”
 “No idea.”
 “Then use your brain a little, Takaki.”
 That was easy for her to say, but I still didn’t know, and I told her so.
 “It’s how fast cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa fall,” she answered. “Five centimeterscentimet per second.”
 Five centimeterscentimet per second. Something about the phrasecụm từ sounded so mysterioushuyền bí. I was genuinelychân thật impressed. “Huh. Geez, Akari. How do you know that?”
 “Hee-hee!” Akari giggledcười khúc khích cheerfullyvui vẻ. “There’s more where that came from. For rain, it’s five meters per second. Clouds are one centimetercentimet per second.”
 “Clouds? You mean the ones in the sky?”
 “Yeah.”
 “They fall, too? Aren’t they floating?”
 “Nope. They’re made up of tiny raindropshạt mưa, after all. Clouds only look like they’re floating because they’re so big and far away. The dropletsgiọt nước fall slowly and get bigger and bigger, until they turn into rain or snow and come all the way down to the ground.”
 “…Huh.” I was fascinatedcuốn hút. I gazednhìn chằm chằm at the sky, then looked at the cherryquả anh đào trees again. In Akari’s musical, delighted voice, these things seem like important cosmicrộng mênh mông truths. Five centimeterscentimet per second.
 “…Huh,” Akari mimickedbắt chước, teasingtrêu chọc me, and then she abruptly took off running.
 “Hey, Akari, wait up!” Hastily, I ran after her.
 
 Back then, Akari and I were in the habit of taking things we’d learned from books and TV, little tidbitsmiếng ngon that struck us as important—like the speed of a falling flower petalcánh hoa, for example, or the age of the universe, or the temperature to melttan chảy silver—and trading them with each other on the way home from school. Like squirrelscon sóc gathering acorns for hibernationngủ đông or travelerslữ khách learning to read the stars for a sea voyagehành trình, we collected those glitteringlấp lánh treasureskho báu scatteredrải rác across the world. For whatever reason, we genuinelychân thật believed we’d need information like this later on.
 Back then, Akari and I knew all sorts of different things. We knew the positions of the constellationschòm sao in each season, where to go to see Jupiter, and how bright it looked from each location. We knew why the sky looks blue, why the world has seasons, the age in which the Neanderthals disappeared, and the names of the speciesgiống loài that were lost in the Cambrian period. We were irresistiblykhông thể cưỡng lại drawn to everything that was much bigger and farther away than we were. Now, though, I’ve forgotten most of those things. All I remember is the fact that I knew them once.
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 The whole time Akari and I were together—the three years between fourth and sixth grades—we were two of a kind. We each had fathers who had to move frequently for work, and we’d transferred into our grade school in Tokyo. I’d arrived from Nagano in third grade, and Akari had relocateddi dời from Shizuoka in fourth grade. Even now, I remember her obviousrõ ràng anxietysự lo lắng as she stood stiffly in front of the blackboardbảng đen on her first day. She wore a pale-pink dress, her hair was long, and her hands were claspedmóc khóa tightly in front of her. The low spring sunlight slantingxiên through the classroom windows illuminatedchiếu sáng her from the shoulders down, leaving everything above them in shadow. Her cheeks were flushedđỏ mặt with nervousnesslo lắng, her lips were pressed together tightly, and her wide-open eyes stared straight ahead into space. I thought, I bet I had that exact same expression a year ago, and that instantlập tức sense of kinshipquan hệ họ hàng pulled me to her. As a result, I think I was the one who spoke to her first. We were friends almost immediately.
 Akari was the only person I could talk to about the real issues, like how our classmates who’d grown up in Setagaya looked really mature, and how it felt hard to breathe in the crowds in front of the station, and how the tap water tasted shockingly bad. We were both still small and pronedễ bị to getting sick, we liked the library better than the athleticKhỏe mạnh field, and gymphòng thể dục class was agonyđau đớn. We both preferred having long one-on-one conversations or reading books in solitudecô độc over having fun in a noisyồn ào group. The apartment building where I lived was company housing for my dad’s bank, and Akari lived in some other company housing, so we shared the route home from school part of the way. We grew to need each other quite naturally, and we spent most of our lunch breaks, afternoons, and weekends together.
 Of course, our classmates ended up teasingtrêu chọc us quite a bit. In retrospectnhìn lại, what they said and did was trivialkhông đáng kể, but I didn’t have very thick skin back then, and every single barbngạnh hurt me deeply. Akari and I grew to need each other more and more.
 Just to give you an idea—one time, I’d made a trip to the bathroom during lunch, and when I got back to the classroom, Akari was standing frozen in front of the blackboardbảng đen, all alone. On the blackboardbảng đen, there was a heart around our names. Typical harassmentquấy rối, really. Our classmates were hanging back, whisperingthì thầm to one another and watching Akari. She’d gone up to the board because she wanted them to stop teasingtrêu chọc us, or maybe because she wanted to erasetẩy xóa the graffitivẽ tranh lên tường, but she’d frozen in embarrassmentsự lúng túng before she could actually do it. The sight made me furiousgiận dữ. Wordlessly, I stalkedrình rập into the classroom, grabbed a blackboardbảng đen erasercục tẩy and scrubbedcọ rửa off the drawing, then grabbed Akari’s hand and ran out of the room. I never thought about the implicationsngụ ý. Behind us, our classmates eruptedphun trào in shriekshét lên and squealsré lên, but I ignored them and kept running. My heart was pounding so violently it made me dizzychóng mặt, thanks to both the boldin đậm action I’d taken and the softnessmềm mại of Akari’s hand in mine. For the first time, the world wasn’t quite so terrifyingđáng sợ. No matter what sort of awfultồi tệ things my future held—all the inevitablekhông thể tránh khỏi school transfers and tests, all the unfamiliarkhông quen places and strange people—I could bear them as long as Akari was there. Even if the emotion was still too childishtrẻ trâu to call love, I clearly liked Akari, and I felt very plainly that it was mutual. Our tightly claspedmóc khóa hands and running feet gave me an ever-firmer sense of it. As long as we had each other, we’d have nothing to fear. I believed it with all my heart.
 Those feelings only grew more certain over the three years I spent with Akari, and they never faded. We decided we’d take the entrance exam for a private middle school that was a modestkhiêm tốn distance from where we lived. We threw ourselves into our studies and spent more and more time together. I think we were both rather precociousphát triển sớm, at least emotionally. We were well aware that we had created our own little world for ourselves, but we’d decided it was no more than the run-up for our new middle school lives. We didn’t fit in with our class now, but then we’d graduate and start our new middle school life afreshmột lần nữa with all the other students. Our world could grow then. The emotion we shared was a soft pastelphấn màu now, but we hoped it would take clearer form once we were in middle school. Someday, we’d probably be able to say “I love you” right out loud. We kept our surroundings, and even each other, at arm’s length, but that distance would shrinkco lại to something more appropriatephù hợp. We’d get stronger now, then acquire more freedom.
 
 Looking back, I think we may have traded knowledge so desperatelytuyệt vọng back then because we each could feel the loss that was coming. We were clearly drawn to each other, we wanted to stay together forever, and yet we felt, and feared, that it might not come true. We had already transferred schools once. Maybe we were franticallyđiên cuồng trading fragmentsmiếng of ourselves so we would be ready when our preciousquý giá counterpartđối tác was gone.
 
 In the end, Akari and I went to different middle schools. When we were in sixth grade, one winter night, Akari called and broke the news.
 
 We didn’t talk on the phone much, and she’d called unusuallybất thường late at night (although it was probably only around nine). As soon as my mom handed me the receiverngười nhận and said, “It’s Akari,” I knew it wasn’t going to be good.
 “Takaki, I’m sorry.” Akari’s voice sounded so small over the phone. The next thing she said was something I couldn’t believe, and it was the last thing I wanted to hear.
 “We aren’t gonna go to the same middle school,” Akari told me. She said that, because of her dad’s job, they would be moving to a little town in the northern Kanto region during spring break. Her voice was shakylung lay, as if she might burst into tears at any moment. I didn’t understand any of it. My body suddenly flushedđỏ mặt hot, and the center of my head cooled like ice. I couldn’t really process what Akari was saying or why she had to tell me all this.
 “Huh…? But what about West Middle? We got in and everything,” I finally managed.
 “They said they’re working it out with a public school in Tochigi… I’m sorry.”
 I could hear the muffledbị bóp nghẹt sound of cars going by on the other end of the line—Akari was in a telephone boothgian hàng. I was in my room, but it was as if I could feel the cold air of the phone boothgian hàng through my fingertipsđầu ngón tay, and I crouchedKhúm núm on the tatami flooring, huggingôm my knees. I didn’t know how to respond, but I gropedmò mẫm for something to say anyway.
 “No, I mean… You don’t have to apologizexin lỗi, but… It’s just…”
 “I told them I wanted to live with my aunt in Katsushika and go to school from there, but they said not until I’m older.”
 I could hear Akari’s muffledbị bóp nghẹt sobsthổn thức, and for an instantlập tức, there was only one thought on my mind: I don’t want to hear any more of that. The next thing I knew, my voice had turned harshthô ráp.
 “…I get it, okay?!” I cut her off, and I heard her gaspthở hổn hển quietly. But I couldn’t stop. “Just stop,” I said firmly. “Stop…” By the time I said the word a second time, I was desperatelytuyệt vọng fighting back tears. Why…? Why did it always turn out like this?
 There was a full ten seconds of silence. Then, through her sobsthổn thức, I heard Akari say, “I’m sorry…” Still crouchedKhúm núm down, I pressed the receiverngười nhận against my ear. I couldn’t take it away from my cheek; I couldn’t end the call. It was obviousrõ ràng that my words were hurting Akari, but I couldn’t help it. I hadn’t yet learned how to control my feelings at times like this. Even after that last uncomfortablekhó chịu phone call with Akari ended, I stayed where I was, huggingôm my knees.
 
 I spent the few days after that feeling awfultồi tệ. Akari had to be far more anxiouslo lắng than I was, and I was horriblykhủng khiếp ashamed of myself for not being able to say anything kind to her. Before I got my feelings sorted out, our graduationtốt nghiệp ceremonylễ came, and that awkwardnesssự lúng túng still existed when we parted.
 After the ceremonylễ, Akari came to talk to me. “Takaki, this is good-bye, isn’t it?” she said softly. Even then, I couldn’t say anything else; I just looked down. What do you want me to say? I thought. Up until now, Akari’s presence had been my only lifelinedây cứu sinh. I’d planned to start trying to grow up, but her presence was what had helped me believe I could do it.
 Back then, I was still very much a kid. Some force I didn’t understand was taking everything from me, and I could never believe I would come back from this. Akari was still only twelve, and she hadn’t had any choice in this, but I couldn’t accept the injusticesự bất công of our separationtách biệt. No way in hell.
 
 Before I had recovered, the new term at my middle school began, and I had to adapt to a new, unfamiliarkhông quen routine whether I wanted to or not. Alone, I went to the school Akari and I had planned to attend together. Little by little, I made new friends, and I took the plungelao xuống to join the soccerbóng đá club and started getting exercise. The days were busier than they’d been in elementarytiểu học school, but as far as I was concernedlo âu, that was all for the best. Spending time by myself wasn’t as pleasant as it had been before. To be more honest, it was painful. I went out of my way to spend as much time with friends as I could, got right into bed after finishing my homeworkbài tập về nhà at night, then woke up early and threw myself into my club’s morning practices.
 Akari’s life in her new area must have been just as busy. I hoped that she’d graduallydần dần forget me in her new environment. In the end, I’d let her down. I thought I should forget Akari, too. Maybe our experiences transferring schools had taught us how to do it.
 
 Just as the summer heat was beginning in earnestnghiêm trang, a letter from Akari arrived.
 When I found the pale-pink envelopephong bì in the bank of mailboxeshộp thư at my building and realized that she had sent me a letter, I remember feeling more bewilderedhoang mang than happy. Why now? I thought. I’d spent half a year desperatelytuyệt vọng trying to adjust to a world that didn’t have Akari in it. Getting a letter would only remind me how much I missed her.
 And that’s just the thing. In the end, while I’d tried to forget about Akari, she’d been all I thought about. I’d made lots of friends, but every friend just reminded me of how special she’d been to me. I holed up in my room and read that letter over and over. Even in class, I stuck it between the pages of my textbooksách giáo khoa and snuck glances at it. I did it so often that I’d memorizedghi nhớ the whole thing.
 
 Dear Takaki Tohno— That was how the letter began, in Akari’s neatgọn gàng, familiar handwriting.
 It’s been a long time since we last spoke. How are you? Summers here are hot, too, but much more pleasant than in Tokyo. Looking back, though, I liked those humidẩm ướt Tokyo summers. The asphaltnhựa đường would get so hot I expected it to melttan chảy, and the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời would shimmerlung linh like a mirageảo ảnh in the heat, and the air conditioning in the department stores and subwaysxe điện ngầm was always too cold.
 Among the oddlylạ lùng mature-sounding words, she’d drawn little pictures (suns and cicadasve sầu and buildings), and I felt as if I could see her growing from a girl into an adult. It was a short letter; she only talked about what she’d been up to latelygần đây. How she rode a four-car train to the public middle school, how she’d joined the basketball club to build up her strength, and how she’d decided to cut her hair to keep it out of her face. How it all made her nervous, too. She didn’t write anything about missing me, and the letter made it sound as though she was adjusting to her new life well. Still, I sensed that Akari definitely was lonelycô đơn and that she did want to see me and talk to me. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have written a letter. Those feelings were exactly like mine.
 
 After that, we began writing about a letter a month to each other. Corresponding with Akari seemed to make life a lot easier. Like when a class was boring, I was able to name the feeling. After I’d been separated from Akari, I just accepted the rigorousnghiêm ngặt soccerbóng đá practices and customaryphong tục hazingbắt nạt, but now I was able to identify how painful those things were—and strangelykỳ lạ, that made it all much easier to bear. We didn’t talk about our everyday gripesnắm chặt and complaints in our letters, but the feeling that there was one person in the world who understood made us both stronger.
 In that way, the summer of our first year in middle school passed, and so did autumn, and then winter came. I turned thirteen. In the past few months, I’d grown a full seven centimeterscentimet; I’d put on some muscle, and I didn’t catch colds as easily anymore. It felt like the distance between me and the world had shrunk to an appropriatephù hợp distance. Akari would have turned thirteen, too. Sometimes I’d see the girls in my class in their uniforms, and I’d wonder what she looked like now. In one of her letters, she wrote that she wanted to look at cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa with me again, the way we’d done in grade school. She said there was a really big cherryquả anh đào tree near her house. In spring, I bet the petalscánh hoa fall at five centimeterscentimet per second, she wrote.
 
 After I started my third term, I found out I’d be transferring schools.
 We were moving during spring break. Our destinationđiểm đến was Kagoshima—not the part on Kyushu proper, but on an island off the coastbờ biển of Kyushu. It would take about two hours to get there by plane from Haneda Airport. It sounded like the far edge of the world to me. By then, though, I was used to changes in my life, so I wasn’t too upset. The problem was the distance between Akari and me. We hadn’t met face-to-face since the beginning of middle school, but now that I thought about it, we hadn’t been all that far apart. You could get from Akari’s town in the northern Kanto area to the part of Tokyo where I lived in about three hours, if you were willing to switch trains a few times. Come to think of it, we could have visited each other on the weekends. If I moved to a town in the distantxa xôi south, though, any possibility of seeing Akari would be gone.
 So I wrote to Akari and told her I wanted to see her before I moved. I suggested some times and places, and her response arrived promptlykịp thời. We both had third-term finals, I had to get ready for the move, and she was busy with club activities, so the time that worked for both of us ended up being an evening after class at the end of the term. I checked the train schedules, and we decided to meet at the station near Akari’s house at seven in the evening. If I skippednhảy club and left right after class, I’d be able to make it by then, spend a couple of hours talking to Akari, then take the last train back home to the city. As long as I managed to get back at some point that day, I’d have no trouble finding an excuse to give my parents. I’d have to transfer from the Odakyu Line to the Saikyo Line, then the Utsunomiya Line, and then the Ryomo Line, but since I’d be traveling on regular trains the whole time, the roundtrip faregiá vé would only be about thirty-five hundred yenđồng yên. That wasn’t a minor expense for a middle schooler, but there was nothing I wanted more than to see Akari.
 There were still two weeks left until our rendezvousđiểm hẹn, so I took plenty of time to compose a letter to hand her. It was probably the first love letter I’d ever written. I wrote about the future I dreamed of, influentialcó ảnh hưởng books and music, and how special Akari was to me. Maybe the way I expressed my emotions was still artlesskhông nghệ thuật and childishtrẻ trâu, but I wrote them down as honestlyThành thật as I could. Now, I don’t remember what I wrote in much detail, but I think it took up about eight sheets of stationeryvăn phòng phẩm. Back then, there were so many details I wanted to tell Akari, things I wanted her to know. I thought, if she just read that letter, I could survive Kagoshima. The letter held fragmentsmiếng of my current self that I wanted Akari to have.
 
 During the days I spent writing that letter, I dreamed about Akari several times.
 In those dreams, I was a small, swiftnhanh bird. I slipped through the nighttimeban đêm heart of the city and its web of power lines, flappingvỗ my wings, racing up to the sky above the buildings. I flew hundreds of times faster than I could run around the athleticKhỏe mạnh field, and my aviangia cầm body was buzzingù with the elationphấn khởi of a journey to see the most preciousquý giá person in the world. As I watched, the ground fell away. In the strong night wind, the densengu độn lights of the streets twinkledlấp lánh like stars, and the lines of traffic looked like pulsingnhịp đập arteriesđộng mạch and veinstĩnh mạch. Before long, I was through the cloud cover, flying above a moonlitánh trăng sea of white. The pale, transparenttrong suốt light illuminatedchiếu sáng the cloud peaks dullybuồn tẻ, as if I were on another planet. I could go anywhere in the world, as far as I wanted; my featheredcó lông body was brimmingđầy ắp with joy. In the blinknháy mắt of an eye, I was near my destinationđiểm đến. In high spirits, I divedlặn steeply, watching the land where she lived speeding by below me. I could see farm fields and rice paddieslúa rolling far into the distance; the roofs of sparsethưa thớt houses, human habitationcư trú; and a moving line of light that wound its way through the densengu độn forests growing here and there. A train. I was sure I was on that train. Then I saw her, waiting on the station platform, all by herself. She was sitting on a benchBăng ghế, with her hair cut short and tuckedgài behind her ears, and near her, there was a big cherryquả anh đào tree. It wasn’t bloomingnở hoa yet, but I could sense the captivatingquyến rũ riotcuộc náo loạn of emotion that slept beneath its hard barkvỏ cây. Sensing me, the girl looked up, into the sky. I’d see her soon. Soon…
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 It rained on the day we’d promised to meet, starting in the morning. The sky was solid grayxám, as if someone had covered it with a tight lidNắp, and fine, cold raindropshạt mưa drippednhỏ giọt straight down. Spring had been on its way in, but this was like it had had a change of heart and turned back. That day smelled like deep winter. I pulled a dark-brown dufflevải thô coat on over my school uniform, put the letter to Akari in the bottom of my school bag, then left for school. Since I was planning to get home around midnightnửa đêm, I left a note for my parents, telling them I’d be out late but not to worry. They didn’t know Akari’s parents anyway, and even if I’d told them about the situation beforehandTới trước, I didn’t think they’d have let me go.
 I spent all my classes that day gazingnhìn chằm chằm restlessly out the window. Nothing from the lessons stuck with me. I imagined Akari, who was probably in her school uniform, and the conversation we’d probably have. I thought of her pleasant voice. I hadn’t really recognized it when we were together, but I realized I loved her voice. I liked the vibrationrung động of it in the air. It always brushed my ears gently, softly. The thought that I’d hear it again soon made my whole body glowánh sáng with heat, and every time it did, I gazednhìn chằm chằm out the window at the rain to cool it down again.
 Rain.
 Five meters per second. Even though it was daytimeban ngày, the world outside the classroom was gloomyảm đạm, and lights were on in most of the windows in the buildings and condoschung cư. On the landing of a distantxa xôi apartment building, a fluorescenthuỳnh quang light was almost dead, and it flickerednhấp nháy from time to time. As I watched, the raindropshạt mưa graduallydần dần grew larger, and by the time class was over for the day, the rain had turned to snow.
 
 After school, once I’d checked to make sure none of my classmates were around, I took the letter and the memobản ghi nhớ out of my bag. I hesitateddo dự a little, then put the letter in my coat pocket. I wanted to give it to Akari, no matter what, and I’d feel safer if it was in a place where my fingertipsđầu ngón tay could always find it. The memobản ghi nhớ was a list of train transfers and boarding times; I read through it again, for the zillionth time.
 First, at 3:54, I’d take the Odakyu Line from Gotokuji Station to Shinjuku. Then I’d transfer to the Saikyo Line, ride it to Omiya, transfer to the Utsunomiya Line, and ride that to Oyama. Then I’d transfer to the Ryomo Line and reach my destination—Iwafune Station—at six forty-five. I was supposed to meet Akari there at seven, so the timing would be perfect. I’d never taken such a long train trip on my own before, but I told myself it was going to be fine. It would be okay; none of this was hard.
 I ran down the gloomyảm đạm school stairs, stopping at my shoe lockerkhóa in the entrywaylối vào to change into my outdoorngoài trời shoes. When I opened the metal door, the clank echoedtiếng vang loudly in the deserted entry hall. That alone was enough to make my pulsexung speed up a bit. Deciding to leave the umbrellaChiếc ô I’d brought that morning, I went out through the main entrance and looked at the sky. The air had smelled like rain that morning, but now it smelled like snow. The scenthương thơm was sharper and more transparenttrong suốt, stirring something restlessbồn chồn in my heart. As I watched the myriadvô số fragmentsmiếng of white driftingtrôi dạt down from the grayxám clouds, I started imagining myself being drawn up into the sky. Hastily pulling up my hoodMui xe, I ran to the station.
 
 It was the first time I’d ever been to Shinjuku Station on my own. The place was almost foreign to me, but I did remember coming all the way to Shinjuku several months back, to see a movie with a friend from class. My friend and I had taken the Odakyu Line to this station, and when we’d gone through the JR East Gate ticket barrierrào chắn and tried to get up to ground level, we’d gotten really lost. The complexity and confusion of the station had left a much bigger impression on me than the movie had.
 I left through the Odakyu Line ticket gate, carefully stopped and looked for a directorydanh mục sign so I wouldn’t get lost, then followed the arrowsmũi tên toward JR Ticket Sales, walking quickly through an enormouslớn lao hall full of pillarscây cột toward a bank of dozens of ticket machines.
 I joined a line that looked a little shorter than the rest, waiting for my turn to buy a ticket. The lady in front of me looked like an office worker; I caught the faintmờ nhạt, sweet scenthương thơm of her perfumenước hoa, and for some reason, it sparkedtia lửa a sad, painful feeling in my chest. When the next line over moved, I caught the pungenthăng scenthương thơm of mothballsbăng phiến on the coat of an elderly man beside me, summoningtriệu hồi that vaguemơ hồ anxietysự lo lắng I felt whenever we moved someplacemột nơi nào đó new. The voices of all those people mergedsáp nhập into a low roarGầm echoingvang vọng around the undergroundbí mật space. The snow-wet toesngón chân of my shoes felt a little cold. My head swam a bit.
 When it was my turn to buy a ticket, the absence of buttons on the machine confused me. (Back then, almost all station ticket machines were the push-button type.) I stole a glance at my neighbor and saw that I just had to touch the screen directly to select the appropriatephù hợp ticket.
 I went through the automatictự động ticket gate and into the station itself. Keeping a careful eye on the platform directorydanh mục signs, which stood in ranks as far as I could see, I wove through the crowd, making for the Saikyo Line platforms. I passed a multitudevô số of platforms: YAMANOTE LINE OUTER LOOP, SOBU LINE BOUND FOR NAKANO, YAMANOTE LINE INNER LOOP, SOBU LINE BOUND FOR CHIBA, CHUO LINE RAPID TRANSIT, CHUO MAIN LINE LIMITED EXPRESS… On the way, I spotted a station directorydanh mục map, stopped, and examined it closely. The Saikyo Line platforms were at the very back. I took the memobản ghi nhớ out of my pocket and checked the time on my watch (a black G Shock I’d been given when I started middle school). My train left Shinjuku at 4:26. The digital display on my watch read four fifteen. I’d be fine; I had plenty of time.
 I found a bathroom and went in, just in case. I’d be spending about forty minutes on the Saikyo Line, so I thought I should probably do my business first. As I washed my hands, I saw my reflection in the mirror. There I was, under the bleached-out fluorescenthuỳnh quang lights, on the other side of the dirty glass. I’d grown in the past six months, and I probably looked a little more mature. My cheeks were faintlythoang thoảng red, either from excitement or from the cold, and it embarrassedlúng túng me. I was on my way to meet Akari.
 
 The Saikyo Line train was getting crowded with people going home, and I couldn’t find a seat. Copying a few other people, I leaned against the wall at the very back of the train, looking at the weekly magazine headlinestiêu đề on the advertisements, gazingnhìn chằm chằm out the window, and occasionally stealing glances at other passengers. My eyes were restlessbồn chồn, and so was my mood. I didn’t feel like getting out the sci-fi novel I’d brought along, either. A high school girl had snaggedkhúc mắc a seat, and she was talking with a friend who stood in front of her. I caught snippetsđoạn trích of their conversation. They both wore loose socksbít tất and short skirts, showing their slimmảnh khảnh legs.
 “What did you think of that guy earlier?”
 “Who?”
 “You know, the one from North High?”
 “Him? Ew, nobody would go for him.”
 “Aw, that’s not true. I like guys like him.”
 I thought they were probably talking about a boy they’d met at a party. I wasn’t the one they were talking about, but for some reason, I was kind of embarrassedlúng túng. I looked out the window, touching the letter in my coat pocket to reassuretrấn an myself that it was there. The train had been traveling on an elevatedcao track for a while now. I’d never been on this route before. The sound of the train and the way it rocked were both subtly different from my Odakyu Line, my anxietysự lo lắng about traveling to a new place increased. The weak winter sun tintedpha màu the sky near the horizonđường chân trời pale orange, and the ground was jam-packed with buildings as far as I could see. The snow was still falling. We were probably out of Tokyo and into Saitama by now. The cityscapecảnh quan thành phố looked far flatternịnh nọt than the one I was used to. The ground was covered with midsizecỡ vừa buildings and condominiumschung cư.
 
 At a station along the way called Musashi-Urawa, we stopped to let a rapid train go by. A voice came through the speakers and announced, “Passengers who are in a hurry to reach Omiya, please transfer on the opposite side of the platform,” and about half the people on the train hustledchen lấn out of the car and lined up on that side. I joined the end of the line. In the low western sky, which was caught between dozens of elevatedcao railwayđường sắt tracks and the thick layer of still-falling snow, the small setting sun peekednhìn trộm out from occasionalthỉnh thoảng breaks in the clouds. The hundreds of roofs reflected the pale light. As I gazednhìn chằm chằm at the view, I suddenly remembered that I had been here before, a long time ago.
 Oh right—this wasn’t my first time on this route after all.
 Just before I started third grade, when we’d moved from Nagano to Tokyo, I’d boarded a train at Omiya with my parents and taken it to Shinjuku. This view had been completely different from the familiar rural sceneryphong cảnh of Nagano, and I’d been swampedđầm lầy by anxietysự lo lắng watching it stream by outside the window. The idea that I’d be living here from now on, in a place with nothing but buildings as far as the eye could see, worried me so much I almost cried. Even so, five years later, I’d managed to survive this far. I was still just thirteen, but that thought was what crossed my mind. It wasn’t melodramatickhoa trương, just the truth. Akari had saved me. I hoped ferventlynhiệt thành that I’d done the same for her.
 
 While it wasn’t as big as Shinjuku, Omiya was also an enormouslớn lao terminalphần cuối station. I left the Saikyo Line, climbed a long stairwaycầu thang, and headed through the station crowds to the Utsunomiya Line platform to make my transfer. The scenthương thơm of snow was even more intensemãnh liệt inside, and the shoes of the millingphay crowd were soggysũng nước with snowmelttuyết tan. The Utsunomiya Line platform overflowedtràn ra with returning commutersđi lại, and there were long lines waiting in the spots where the train doors would be. I stood by myself, away from the lines of people, and waited for the train. Even if I joined a line, I wouldn’t get a seat this time, either. —And then my anxietysự lo lắng started to return. It took me a moment to realize that the feeling had been caused by a station announcement.
 “Attention, passengers. Due to the snow, the Utsunomiya Line train boundràng buộc for Oyama and Utsunomiya is running approximately eight minutes behind schedule,” the announcement said.
 Up until that moment, I hadn’t even considered the possibility that the trains would be delayed. I checked the memobản ghi nhớ and my watch again. According to my note, I was supposed to board the 5:04 train, but it was already 5:10. The temperature suddenly felt much colder, and I shiveredrùng mình. Two minutes later, with a long, echoingvang vọng whistlecòi, the train’s light streamed in, but even then, the chillsự ớn lạnh didn’t fade.
 
 The Utsunomiya Line was even more crowded than the Odakyu or Saikyo lines had been. Everyone was finishing up their work or studies and heading home. The train car was much older than the others I’d ridden in that day, with box-type seats that held four people. It reminded me of the local line back in Nagano. I held on to a seat gripnắm chặt with one hand, put my other hand into my coat pocket, and stood in the aislelối đi. The heaterlò sưởi was on, and the car was warm; the windows were foggedsương mù, and all four corners were thick with water dropletsgiọt nước. Everyone was limpkhập khiễng, tired, and quiet, fitting in well under the fluorescenthuỳnh quang lights. I felt as if I was the only one who didn’t fit in, and in an attempt to cancel out a little of that dissonancesự bất hòa, I held my breath and gazednhìn chằm chằm steadily out the window at the flowing sceneryphong cảnh.
 The landscape held very few buildings now, and the endlessbất tận fields were completely covered in snow. Far away in the darkness, I could see the lights of houses, sparsethưa thớt and twinklinglấp lánh. A row of huge steel towers with blinkingnhấp nháy red lampsđèn ran all the way to a distantxa xôi mountain peak, spaced at regular intervalskhoảng thời gian. Their enormouslớn lao black silhouetteshình bóng looked like a line of ominousđáng ngại giant soldiers stationed on a snowfieldcánh đồng tuyết. This was a truly unfamiliarkhông quen world.
 As I gazednhìn chằm chằm at that landscape, I thought about the timing to meet Akari. If I ended up arriving late, I had no way of letting her know. Back then, cell phones weren’t ubiquitousphổ cập enough for middle schoolers to have, and I didn’t know Akari’s home phone number. Outside the window, the snow fell harder and harder.
 
 Ordinarily, it would have taken an hour to reach Oyama Station, where I’d make my next transfer, but the train crawledbò along, falling further behind schedule. The distance between stations was so much longer compared to the urbanđô thị lines, and the train spent an incrediblyvô cùng long time at each station. Every time it did, the same announcement played in the train: “Attention, passengers. Because later trains are delayed, we will remain at this station for a short while. We apologizexin lỗi for the delay at this inopportunekhông thích hợp time. Thank you for your patiencetính kiên nhẫn…”
 I checked my watch again and again, praying that it wouldn’t be seven o’clock yet. But time kept steadily tickingtích tắc by, although the distance grew no shorter. Every time I looked, a dullđần độn, pulsingnhịp đập acheđau nhức ran through me, like an invisiblevô hình force squeezingép me. It was like the air was a cagecái lồng that was getting smaller and smaller.
 At this point, I’d never make it.
 
 When seven o’clock came around, the train hadn’t even made it to Oyama Station. We were stopped at Nogi, two stations away. After I transferred at Oyama, Iwafune Station—where Akari was waiting—was another twenty minutes away. For the two hours I’d spent on this train since Omiya, anxietysự lo lắng and despairtuyệt vọng had kept my emotions electrifiedđiện khí hóa and tensecăng thẳng. These had been the longest, hardest hours of my life. If you asked me whether the train car was cold or hot, I couldn’t have answered. All I could feel was the late-night scenthương thơm that driftedtrôi dạt in the car and the emptinesssự trống rỗng of my own stomach. I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch. The next thing I knew, there were just a few people in the car, and I was the only one standing up. I dropped heavily into a nearby empty box seat. Immediately, a dullđần độn numbnesstê tái spread through my legs, and fatigueMệt mỏi welled up from the depths of my body, seepingthấm through my skin. Everything in me had been unnaturally tensecăng thẳng, and I hadn’t been able to let go. I took Akari’s letter out of my coat pocket and stared at it. The time we’d promised to meet had passed, and by now, I was sure she was starting to get nervous. I remembered my last phone conversation with her. Why does it always turn out like this?
 After that, we spent another fifteen minutes at Nogi, and then the train began to move again.
 
 When we finally reached Oyama, it was after 7:40. I left that train and ran to the Ryomo Line platform to transfer. My memobản ghi nhớ was uselessvô ích now, and I balled it up and tossedquăng it into a garbagerác can on the platform.
 The Oyama Station building was big, but there weren’t many people in it. After I’d run through the station, I saw a space like a lobbysảnh plazaquảng trường. It had a stovecái lò in its center, and several people sat huddledtúm tụm lại around it in chairs.
 They might have been waiting for family members to come pick them up. They blendedtrộn lẫn into this sceneryphong cảnh naturally. I was the only one driven forward.
 To get to the Ryomo Line platform, I had to go down some stairs and through a sort of undergroundbí mật corridorhành lang. The ground was plain baretrần trụi concrete; thick, square cementxi măng pillarscây cột stood at regular intervalskhoảng thời gian, and pipes crawledbò across the ceilingtrần nhà, twisting together. The platform was sandwichedbánh mì sandwich between two rows of pillarscây cột, with both sides open to the elements, and the low moankêu van of the snowstormbão tuyết echoedtiếng vang through it. Pale fluorescenthuỳnh quang lights vaguelymơ hồ illuminatedchiếu sáng the almost tunnelđường hầm. The shuttersmàn trập on the kioskki-ốt were closed tightly. I felt as if I’d wanderedđi lang thang into the wrong place, but a few other people were waiting on the platform for the train. There was a vendingbán hàng tự động machine next to a small stand-and-eat soba stallquầy hàng, and its yellow light looked marginallygiới hạn warmer than anything else here. On the whole, the place seemed very chillyse se lạnh.
 “Due to the snow, the Ryomo Line is running significantlyđáng kể behind schedule. We apologizexin lỗi to our passengers. Please continue to wait for the train.” An impassivetrơ trơ announcement echoedtiếng vang over the platform. I pulled up the hoodMui xe of my coat, trying to block out the cold just a little more, then leaned against a concrete pillarcây cột to get out of the wind. Sharp, cold air seemed to crawlbò up me from the concrete below my feet. Between the anxietysự lo lắng of keeping Akari waiting, the frigidlạnh lùng weather leechingcon đỉa my body heat, and the stabbingđâm pain in my stomach, I was beyond tensecăng thẳng. I could see two office workers eating soba at the counter of the soba stallquầy hàng. I considered getting some for myself, but then I thought that Akari might be going hungryđói bụng while she waited for me. I couldn’t just eat on my own. I decided I’d get a hot can of coffee, at least, and I walked over to the vendingbán hàng tự động machine. When I took my walletcái ví out of my coat pocket, the letter I was planning to give Akari fell out.
 
 Looking back, even if all that hadn’t happened, I don’t know whether I would have given her the letter. Either way, I don’t think much would have changed. After all, our lives consisted of so many things, and that letter was just one of them. In the end, no matter how intensemãnh liệt my feelings were, they would have changed, slowly, over that long spannhịp of time. Whether I’d given her the letter or not.
 
 When I took out my walletcái ví, the letter fell, and in that moment, a gustgió giật of wind snatchedgiật it away. In the blinknháy mắt of an eye, it had blown off the platform and vanishedbiến mất into the dark. I very nearly burst into tears, but I looked down, grittingsạn my teeth, and managed hold them back. I didn’t buy any coffee.
 
 In the end, the Ryomo Line train I was on stopped completely about halfwaylưng chừng to its destinationđiểm đến. “Due to the effects of the snow on the schedule, the train will stop here,” the onboardtrên tàu announcement said. “We understand that you are in a hurry, and we apologizexin lỗi, but there is currently no estimated time when service will be restored.” Outside my window, a dark snowfieldcánh đồng tuyết seemed to roll on forever, and the blusteringđỏ mặt blizzardbão tuyết rattledlạch cạch the window frames. I had no idea why we had to stop out here in the middle of nowherehư không. When I looked at my watch, it was already two full hours past the time we’d said we’d meet. How many hundreds of times had I checked that watch today? The thought of seeing any more time tickđánh dấu by made me sick, and I took off the watch and put it on the small table attached to the wall, under the window. It was hopelessvô vọng. All I could do was pray that the train would start moving again soon.
 Takaki, how are you? Akari had written in her letter. I have to get up early for my club, so I’m writing this letter on the train.
 For some reason, when I visualizedhình dung Akari from her letters, she was always alone. And now I was the same. I had quite a few friends at school, but this was the real me—sitting all alone in a train car, his face hidden by his hoodMui xe. The heat had to be on, but the interior of this four-car train, with its sparsethưa thớt scatteringtán xạ of passengers, was an incrediblyvô cùng cold place. It was the most horrible moment of my life. Sitting in the big box seat, I curledcuộn tròn up into a tight ball, grittedsạn my teeth, and did my best not to cry. The time felt like hatredsự thù ghét itself, and all I could do was hunkerthợ săn down and weather it. When I thought of Akari waiting for me, all alone in a cold train station, and imagined how forlornhết hy vọng she must feel, I felt like I’d go crazy. I desperatelytuyệt vọng hoped that she’d gone home.
 But Akari was definitely waiting.
 I knew she was, and the convictionlòng tin chắc, sự kết án, phán quyết hurt me and filled me with sadnesssự sầu nảo. Outside the window, the snow wouldn’t stop falling.
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 By the time the train finally started moving again, more than two hours had passed. I reached Iwafune Station after eleven at night, over four hours past the time we’d promised to meet. Back then, that hour was the dead of night. When I stepped down onto the platform, my shoes sank deep into fresh snow with a soft crunchinglạo xạo noise. The wind had died, and flakesvẩy of snow fell slowly and silently down from the sky. The platform I was standing on didn’t have a wall or a fence or anything along it, and a snowfieldcánh đồng tuyết that went on as far as I could see came right up to its side. The lights of the town were distantxa xôi and sparsethưa thớt. It was very quiet; all I could hear was the noise of the idlingchạy không tải train’s engine.
 I crossed a small pedestrianđi bộ bridge and slowly walked to the ticket gate. From the bridge, I’d been able to see the town in front of the station. Only a handfulmột nắm đầy tay of houses had lights in them, and the whole place seemed silent, hemmedđường viền in by the snow. At the gate, I gave my ticket to the station worker, then went into the wooden main building. The waiting room was just past the ticket gate. The moment I stepped inside, warm air and the nostalgicHoài niệm scenthương thơm of a kerosenedầu hỏa stovecái lò envelopedbao bọc me, and a hot lumpcục bướu worked its way up from the depths of my chest. I squeezedvắt kiệt my eyes shut, trying to ride it out. Then I opened them again. A loneđơn độc girl was sitting in a chair in front of the kerosenedầu hỏa stovecái lò, her head droopedrủ xuống.
 The slendermảnh khảnh girl wore a white coat, and at first, she looked like a stranger. I walked over to her and called to her: “Akari.” My voice was hoarsekhản tiếng, as if it belonged to someone I didn’t know. A little startledgiật mình, the girl raised her head, slowly, and looked at me.
 It was Akari. Her large eyes were filled with tears, and the outerbên ngoài corners were red. She looked more grown up than she had a year ago, and her face reflected the stove’s yellow glowánh sáng softly. She seemed more beautiful than any girl I’d ever seen. An acheđau nhức I couldn’t put into words ran through me, as if someone had gently brushed a finger across my heart. I’d never felt this sensation before. I couldn’t look away. As I watched, the tears in Akari’s eyes grew larger and larger, and the sight seemed like something sacredLinh thiêng to me. Akari caught the hemđường viền of my coat with her hands and squeezedvắt kiệt it tightly, pulling me one step closer to her. As her white hand clutchedly hợp my coat, a teardropgiọt nước mắt fell onto it. The moment I saw it, a mass of feelings I couldn’t chokenghẹt thở back welled up again, and the next thing I knew, I was crying. The tubbồn tắm of boilingsôi water on the stovecái lò bubbledbong bóng softly in the small station.
 
 Akari had brought a thermosphích nước of tea and a homemadetự làm box lunch. We sat side by side in the chairs in front of the stovecái lò, with the wrapped box lunch right between us. I drank the tea Akari handed me. It was still plenty hot, and it had a very aromaticthơm flavorhương vị.
 “This is deliciousthơm ngon,” I said, and I meant it.
 “Really? It’s just regular hojicha.”
 “Hojicha? I’ve never had it before.”
 “You’re kidding! You must have!” Akari said. Even so, I was convinced this was the first time I’d ever had tea this good. “I’m not so sure…,” I told her.
 “I am!” She seemed to find the whole thing very funny.
 Like her body, Akari’s voice seemed more grown-up than I remembered. Her tone was a mixture of gentle teasingtrêu chọc and slightmảnh dẻ bashfulnessbẽn lẽn, and as I listened to her, my body graduallydần dần grew warm again.
 “Also, here,” Akari said, unwrappingmở gói the lunch and taking the lidsNắp off two plastic containersthùng đựng hàng. One had four big rice balls in it, and the other held lots of colorful side dishes. Mini hamburgerbánh hamburger steaksbít tết, sausagesLạp xưởng, rolled omeletstrứng tráng, cherryquả anh đào tomatoes, broccoli—all arranged neatly in pairs.
 “I made it, so there’s no guarantee it’ll taste good…,” Akari said. As she spoke, she folded the clothvải the containersthùng đựng hàng had been wrapped in, setting it down beside her. “But please help yourself, if you want to.” She sounded a little self-conscious.
 “…Thanks,” I finally managed. Something hot was welling up in my chest again. The fact that I was so quick to cry embarrassedlúng túng me, and I desperatelytuyệt vọng fought back the tears. Remembering I’d been hungryđói bụng, I hastilyvội vàng added, “I was seriously starvingchết đói!”
 Akari smiled happily.
 The rice ball was heavy, and I opened my mouth wide and took a big bite. As I chewednhai, I worried my tears would finally spilltràn over, and I looked down and swallowednuốt so that Akari wouldn’t notice. I’d never eaten anything so good.
 “This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten,” I told her honestlyThành thật.
 “Oh, you’re exaggeratingnói quá.”
 “I mean it!”
 “I’m sure it’s because you were hungryđói bụng.”
 “I dunnokhông biết about that…”
 “I do. I’ll have some, too,” Akari said cheerfullyvui vẻ, picking up a rice ball.
 After that, we spent a while working our way through the food. Both the hamburgerbánh hamburger steaksbít tết and the rolled omeletstrứng tráng were especially good. When I told her so, Akari gave an embarrassedlúng túng little smile, but she still sounded rather proud when she said, “I stopped by my house after school and made it… I had to get some help from my mom, though.”
 “What did you tell her when you left?”
 “I left a note saying I didn’t know what time I’d be back, but I’d definitely come home, so please don’t worry.”
 “That’s what I did, too. I bet your mom is worrying anyway, though.”
 “Hmm… I’m sure it’ll be okay. When I was making the lunch, she asked me who I was giving it to, and I smiled. She looked kind of happy. I bet she understands.”
 I was curious about what exactly she “understood,” but I couldn’t bring myself to ask, so I chewednhai my rice ball instead. The rice balls were generouslyhào phóng portioned, and having two each filled our stomachs nicely. I was left feeling very satisfied.
 
 The small waiting room was illuminatedchiếu sáng by a dimlờ mờ yellow glowánh sáng, and our knees that we’d turned toward the kerosenedầu hỏa stovecái lò were toastybánh mì nướng warm. By then, we weren’t paying any attention to the time; we drank the hojicha and chatted as much as we wanted. Neither of us even considered going home. We hadn’t confirmed it aloudlớn tiếng, but we each understood that that was what the other was thinking. We both had so much we wanted to say that we’d never manage to get it all out. We expressed how lonelycô đơn we’d been over this past year—not out loud, but we kept letting the other know implicitlymặc nhiên how hard it was to be alone and how much we’d longed to see each other.
 
 When the station worker knocked softly on the waiting room’s glass door, it was already midnightnửa đêm.
 “I’m about to close up the station. There won’t be any more trains tonight, you know.”
 It was the elderly station employee who’d taken my ticket. I thought he might be mad at us, but he was smiling. “You look like you’re having a good time, and I didn’t want to interruptngắt,” he said kindlytử tế, in a voice that had a slightmảnh dẻ regional accentgiọng. “I do have to close up, though. It’s the rules. Be careful on your way home in all this snow.”
 
 We thanked him and left the station.
 
 The town of Iwafune was covered with a thick blanketcái chăn of snow. The flakesvẩy were still falling straight down, but strangelykỳ lạ, the late-night world wasn’t cold anymore, even caught as it was between the snow in the sky and the snow on the ground. We walked over the fresh snow, side by side, feeling oddlylạ lùng exhilaratedhồ hởi. I was several centimeterscentimet taller than Akari now, and the thought made me very proud. The pale streetlamps illuminatedchiếu sáng circles of snow ahead of us, like spotlightsđiểm sáng. Akari ran toward them cheerfullyvui vẻ, and I was captivatedquyến rũ by the sight of her back. It looked far more grown-up than the one I remembered.
 Akari took me to see the cherryquả anh đào tree she’d written about in an earlier letter. It was only about ten minutes from the station on foot, but that put us in a wide tractđường of farmlandruộng đất, with no houses in sight. There was no artificialnhân tạo light anywhere at that point, and we could just barely see by snow light. The whole landscape shone faintlythoang thoảng. It was so beautiful, like the careful, exquisitetinh tế handiworkcông việc thủ công of someone unseenvô hình.
 The cherryquả anh đào tree stood all by itself, beside a footpathlối đi bộ that ran between rice paddieslúa. It was magnificenttráng lệ, thick and tall. We stood under it together, looking at the sky. It was pitch-black, and snow driftedtrôi dạt soundlessly down from it, filtering through the interlacedđan xen branches.
 “Look, it’s almost like snow,” Akari said.
 “Yeah, it is,” I responded. I got the feeling I’d seen her watching me and smiling beneath a cherryquả anh đào tree in full bloomhoa.
 
 That night, under the cherryquả anh đào tree, Akari and I shared our first kiss. It happened very naturally.
 In the moment our lips touched, I felt as if I understood where things like eternityvĩnh cửu and hearts and souls residedcư trú tại. I thought we’d managed to share everything of the thirteen years we’d been alive with each other—but the sadnesssự sầu nảo of the next instantlập tức was almost unbearablekhông chịu nổi.
 After all, I didn’t know where I should take Akari’s warmthsự ấm áp, or her soul, or how I should handle them. Akari’s preciousquý giá everything was here, and yet I didn’t know what to do with it. I knew that we still wouldn’t be able to stay together forever. Boundless time and enormouslớn lao lives lay ahead of us.
 Although that uneasekhó chịu grippednắm chặt me for a moment, it slowly meltedtan chảy away, until all that remained was the sensationcảm giác of Akari’s lips. The softnessmềm mại and warmthsự ấm áp was like nothing I’d ever known. It was a truly special kiss. Even now, looking back, I’ve never had another kiss so full of delight and puritysự tinh khiết and intensitycường độ.
 
 We ended up spending the night in a little shedtúp lều beside a field. The wooden shedtúp lều had all sorts of farm tools in it, and Akari and I pulled an old blanketcái chăn off a shelf, removed our wet coats and shoes, wrapped ourselves in the blanketcái chăn, and talked for a long time in whispers. Akari had been wearing a sailorthủy thủ suit under her coat, and I was in my school uniform. Even though we were wearing our uniforms, right now, we weren’t lonelycô đơn, and that filled me with joy.
 While we talked, under the blanketcái chăn, our shoulders touched from time to time, and every so often, Akari’s soft hair brushed my cheek or neck. Every time, the sensationcảm giác and the sweet scenthương thơm sent a thrillsợ hãi through me, but her body heat was already all I could handle. When Akari spoke, her breath stirred my bangstóc mái gently, and mine softly stirred her hair. Outside, the clouds graduallydần dần thinned, and every so often, moonlightánh trăng shone in through the thin glass window, filling the shedtúp lều with a mysticalthần bí light. While we were still talking, we fell asleepngủ.
 
 When we woke, it was six in the morning, and the snow had stopped. We drank some of the hojicha, which was still faintlythoang thoảng warm, then put on our coats and walked to the station. The sky was perfectly clear. The sun, which had just risen above the ridgeline, made the snowycó tuyết rơi countrysidenông thôn sparklelấp lánh and shine; the whole world overflowedtràn ra with dazzlingchói sáng light.
 This early on a Saturday morning, we were the only passengers on the platform. As the orange and green Ryomo Line train pulled in, the sunlight poured down over it, gleaminglấp lánh and glintinglấp lánh off the cars. The doors opened; I stepped onto the train, then turned around and looked at Akari, who was standing on the platform right in front of me. The buttons of her white coat were undonehoàn tác, and her sailorthủy thủ uniform peekednhìn trộm through the gap. This was Akari at thirteen.
 Oh right, I realized. We’ll be on our own from now on. We both have to go back home alone.
 Even though we’d talked so much only a short while ago, even though we’d felt so close, our parting came abruptly. I had no idea what to say at a moment like this, so I stayed silent. It was Akari who spoke first.
 “Um, Takaki?”
 All I could manage was a questioning noise that might have been a response or a breath.
 “Takaki…,” Akari said again. She looked down. Behind her, the snowfieldcánh đồng tuyết glitteredlong lanh in the morning sun, almost like a lake, and I noticed how beautiful she was against that background. As if she’d made up her mind, Akari raised her head, looked me straight in the eye, and continued.
 “Takaki, you’re going to be just fine. I’m sure you will!”
 “Thanks…,” I said with difficulty, and immediately after that, the train doors began to shut. No, not like this. This isn’t right. I had to say something more profoundthâm thúy, more concrete. I yelledhét lên with everything I had, so that she’d be able to hear me even through those closed doors.
 “You take care, too, Akari! I’ll write! I’ll call you!”
 In that moment, I thought I heard a bird cry sharplyđột ngột, far away. The train began to roll, and we each set our right hands on the glass, matching them to each other. They slipped apart immediately, but for a moment, they had overlappedchồng lên nhau.
 
 On the train home, I stayed there, in front of the door, for a very long time.
 I hadn’t told Akari I’d written her a long letter and then lost it. Partly because I was sure we’d meet again somedaymột ngày nào đó and also because, after that kiss, it felt as if everything about the world had changed.
 Standing in front of the door, I softly set my hand over the spot on the glass that Akari had touched.
 “I’m sure you’re going to be just fine,” she’d said.
 It was a strange feeling, as if she’d made an accurate guess about something, although even I had no idea what that “something” was. At the same time, I had a feeling that somedaymột ngày nào đó, in the far distantxa xôi future, those words of Akari’s would give me a very important kind of strength.
 Right now, though, I thought, I just want the strength to protect her.
 I kept gazingnhìn chằm chằm out the window, and that desire was the only thing in my mind.
   
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER TWO
 Cosmonaut
   
 
 



 1
 The morning sun hangs just a little above the horizonđường chân trời, striking blinding reflections off the surrounding water. The sky is a flawlesshoàn mỹ blue, the water is warm against my skin, and my body feels practicallythực tế weightlesschân không. Right now, I’m floating in a sea of light, all alone. At times like this, I can believe I’m something really special—and just a little lucky… Even though, right now, I’ve got lots of problems.
 Maybe I’m too easygoingdễ dãi, and I’m too quick to believe I’m lucky. Maybe that’s where all my problems come from, I think, but still, I cheerfullyvui vẻ start paddlingmái chèo toward the next wave. The ocean is so incrediblyvô cùng pretty in the morning: the smooth motioncử động of the wave as it graduallydần dần builds, the complex colors I can’t put into words. As I gazenhìn chằm chằm at it, enrapturedsay mê, I try to make the board I’m riding skimhớt bọt over the face of the rollerTrục lăn. I feel myself being buoyedphao up, and I start to stand, then immediately lose my balance and tumblenhào lộn under the wave. I messedsự lộn xộn up again. I got a little seawaternước biển up my nose, and the backs of my eyes stingchích.
 
 Problem one: In the past six months, I haven’t successfully caught a single wave.
 
 At the back of the parking lot (actually just an open space full of weedscỏ dại) that’s one step up from the beach, screened by some tall plants, I strip off my skintightcăng da rashphát ban guard, then my swimsuitđồ bơi. Naked, I sprayXịt nước tap water from the hosevòi nước over my head, brisklynhanh nhẹn dry off, then change into my school uniform. There’s nobody around. The stiffcứng sea wind feels good on my flushedđỏ mặt skin. My hair is so short it doesn’t reach my shoulders, and it dries in no time. The morning sun throws strong shadows from the weedscỏ dại onto my white sailorthủy thủ blouseáo cánh. I always love the ocean, but mornings in this season are a particular favorite of mine. If this were winter, the moment when I got out of the ocean and changed clothesquần áo would be the hardest one.
 As I’m applying lip balmson dưỡng to soothexoa dịu the drynesskhô khan, I hear my big sister drive up in her Honda minivanxe tải nhỏ, and I grab my surfboardván lướt sóng and sports bag, heading over to the car. My sister is wearing a red tracksuitbộ đồ thể thao as she opens the driver’s side window and calls to me.
 “How did it go, Kanae?”
 She’s pretty, with long, perfectly straight hair—she’s calm; she’s smart. She’s also a high school teacher, eight years older than me, and a long time ago, I didn’t like her very much. When I think back and analyze why—if I had to say, it was because I was vaguemơ hồ and ordinary, while my big sister was gorgeouslộng lẫy. I had a complex about her.
 I like her now, though. By the time she graduated from college and came back to the island, I genuinelychân thật looked up to her. If she wore something cutedễ thương, instead of a dowdyxuống cấp tracksuitbộ đồ thể thao, she’d look much, much prettier. If she was too beautiful, though, she might draw too much attention on a little island like ours.
 “No luck today, either. The wind was offshorengoài khơi the whole time, but even then.” As I answer, I’m putting my surfboardván lướt sóng in the trunkThân cây.
 “Well, just take it slow. Are you coming back again after school?”
 “Yeah, I want to. Will that work for you, Sis?”
 “Sure. Make sure you study, too, though.”
 “I will!”
 Responding loudly to shut her up, I head over to my bike, which is parked in a corner of the lot. It’s an old, school-designated Honda Super Cub, a hand-me-down from my sister. There aren’t any trains on this island, and not many buses, either, so most high schoolers get their bike licenses as soon as they turn sixteen. Bikes are handytiện dụng, and riding around the island feels good, but you can’t carry a surfboardván lướt sóng on a bike, so when I go to the ocean, my sister always brings the car over for me. From here, we’ll go to school together. I’ll be taking classes, and she’ll be teaching them. As I turn the ignitionđánh lửa key, I check my watch. It’s seven forty-five. Yes, it’ll be all right. I’m sure he’s still practicing. I set off on the Cub, following my sister’s car, leaving the coastbờ biển behind.
 
 I started bodyboarding in my freshmensinh viên năm nhất year of high school, due to my sister’s influence, and on the very first day, I completely caught the surfinglướt sóng bugsâu bọ. My sister had been in the surfinglướt sóng club at her university, and the way she surfedlướt sóng was very athleticKhỏe mạnh, as opposed to just following the trends. (For the first three months, all I did was practice the basics that would let me head out to sea. Nothing but “Paddle! Duck divelặn!” until the sun went down.) Still, heading out into something as unfathomably vast as the ocean was a beautiful experience to me, although I didn’t understand why. Then, one sunnynhiều nắng day in my second year of high school, when I was thoroughly used to bodyboarding, I found myself wanting to stand on a wave.
 To do that, I’d need to ride either a shortboard or a longboard. I was a fadham mê chaserngười săn đuổi, and I switched to a shortboard on the spot because I believed that was “true” surfinglướt sóng. Back when I started learning, I managed to ride a few waves by accident, but ever since then, I haven’t been able to catch a single one. Shortboards were hard, and I considered throwing in the towelcái khăn lau and going back to my bodyboard, but I hated to backtrackquay lại on a decision I’d already made. So I hesitateddo dự and dragged my feet. While that was going on, I started my third year of high school, and then it was summer.
 Anyway, not being able to catch a wave on a shortboard is one of my worries. I’m on my way to tacklegiải quyết the second worry right now.
 
 Spak! The pleasant sound reaches me faintlythoang thoảng through the twitteringtwitter of early birds. It’s the sound of an arrowmũi tên punchingcú đấm through a stretched paper target. It’s currently 8:10, and I’m nervously standing in the shadow of the school building. A minute ago, I peekednhìn trộm out around the corner, and as usual, he was the only one on the archerybắn cung range.
 He practices archerybắn cung on his own every morning, which is actually one of the reasons I practice surfinglướt sóng then, too. If he’s devoting himself to something that early in the day, I want to give something my all, too. When he’s focused on drawing his bowcây cung, he’s truly a sight for soređau eyes. But I’m not shamelesskhông biết xấu hổ enough to stare from close by, so I’ve only ever watched him practice from about a hundred meters away, like I’m doing now. Plus, he doesn’t know I watch.
 For no particular reason, I brush off my skirt, lightlynhẹ nhàng tugsự kéo mạnh the hemđường viền of my sailorthủy thủ blouseáo cánh to straightenduỗi thẳng it, and take a deep breath. Okay! Act natural. I start off toward the archerybắn cung range.
 “Oh, good morning.”
 As always, when he sees me, he stops practicing and talks to me. Eeeee! Aw, he really is nice. He has a calm, deep voice, too.
 Heart thumpingđập thình thịch, I play it cool and walk slowly. I want it to look as if I just happened to be passing the archerybắn cung range. I answer him carefully, so that my voice won’t crack.
 “Morning, Tohno. You’re always here so early.”
 “You too, Sumida. You’ve already been to the beach, right?”
 “Uh-huh.”
 “You’re really putting a lot of work in.”
 “Huh?” I wasn’t expecting a complimentlời khen, and I flinchnao núng. Uh-oh. I’m sure I’m blushingđỏ mặt all the way to my ears.
 “I-it’s not really… Eh-heh-heh! Okay, Tohno, I’ll see you later!” Flustered with happiness and embarrassmentsự lúng túng, I break into a run.
 “Sure, see you later,” I hear his kind voice say behind me.
 
 Problem two: I have a crushngười mình thích on him. I have for five years, to be honest. His name is Takaki Tohno. And the six months before we graduate high school are all the time I have left to spend with him.
 
 That brings me to problem three, which is summed up in the piece of paper that’s sitting on my desk. It’s 8:35, and I’m in morning homeroomPhòng gia đình. Vaguely, I can hear the voice of our homeroomPhòng gia đình teacher, Mr. Matsuno. “Listen up. You’re gonna need to make up your minds soon. Talk it over with your folks and fill those in.” Et cetera, et cetera. The paper says, THIRD FUTURE COURSE SURVEY. I have absolutely no idea what to write.
 
 It’s 12:50. In the classroom, they’re playing classical music during lunch. It’s a piece I’ve heard somewhere before. For some reason, whenever I hear it, it makes me think of skatingtrượt băng penguinschim cánh cụt. What memory is this song linked to for me? I try to remember the name of the piece, promptlykịp thời give up, and instead eat the rolled omelettrứng tráng from the box lunch my mom made for me. It’s sweet and yummyngon and full of happiness, spreading through my taste budsnụ to the rest of me. Yukko, Saki, and I have pushed our desks together for lunch. For the past little while, the other two have been talking about future courses.
 “I hear Sasaki is taking the test for a university in Tokyo.”
 “Sasaki? You mean Kyouko?”
 “No, no, the one in Class One.”
 “Oh, the literaturevăn học club Sasaki. Yeah, that sounds about right.”
 At the words Class One, I tensecăng thẳng up a little. That’s Tohno’s class. At my high school, there are three classes for each school year. Classes One and Two are general education, and Class One in particular is geared toward students who want to go on to college. Class Three is the trade course; it has lots of students who are planning to go to vocationaldạy nghề school or start working after graduationtốt nghiệp, and the highest percentage of members who’ll be staying on the island. I’m in Class Three. I haven’t heard yet, but I think Tohno’s probably planning to go to college. I can sense that he probably wants to go back to Tokyo. The thought of it takes all the flavorhương vị out of my omelettrứng tráng.
 “What about you, Kanae?” Yukko turns to me unexpectedly, and I don’t know what to say.
 “You were going to start working, right?” Saki asks.
 “Um…,” I mumblelầm bầm. The thing is, I have no idea.
 “You really don’t have anything in mind, do you?” Saki says with a sighthở dài.
 “Nothing in there except Tohno,” Yukko adds.
 “I’d bet you anything he has a girlfriend in Tokyo,” says Saki.
 “Noooooo!” I whinerên rỉ in spitebất chấp of myself.
 “Heh-heh!” They both laugh. My secret feelings aren’t much of a secret with them.
 “Forget it. I’m going to go get a yoghurppe at the co-op,” I say sulkily, getting up. I sound like I’m joking, but the “Takaki Tohno’s Tokyo girlfriend” theory hits me pretty hard.
 “Huh?! You’re buying more?! That’s your second one.”
 “Well, I’m thirstykhát.”
 “Of course you are, surfer girl.”
 I ignore their banternói đùa and walk down the winding hall by myself. Along the way, I glance at a row of framed pictures on the wall. They’re photos of rocketstên lửa being launched, spoutingphun ra great clouds of smoke. H-II ROCKET F4 LAUNCH—AUGUST 17, 1996, 10:53. H-II ROCKET F6 LAUNCH—NOVEMBER 28, 1997, 6:27… There are rumorstin đồn that every time a launch succeeds, somebody from NASDA stops by and gives us another photo.
 I’ve seen several launches myself. As the rocketstên lửa climb into infinityvô cực, trailing white smoke, they’re clearly visible from anywhere on the island. Come to think of it, I don’t think I’ve seen one in the past few years. Tohno’s only been on the island for five years; has he seen a launch at all? It would be great if we saw one together somedaymột ngày nào đó. If it’s his first one, the view will probably be fantastic, and if we watch it together, just the two of us, I bet it would bring us a little closer. Oh, but we only have half a year of high school left. Will there even be a launch between now and then? Actually, will I even figure out how to ride a wave before then? I want Tohno to see me surflướt sóng somedaymột ngày nào đó, but not if I’m gonna look dumbcâm. No way. I always want him to see me at my very best.
 Just half a year left. No, no, Tohno might stay on the island after graduationtốt nghiệp; it’s not completely out of the question. If he does, we’ll still have plenty of chances. In that case, my future course is definitely going to be “Find a job on the island.” That said, I really can’t imagine him doing that… Somehow, the island life just doesn’t suit him. Hmm…
 And that’s how it goes: My worries always revolvexoay quanh around Tohno, taking me in circles.
 The only thing I know for sure is that I can’t afford to keep worrying forever.
 That’s why I’ve decided that I need to catch a wave. When I do, I’m going to tell Tohno I like him.
 
 7:10 PM. Just a little while ago, the calls of bear cicadasve sầu filled the air, but somewhere in there, a chorusĐiệp khúc of evening cicadasve sầu took their place. Before long, those will probably be replaced by bushbụi rậm cricketsbóng chày. My surroundings are already gloomyảm đạm, but the light of the evening sun still lingersnán lại in the sky, and the high clouds shine golden. When I gazenhìn chằm chằm up at them, I can tell they’re traveling west. I was at the beach until a minute ago, and the wind was blowing onshore—that’s when the wind blows in from the ocean and messessự lộn xộn up the shape of the waves—but the waves might be easier to ride now that it’s going the other way. Not that it gives me much more confidence.
 From the shadow of the school building, I watch the motorbikexe máy parking lot. There aren’t many bikes left, and I don’t see any students near the school gate. All clubs are done for the day. Which means I went surfinglướt sóng after class, then came back, and now I’m hiding behind the school and waiting for Tohno to visit the bike parking lot. (When I put it like that, even I think it’s a little creepyrùng mình.) But he might have gone home already. Maybe I should’ve gotten out of the ocean a little earlier… Still, I decide to wait just a bit longer.
 
 The surfinglướt sóng problem, the Tohno problem, and the future course problem: Those are currently my three biggest issues, but of course they’re not the only ones. There’s my tanrám nắng, for instance. My skin isn’t naturally dark (I don’t think), but no matter how much sunscreenkem chống nắng I slatherbôi trơn on, I have by far the deepest tanrám nắng of anybody in my grade. My sister says that’s only natural for a surfer, and Yukko and Saki say it’s healthy and attractive, but I still feel like having a deeper tanrám nắng than the boy I like doesn’t bodeđiềm lành well. Tohno’s skin is pale and pretty.
 Then there’s my bustbật ra, which isn’t growing all that well (my sister’s is big, even though we’ve got the same DNA), my catastrophicthảm khốc math grades, my lack of fashion sense, my strong health (because I feel like it’s cuter to catch a cold sometimes), and all kinds of other things. It’s a whole pileĐóng cọc of problems.
 But there’s no point sitting here counting all the strikes against me. I steal another peeknhìn trộm at the bike parking lot. In the distance, I see an unmistakablekhông thể nhầm lẫn silhouettehình bóng walking toward me. Yesss! I’m so glad I waited! Go me! Quickly, I take a deep breath, then casuallytình cờ start toward the parking lot.
 “Huh? Sumida? You’re heading home now?” His voice is as kind as always. Under the lights of the parking lot, I can see him more and more clearly. His frame is tall and slendermảnh khảnh; his hair is just a bit too long and gets in his eyes a little, and his footstepsbước chân are always so calm.
 “Uh-huh… You too, Tohno?” I think my voice is tremblingrun sợ somewhat. Argh, for crying out loud, I really wish I’d get used to this already.
 “Yeah. Want to ride home together, then?”
 If I had a tail like a dog, I’m sure I’d be wagginghay bông lơn up a storm by now. Oh, I’m so glad I’m not a dog. I don’t want him to see everything I’m feeling, I think, and I mean it. I’m frustratedbực bội with myself for not being able to have more sophisticatedcầu kì ideas in my head, but I’m still just plain happy to be going home with him.
 We ride in single file along a narrow road that runs between fields of sugarcaneđường mía. Tohno is in front, and watching him ahead of me makes me happy. The depths of my chest are hot, and the back of my nose twingeskhúc khích the way it does when I’ve wiped out surfinglướt sóng. I think, without knowing why, that happiness and sadnesssự sầu nảo are similar.
 
 From the very beginning, Tohno was a little different from the other boys. He transferred to Tanegashima from Tokyo in the spring of our second year of middle school. I still remember so clearly how he looked on the day of our Year Two opening ceremonylễ. This boy I’d never seen before stood tall in front of the blackboardbảng đen; he didn’t seem at all dauntednản lòng or nervous, and there was a tranquilthanh bình smile on his handsomeđẹp trai face.
 “I’m Takaki Tohno. Due to my father’s work, my family moved here from Tokyo three days ago. I’m used to transferring schools, but I’m not used to this island yet. I’m looking forward to being part of your class.”
 His voice was calm, and he didn’t speak too fast or too slow or hesitatedo dự. His sophisticatedcầu kì standard accentgiọng was so lovely it made me tinglengứa ran. He was like somebody from TV. If I’d been in his shoes—if I’d transferred from a major metropolisđô thị to a remote island way out in the sticks or vice versa—I’m sure my face would have been bright red, and my mind would’ve been a pure-white blanktrống. I would’ve been so self-conscious about my uniqueđộc nhất accentgiọng that I wouldn’t have made any sense. How was it that this boy, who was my own age, could speak so clearly and be so nonchalantthờ ơ, as if there wasn’t anybody watching him at all? What had his life been like? What was he like on the inside, behind his black school uniform? I’d never wanted to know anything so badly in my life. In that moment, I’d already fallen in love. It was like destinyđịnh mệnh.
 After that, my life changed. It seemed as if he were between me and the town, the school, and reality itself. During class and after school, even when I was walking my dog on the beach, I was always looking for him out of the corner of my eye. Although he’d seemed cool and rather aloofđứng cách xa at first glance, he was actually cheerfulvui vẻ and friendly, and he made a lot of friends in no time. Not only that, but he was mature enough to make friends with guys and girls, so if I timed things right, I got to talk to him as often as I wanted.
 In high school, we were in different classes, but it was a miraclephép màu we’d ended up at the same school. Not that we had many options on this island. Besides, with his grades, he probably could have gone to any high school he wanted; maybe he just chose the closest one. I still liked him as much as ever. In five years, those feelings hadn’t faded at all; as a matter of fact, they’d grown stronger little by little, day by day. I did want to become special to him, to be his one and only, but honestlyThành thật, being in love with him was just about all I could handle already. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what my life would be like if we did start going out. Whenever I saw Tohno, at school or in town, I ended up liking him more. It was frighteningđáng sợ and painful, but it was fun, too. I was completely helplessbất lực.
 
 Seven thirty PM. On our way home, we stop at a conveniencesự tiện lợi store called I-Shop. I manage to go home with Tohno about 0.7 times per week—in other words, once a week when I’m lucky, once every two weeks if I’m not—and at some point, we fell into the habit of detouringđường vòng to I-Shop on the way. Even if it is a conveniencesự tiện lợi store, it also closes at nine PM and sells flower seeds and daikondaikon radishes (with the dirtbụi bẩn still on them) that the neighborhood ladies have grown. But it still carries a pretty wide range of snacksđồ ăn vặt and things, too. The cable broadcastphát tin is playing J-pop hits. The ranks of fluorescenthuỳnh quang lights on the ceilingtrần nhà fill the small store with a bright, whitish light.
 Tohno always buys the same thing—a cartonthùng carton of Daily Coffee. I’m never sure what I should get, and I always hesitatedo dự. The fundamentalcơ bản question is: What choice will make me the most attractive? If I got the same coffee as him, it would look like I was intentionally trying to get his attention (which, I mean, I am, but…); milk seems kind of thoughtlessthiếu suy nghĩ to me. Daily Fruits has a cutedễ thương yellow package, but I don’t really like how it tastes. I’m actually pretty intriguedâm mưu by Daily Black Vinegar, but it would be a little too out-there.
 While I’m struggling over the decision, Tohno says, “Hey, Sumida, I’m gonna pay for mine,” and heads over to the register. Argh! I liked having him there next to me. Hastily, I end up grabbing my usual Daily Yoghurppe. How many have I had today? I bought one at the school co-op after second period, then had two at lunch, so this is number four. I wonder if I’m five percent yoghurppe by volume now.
 When I leave the conveniencesự tiện lợi store and turn the corner, Tohno’s leaning against his bike, texting, and I involuntarily duckcon vịt into the shadows behind the mailboxhộp thư. The sky is already dark navyHải quân, and only the windsweptlộng gió clouds still carry traces of the red evening sun. It won’t be long until it’s full night on the island. The air is filled with insectcôn trùng songs and the rustlingxào xạc of the swayinglắc lư sugarcaneđường mía. I catch the smell of dinner from somebody’s house. It’s dark, and I can’t make out his expression. Only the LCD screen of his phone is clear and bright.
 Working hard to look cheerfulvui vẻ, I walk over to him. Noticing me, he slips his phone back into his pocket, then kindlytử tế says, “Welcome back, Sumida. What did you get?”
 “Mm, it was hard to choose, but I ended up going with yoghurppe. This is actually my fourth one today. Impressed?”
 “What? Wow, I didn’t know you were such a fan. Come to think of it, you do always get that, don’t you?”
 As we talk, my attention goes to my own phone, in the sports bag I’m carrying over my shoulder. I wish I were the one Tohno was texting, I think, something I’ve wished thousands of times before… But I’ve never gotten a text from him, so I can’t exactly send him any. No matter who I date later on, I’ll give them my full attention when I’m with them. I won’t look at my stupid phone. I don’t want to make my partners nervous that I might be thinking about somebody else. The thought comes to me with intensemãnh liệt emotion.
 As I talk to the boy I’m hopelesslyvô vọng in love with, under an early night sky with just a few stars, I make a firmvững chãi resolutionnghị quyết while the urge to cry stirs inside me.
   
 
 



 2
 The waves today are high, and there are lots of them. The wind is a little onshoretrên bờ, though, so most of those waves are crumblyvỡ vụn. It’s 5:40 PM. I’ve attacked dozens of wave sets since I got here after school, but I still haven’t managed to ride a single one. Of course, anybody can stand up on soup—the white water that’s left after a wave has broken—but I want to ride one while it peaks and slide down its face like a real surfer.
 While I desperatelytuyệt vọng paddlemái chèo out to sea, I’m enchantedmê hoặc by the ocean and the sky. There are thick clouds today, so why does the sky look so high? The sea reflects the depth of the clouds, and its colors change from moment to moment. When I’m paddlingmái chèo, there’s only a few centimeterscentimet between the ocean and my eyes, and yet that complex surface changes dramatically. I want to stand up, right this minute. I want to know what the ocean looks like from one hundred fifty-four centimeterscentimet up. No artist could capture the ocean I’m seeing now, I think, no matter how good they are. Photos wouldn’t do it justice, either, or videos. In our Information Science class today, we learned that HDTV in the twenty-first century is composed of about 1,900 pixelsđiểm ảnh across. But even that incrediblyvô cùng high definition wouldn’t be up to this at all. A thousand nine hundred times a thousand is just a million pixelsđiểm ảnh and change—it could never capture what I’m seeing. I wonder if the teacher who was talking about it during class, or the people who invented HDTV, or the movie-makers really believe that’s still pretty enough. From a distance, I bet even I’m pretty in this scene, I think. I hope it’s true. I want Tohno to see me. And that thought draws up the memory of school today.
 
 During lunch, when I was eating with Yukko and Saki like always, I got summonedtriệu hồi over the school PA system: “Kanae Sumida from Year Three, Class Three. Please come to the student guidancehướng dẫn office.” I knew what it was about, but I was mostly embarrassedlúng túng at the thought that Tohno might have heard that. He and my sister.
 The student guidancehướng dẫn office was practicallythực tế empty. Mr. Itou, the career counselornhân viên tư vấn, was sitting there with a printoutin ra in front of him. It was my future course survey; I’d just written my name and turned it in blanktrống. Through the open window, I could hear a raucouskhàn khàn chorusĐiệp khúc of cicadasve sầu reminding me it was summer, but the room itself was cool. The clouds were moving at a fast clipkẹp, making the sunlight flickernhấp nháy slowly. It was an east wind. Thinking about how many waves there’d be today, I sat down across from the teacher.
 “Listen, Sumida. You’re the only one in your grade who hasn’t decided yet,” Mr. Itou said with a rather pointed sighthở dài. He seemed annoyedkhó chịu by all this.
 “I’m sorry…,” I murmuredthì thầm, but I couldn’t think of anything else to add. The teacher fell silent, too. Neither of us said anything for a little while.
 [Circle the applicableáp dụng items in Sections 1 through 3.]
 That’s what the scrawlednguệch ngoạc letters on the rough paper said. With nothing else to do, I stared at them.
 1. College (A: Four-year university B: Junior college)
 2. Trade school
 3. Employment (A: Region B: Occupation category)
 In the college section, there were the additional options of national, public, and private and then a looong list of department names: medicine, dentistrynha khoa, pharmacytiệm thuốc, science, engineering, farming, fishing, commercethương mại, literaturevăn học, law, economicsKinh tế học, foreign languages, education. The juniornhỏ college and trade school sections were the same way. Music, art, early childhood education, nutritiondinh dưỡng, fashion, computer, medical/nursing, cooking, hairdressinglàm tóc, tourism, mediaphương tiện truyền thông, government employee… Just reading the lists made me dizzychóng mặt. In the employment section, there were regional choices. That list included: on the island, within Kagoshima Prefecture, Kyushu, western Japan, eastern Japan, and other.
 I looked at the words on the island and eastern Japan in turn. Tokyo, I thought. I’d never been there, and come to think of it, I’d never wanted to go. As far as I was concernedlo âu, here in 1999, Tokyo was basically Shibuya. It had gangsbăng nhóm (!); high school girls who sold their underwearđồ lót; rampanthung hăng crime that kept the city in a constant state of emergency; and ridiculously huge buildings like the Fuji Television building and its mysterioushuyền bí and pointlessvô nghĩa giant silver ball. Then I visualizedhình dung Tohno in a blazeráo cộc tay, holding hands with a high school girl with loose socksbít tất, fair skin, and brown hair, and I hastilyvội vàng shut down my imagination.
 I heard Mr. Itou sighthở dài heavily again. “Look, I probably shouldn’t be sayin’ this, but there’s no need to fretbăn khoăn so much. With your grades, it’ll be either trade school, juniornhỏ college, or work. If your folks allow, then a trade school or juniornhỏ college on Kyushu. If they don’t, you can get a job in Kagoshima. That’s all you need to do. What does Ms. Sumida say, anyhowdù sao đi nữa?”
 “Um…,” I murmuredthì thầm softly, then went silent again. My emotions churnedkhuấy động, around and around. Why had he gone out of his way to summontriệu hồi me over the PA system, then brought up my big sister? Why did he have a beardrâu? Why was he wearing sandalsdép? Whatever the answers, I prayed that lunch would be over soon.
 “Sumidaaa, I can’t read your mind, y’know.”
 “Yes sir… Um, I’m sorry.”
 “Talk it over with your sister tonight. I’ll mention it to her, too.”
 I wondered why, why he managed to only ever do things I hate.
 
 As I’m paddlingmái chèo out to sea, I see a fairly big swellsưng lên right in front of me. The foam-crested wave comes toward me, kicking up sprayXịt nước, almost like a rollerTrục lăn. Just before it runs into me, I shovexô my board underwaterdưới nước, duckcon vịt under myself, and let the wave go by. There really are a lot of waves today. I duckcon vịt divelặn over and over, heading farther out.
 Not here, I think.
 Here won’t work. I need to go farther out, much farther. My arms spin desperatelytuyệt vọng. The water is really heavy. Not here, not here— I repeat it in my heart, again and again, like a spell.
 Then, suddenly, I realize that those words remind me of Tohno.
 Every so often, I have moments like this. When I’m heading toward a wave, something will suddenly occur to me, like a psychicnhà ngoại cảm vision.
 When Tohno texts somebody by the conveniencesự tiện lợi store after school, and in the deserted motorbikexe máy parking lot, and behind the school early in the morning, I can hear those words like a scream: “Not here.” I know that, Tohno. After all, it’s like that for me, too. You’re not the only one who thinks you don’t belong here, Tohno. Tohno, Tohno, Tohno— As I repeat his name in my mind, a wave lifts me up before I’m really ready. I try to stand, but the wave instantlyngay lập tức crumblesbể nát ra and pitches me into the sea, headfirstđi đầu. I accidentallyvô tình swallownuốt some saltwaternước muối, and I scrambletranh giành to the surface, clingingbám vào to my board and coughing. With the snotnước mũi and tears coming from my nose and eyes, it feels like I really am crying.
 
 In the car on the way back to school, my sister doesn’t bring up my future course.
 
 Seven forty-five PM. I’m crouchedKhúm núm in front of the drink case at the conveniencesự tiện lợi store. I’m alone this time. I waited in front of the motorbikexe máy parking lot for a while, but Tohno never showed up. Nothing went my way today. So I just buy another yoghurppe. I lean against my bike, which is parked at the side of the store, and chugchug the sweet liquid in one go. Then I put on my helmetmũ bảo hiểm and straddlecưỡi ngựa the motorbikexe máy.
 There’s still a faintmờ nhạt brightnessđộ sáng along the western horizonđường chân trời. As I ride along a bywaybằng cách on high ground, I watch it out of the corner of my eye. On my left, the whole town spreads out below me; off in the distance, on the other side of a forest, I can see the coastlinebờ biển, too. On my right, beyond the farm fields, the ground rises into a modestkhiêm tốn hill. This island is relatively flat, but the view from here is good. It’s also on Tohno’s way home. If I ride slowly, he might catch up to me. Or has he really gone on ahead? My bike’s engine coughs, stallsgian hàng for just a moment, then goes back to running normally as if nothing had happened. This Cub is an old lady. “You okay, Cub?” I murmurthì thầm.
 Just then, up ahead, I see a bike parked by the side of the road. That’s his! Somehow, I just know, and I stop alongsidebên cạnh it.
 
 Almost on instinctbản năng, I begin climbing the slope with the soft summer grass under my feet. Oh shoot. What in the world am I doing? I come to my senses with a joltgiật mình. When I take a closer look, I notice that the bike really is Tohno’s, but think: What exactly am I doing, bargingxà lan in on him like this? It would be better if we didn’t meet this way, obviously. It would certainly be better for me. But my feet keep moving, and when I cross a steepdốc đứng rise in the grass, there he is. He’s sitting on the crestmào of the hill, with the starryđầy sao sky at his back. He’s texting again.
 A gustgió giật of wind blows through, stirring my heart, and rufflesxù lông my hair and clothesquần áo. The sound of whisperingthì thầm grass fills the air. My heart answers by thumpingđập thình thịch loudly, and I climb the slope noisily on purpose so I won’t have to hear it.
 “Hey, Tohno!”
 “Huh? Sumida? What’s the matter? How did you know I was here? I’m impressed.” Tohno seems a little startledgiật mình; his voice is loud.
 “Heh-heh-heh… I saw your bike, so I came over! That okay?” I’m still walking toward him quickly. I’m telling myself, This isn’t a big deal.
 “Oh, I see. I’m glad. I didn’t see you in the parking lot today.”
 “Same here!” I say as cheerfullyvui vẻ as I can. I let my sports bag slip off my shoulder and sit down next to him. He’s happy? Are you really, Tohno? My heart stingschích a little. That always happens when I go to him. For just a moment, the words Not here flickernhấp nháy across my mind. Before I know it, the western horizonđường chân trời has gone completely dark.
 
 The wind steadily picks up, making the sparsethưa thớt lights of the town that sprawlsngổn ngang below us twinklelấp lánh. I can see the school, tiny with distance; a few of its lights are still on. One car drives under the blinkingnhấp nháy yellow traffic signal on the national highwayXa lộ. The gigantickhổng lồ white wind turbinetuabin at the town gymnasiumphòng tập thể dục is spinning rapidly. There are so many clouds, and they’re traveling fast; through the gaps, I can see the Milky Way and the Summer Triangle. Vega, Altair, Deneb. The wind coilsxôn xao and whistlescòi by my ear, and the rustlexào xạc of grass and trees and vinylnhựa vinyl greenhousesnhà kính minglestrộn lẫn with a great chorusĐiệp khúc of insectscôn trùng. The brisknhanh nhẹn wind graduallydần dần calms me down, smelling strongly of green and growing things.
 Tohno and I sit side by side, gazingnhìn chằm chằm at the view. My pulsexung has mostly settled down, and I’m genuinelychân thật happy to be able to feel the height of his shoulders right next to me.
 “Say, Tohno? Are you taking entrance exams?”
 “Yeah, I’m going to try for a university in Tokyo.”
 “Tokyo…I see. That’s what I thought.”
 “Why?”
 “Well, you look like you want to go far away.” As I say the words, I’m surprised by how not upset I am. I’d believed that if Tohno told me to my face that he was going to Tokyo, I would blanktrống out. After a little silence, he responds in a gentle voice.
 “…I see. What about you, Sumida?”
 “Huh? Me? I don’t even know what tomorrow’s going to be like.” Tohno’s going to roll his eyes, I bet, but I tell him the truth anyway.
 “I think it’s like that for everybody, probably.”
 “Huh?! No way! Even you?”
 “Of course.”
 “But you know exactly what you want!”
 “You’ve got to be kidding.” He’s laughing quietly. “I have no idea what I want. I’m just doing whatever I can, however I can. That’s all I can really afford to do.”
 My heart is pounding. I’m delighted that the boy next to me is considering all these things, and that he’s telling me—only me. My heart is racing.
 “…Oh. Yeah, I get that.”
 I steal a glance at his face, but his eyes are locked on the distantxa xôi lights. He reminds me of a very young, helplessbất lực child. I do love him. We’re long past that, but the thought still hits hard.
 That’s right. This is the most unambiguousrõ ràng, most important thing there is: I like him. That’s why everything he says gives me so much strength. I get an overwhelmingáp đảo urge to thank somebody, somewhere, that he’s part of this world. His parents, maybe, or the gods. Then I take my future course survey out of my sports bag and start to fold it. The wind has calmed, and the rustlingxào xạc of the grass and the insectcôn trùng songs have grown much quieter.
 “Is that an airplaneMáy bay?”
 “Yeah!”
 I launch my finished paper airplaneMáy bay toward the town. It flies astonishingly far and straight, until a sudden gustgió giật of wind kicks it upward, and it soarsbay lên high into the sky, vanishingbiến mất into the darkness. From the gaps between the layered clouds, the white Milky Way shines through clearly.
 
 “What on earth were you doing out there this late? Hurry and get in the bath so you don’t catch a cold!” My sister is very insistentvan lơn about this, and I splashgiật gân into the tubbồn tắm for a soakngâm.
 In the hot water, I rubxoa at my upper arms absentlylơ đễnh. They’re rock-hard with muscle, and a little—a lot thicker than average. I dream of having upper arms as soft and fluffymịn màng as marshmallowskẹo dẻo. Right now, though, even with my own complex staring me in the face like this, it doesn’t botherlàm phiền me a bit. My emotions are as warm and comfythoải mái as my body. That conversation on the hill, Tohno’s calm voice, and the words he said to me when we parted still lingernán lại in my ears. The memories send a pleasant shiverrùng mình through my body. Even I can tell I’m smirkingnhếch mép. Even as I think, Geez, I’m going off the deep end, I say, “Tohno” softly but out loud, without meaning to. That name echoestiếng vang sweetlyngọt ngào in the bathroom, dissolvinghòa tan into the steamhơi nước. This was a really full, fulfilling day, I think, looking back over it happily.
 
 On our way home, we came across an enormouslớn lao trailerđoạn phim giới thiệu that was being driven along slowly. The truck’s tires alone were as tall as I was, and it was haulingkéo a white containerthùng đựng hàng that was longer than a swimming pool. The containerthùng đựng hàng had the words NASDA/SPACE DEVELOPMENT AGENCY written on it in big, boldin đậm letters. There were two of them, with several passenger cars driving behind and in front of them, and people walking along holding red guidancehướng dẫn batonsdùi cui. It was a rockettên lửa transport. I’d heard of them, but this was the first time I’d ever seen one. If I remembered right, rocketstên lửa were brought to a port somewhere by ship, and then they transported them like this, carefully and slowly, over the course of a whole night, to the launch site on the island’s southernmostcực nam tip.
 “I hear they travel at five kilometerskm per hour,” I said. I’d heard the speed of these transports somewhere before.
 “Oh…,” Tohno said. He sounded almost dazedbàng hoàng.
 We watched the transport for a while in fascinationmê hoặc. This had to be a pretty rare sight, and I’d never even dreamed I’d get to see anything like it with Tohno.
 A little while after that, it started to rain. It was the kind of downpourmưa rào that’s common in this season, as abruptđột ngột as if someone knocked over a bucketGầu múc above us. We jumped onto our bikes again, hurrying home. Illuminated by my headlightđèn pha, Tohno’s drenchedướt sũng back felt just a little closer than it had before. My house was on his way home, and just as we always did when we ended up going home together, we said good-bye in front of my gate.
 “Sumida,” he said, raising the visortấm che mặt on his helmetmũ bảo hiểm, when we parted ways. The rain was falling harder and harder, and the faintmờ nhạt, yellow light from my house dimlylờ mờ shone on his wet body. His shirt clung to him, and I could see the contoursviền of his torsothân through it. My heart was racing. He could probably see my body like that, too, which made it all even worse.
 “I’m sorry about today. You got soakedướt sũng because of me.”
 “No, no, no! It wasn’t your fault, Tohno. I just went over there on my own.”
 “I’m glad we got to talk, though. All right, see you tomorrow. Be careful not to catch a cold. Goodnight.”
 “Mm-hmm. Goodnight, Tohno.”
 Goodnight, Tohno, I murmurthì thầm quietly in the bathtubbồn tắm.
 
 After I get out of the bath, dinner is stewmón thịt hầm and deep-fried parrotfishcá vẹt and amberjackhổ phách sashimisashimi, and it’s so good I end up asking my mom for a third bowl of rice.
 “You really are a big eaterngười ăn, aren’t you,” she says, handing my refillednạp lại bowl back.
 “No other high school girl would eat three whole bowls of rice,” my sister says, mildly disapprovingkhông tán thành.
 “Well, I’m hungryđói bụng… Oh, hey, Sis?” I say, putting a piece of parrotfishcá vẹt in my mouth. There’s saucenước xốt on the friedchiên meat. Chew, chewnhai. Yum.
 “Mr. Itou said something to you today, didn’t he?”
 “Oh, yes, he did,” Mom adds.
 “Sorry, Sis.”
 “It’s nothing to apologizexin lỗi for. You can take your time deciding.”
 “What happened, Kanae? Did you get in trouble?” Mom asks, topping up my sister’s teacuptách trà.
 “It’s nothing important. That teacher tends to make a big deal out of things,” my sister says, as if it really is nothing. I’m so glad she’s my sister.
 
 That night, I have a dream about the time I found Cub. Not the Honda motorbike—Cub is the name of our petthú cưng Shiba Inu. I found him on the beach when I was in sixth grade. I was jealousghen tị of my sister’s bike back then, so I named him Cub.
 In the dream, though, I’m not a kid. I’m the seventeen-year-old me. I scoopmuỗng, xúc the puppycún yêu Cub up in my arms, and we walk along a beach that’s just a little too bright. When I look up, instead of the sun, I see a sky full of dazzlingchói sáng stars. Fixed in place, twinklinglấp lánh red and green and yellow, and a brilliant Milky Way runs through the whole sky like an enormouslớn lao pillarcây cột. I didn’t know something like this could exist, I think. Suddenly, I realize that someone else is walking here, too, far in the distance. Someone I know well.
 At some point, I’ve turned into a child. In the future, I just know that person will be someone very special to me, I think.
 And then I’m the same age as my older sister. Once, that person was someone very special to me, I think.
 
 When I wake up, I’ve forgotten what I dreamed about.
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 “Sis, when did you get your driver’s license?”
 “I was a sophomoresinh viên năm hai in college, so maybe nineteen? It was when I was in Fukuoka.”
 She may be my sister, but she’s sexygợi cảm when she drives, I think. Her slimmảnh khảnh fingers on the steeringHệ thống lái wheel, the long black hair that gleamstia in the morning sunlight, the way she glances at the rearview mirror, the motioncử động of her hand as she shifts gears. The wind from the open window faintlythoang thoảng carries the scenthương thơm of her hair to me. We use the same shampoodầu gội đầu, but I get the feeling her hair smells better than mine. For no particular reason, I tugsự kéo mạnh at my uniform skirt.
 “Hey, Sis?” I say, watching her profile in the driver’s seat. Her eyelasheslông mi are really long. “Several years back, you brought that guy home, remember? What was his name? Kibayashi?”
 “Oh, Kobayashi.”
 “What happened to him? You were going out, right?”
 “Where is this coming from?” She seems a little startledgiật mình. “We broke up a long time ago.”
 “Were you planning to get married? To Kobayashi, I mean.”
 “There was a time when I thought so. We called it off, though.” She’s smiling, as if the memory is a fondngây thơ one.
 “Hmm…”
 Why did you call it off? I swallownuốt that question and ask something else. “Were you sad?”
 “Well, sure; we’d been going out for years. We’d even lived together.”
 She makes a left turn onto the narrow road that leads to the coastbờ biển, and the morning sun shines straight in. It’s a pure-blue sky, without a single cloud. Narrowing her eyes, my sister pulls the sun visortấm che mặt down. Even that gesturecử chỉ seems a little sexygợi cảm to me.
 “Looking back, though, I don’t think either of us wanted to get married that badly. We were dating each other, but our feelings had nowherehư không to go. Like, we didn’t have a common destinationđiểm đến in mind.”
 “Uh-huh.” I don’t really understand, but I nodgật đầu anyway.
 “The places you want to go alone aren’t always the places you want to go together. Back then, though, I think we were pretty desperatetuyệt vọng to make those things match up.”
 “Uh-huh…”
 Where I want to go. I repeat the words silently. When I glance at the roadsidelề đường, it’s covered with wild Easter liliesHoa loa kèn and marigoldscúc vạn thọ. The brilliant white and yellow match my suit. They’re so pretty. Flowers work really hard, too, I think.
 “That came out of nowherehư không. What’s the matter?” my sister says, looking at me.
 “Um… Nothing’s wrong or anything; it’s just…” Then I ask a question I’ve always wanted to ask. “Sis, did you have a boyfriend in high school?”
 Apparently, the question is hilariousvui vẻ.
 “Nope, I sure didn’t. I was just like you,” she answers. “Kanae, you’re exactly like I was in high school.”
 
 Two weeks have passed since the rainy day when I rode home with Tohno. During those weeks, a typhoonbão nhiệt đới swept over the island. The wind that bends the sugarcaneđường mía carries a faintmờ nhạt chillsự ớn lạnh now, the sky looks just a little higher, the outlines of the clouds have grown softer, and several of my Cub-riding classmates have begun wearing thin jackets. I didn’t manage to go home with Tohno once in those two weeks, and I still haven’t been able to ride a wave. And yet surfinglướt sóng has been more fun than ever latelygần đây.
 “Um, Sis?”
 I’m applying nonslipchống trượt waxsáp to my surfboardván lướt sóng, and my sister is in the driver’s seat, reading a book. The car is parked in the usual parking lot by the beach, and I’ve changed into my wetsuit. It’s six thirty AM; there’s an hour left before we need to leave for school, and I’ll be able to spend it all in the ocean.
 “Hmm?”
 “About that future course thing.”
 “Mm-hmm.”
 The minivan’s doors are open, and I’m sitting on its trunkThân cây; my sister and I are talking with our backs to each other. Far out to sea, I can see a grayxám vessel like a big battleshiptàu chiến, lying at anchormỏ neo. It’s a NASDA ship.
 “I still don’t know what I should do. That’s okay, though. For now, I’ve made up my mind.” I finish waxingtẩy lông the board, set the soap-like knobnút vặn of waxsáp down next to me, and keep talking, without waiting for my sister to respond. “I’ll start with what I can do and take it one step at a time. I’ll be back!”
 With that, I pick up my board and set off running toward the ocean, feeling exhilaratedhồ hởi. I’m remembering what Tohno said that day: “I’m just doing whatever I can, however I can.” My thoughts are clear now. That’s really all I can do, and that’s just fine.
 
 The sky and the sea are the exact same blue, and I feel as though I’m floating in empty space. As I paddlemái chèo and duckcon vịt divelặn, over and over, making my way farther out to sea, the boundaries between my heart and body—and my body and the ocean—blur. While I paddlemái chèo farther out, I gaugemáy đo the shape and distance of oncomingsắp tới waves almost automatically, and when I decide I can’t handle them, I duckcon vịt underwaterdưới nước, board and all, and let them roll over me. When I see a promising wave, I turn around and wait for it. Before long, I feel the wave buoyphao my board up. The thought of what’s about to happen sends a pleasant shiverrùng mình through me. My board begins to slide across the face of the wave, and I raise my upper body, plant my feet on the board, and lift my center of gravityTrọng lực. I try to stand up. My eye level quickly rises, and for just a moment, the world lets me catch a glimpsecái nhìn thoáng qua of its secret twinklinglấp lánh light.
 In the next moment, the wave swallowsnuốt me. No surprises there.
 I already know this enormouslớn lao world isn’t rejecting me, though. From a distance—from my sister’s perspective—I’m already part of this shining ocean. So I paddlemái chèo back out to sea again, over and over. Before long, I’m not thinking at all.
 
 And that morning, I rode a wave. It was so abruptđột ngột it didn’t feel real—and so perfect there was no room for complaint.
 
 Seventeen years may not be very many, but every one of them has existed for this one moment, I thought.
 
 I know this melodygiai điệu. It’s a Mozart serenadedạ khúc. My class performed it for a recitalđộc tấu during my first year of middle school, and I played the melodica. You play that instrument by putting a hose-like thing in your mouth and blowing into it, and I liked the way it felt as if I was using my own strength to make sound. Back then, Tohno wasn’t part of my life yet. I wasn’t surfinglướt sóng, either. Looking back, that world seems so simple.
 In Japanese, serenade is written with the characters for little night music. A little night music. What’s a “little night”? I think. But when Tohno and I go home together, the night does feel little, somehow. It’s almost as if they put this music on for the two of us today. I’m getting psychedtâm thần up now.
 Tohno. Today, we really do have to go home together. Maybe I’ll just wait for him after school instead of going to the beach. There are only six periods today, and since we have exams coming up, they’ll probably keep clubs short, too.
 “…nae.”
 
 Hmm?
 “Earth to Kanae.”
 Saki’s talking to me. It’s 12:55. We’re in the middle of lunch; classical music is playing softly from the classroom speaker. Saki, Yukko, and I have our lunches spread out together, as we always do.
 “Oh, sorry. What did you say?”
 “There’s nothing wrong with spacing out, but you froze up with food in your mouth,” Saki says.
 “And you were sort of smiling,” says Yukko.
 Hastily, I start chewingnhai the hard-boiled egg I’d put in my mouth. Chew, chewnhai. Yum. Gulp.
 “Sorry, sorry. What were you talking about?”
 “Yet another guy confessingxưng his love to Sasaki.”
 “Ohh. Yeah, she is pretty,” I say, putting a piece of bacon-wrapped asparagusmăng tây in my mouth. Mom makes really good lunches.
 “Actually, Kanae, you’ve looked happy all day today,” Saki says.
 “Yeah. It’s a little scaryđáng sợ. If Tohno sees you like that, you’ll turn him right off,” Yukko says.
 Their banternói đùa doesn’t botherlàm phiền me a bit today. “Really?” I say evasivelylảng tránh.
 “What a weirdobất thường.”
 “Uh-huh… Did something happen with Tohno?”
 I respond with perfect calm and a pointed chucklecười thầm. “To be more accurate, something’s going to happen, later.”
 “What?! No way!”
 They both react with shock. Is it really that surprising?
 Hey, my love isn’t going to stay unrequitedđơn phương forever. Today, the day I rode a wave, I’m finally going to tell him I like him.
 
 Yeah. If I don’t tell him on the day I did it, I’m sure I’ll never manage to tell him at all.
 
 It’s 4:40 PM. I’m gazingnhìn chằm chằm into a mirror in the girls’ bathroom partwayphần đường down the covered walkwayđường đi bộ. Sixth period ended at half past three, and I’ve been in the library ever since; I didn’t go to the beach. Of course, studying was impossible. I just bracedchuẩn bị my elbowskhuỷu tay on the table, put my chincái cằm in my hands, and gazednhìn chằm chằm out the window. It’s silent in the bathroom. Huh. When did my hair grow out? I think, looking at my reflection. It’s long enough at the back that it brushes my shoulders a little. It was a whole lot longer in middle school, but when I started high school, and surfinglướt sóng, I choppedbăm nhỏ it all off. I’m sure going to a high school where my sister taught was part of it. I’d be embarrassedlúng túng to be compared to my gorgeouslộng lẫy, long-haired sister. I think I may keep growing it out now, though.
 In the mirror, my face is tannedrám nắng, and my cheeks are flushedđỏ mặt. I wonder how I look to Tohno. The size of my eyes, the shape of my eyebrowslông mày, the height of my nose, the lusternước bóng of my lips—my height, the texturekết cấu of my hair, the size of my chest. Even with that familiar, faintmờ nhạt despairtuyệt vọng, I examine each of my features closely. I don’t care if it’s the straightnessđộ thẳng of my teeth or the shape of my fingernailsmóng tay, just…, I wish. Please, just let him like something about me.
 
 Five thirty PM. I’m standing in my usual spot behind the school building, on the far side of the motorbikexe máy parking lot. The sunlight is pretty low in the west, and the long shadow cast by the school splits the ground neatly in two, dividing it between light and dark. I’m standing at the boundary, just barely in shadow. When I look up, the sky is still bright blue, but it looks just a bit more faded than it did at noonbuổi trưa. Up until a little while ago, the voices of bear cicadasve sầu filled the trees, but they’ve fallen silent, and now lots of different insectcôn trùng songs are welling up from the long grass at my feet. My pulsexung is thumpingđập thình thịch away, practicallythực tế as loud as the insectscôn trùng. I can feel the blood gallopingphi nước đại through my veinstĩnh mạch. I take deep breaths, trying to calm myself down a little, but I’m far too nervous, and sometimes I forget to breathe out.
 I come to with a joltgiật mình, exhalingthở ra deeply, and the irregularitysự bất thường of my breathing makes my pulsexung throbnhói extra hard. I’d better be able to tell him today. I have to tell him today. Over and over, almost unconsciously, I peeknhìn trộm into the parking lot from my spot by the wall.
 That’s why, when Tohno calls my name, I don’t feel happy so much as bewilderedhoang mang and anxiouslo lắng. I almost let out a yelpkêu la, and I desperatelytuyệt vọng chokenghẹt thở it back down.
 “You’re going home now?” Tohno, who’s noticed me peekingnhìn trộm around the corner, walks over from the parking lot, his footstepsbước chân as calm as ever.
 “Uh-huh,” I say, suddenly feeling as if I’ve been caught doing something wrong.
 “I see. Let’s go home together, then,” he says in his usual kind voice.
 
 Six PM. We’re standing side by side in front of the drink case at the conveniencesự tiện lợi store, illuminatedchiếu sáng by the setting sun that’s shining straight in through the west-facing windows. We usually get here after dark, so something about it feels wrong, as if we’re in a different store entirely. The heat of the setting sun warms my left cheek. Guess it wasn’t a little night music. It’s still bright outside. I already know what I’m buying today: the same Daily Coffee as Tohno. As I confidently pick up the cartonthùng carton, Tohno seems startledgiật mình.
 “Huh? You’ve already made up your mind?”
 I say “Uh-huh” without looking at him. I have to tell him I like him—before we get to my house. My heart has been flip-flopping this whole time. I pray that the pop music that’s playing in the store will hide the sound.
 
 Outside, the setting sun has divided the world into clear sections of light and shadow. Just outside the automatictự động doors, we’re in the light. Around the corner of the store, the small parking lot where we’ve left our bikes is in shadow. I watch Tohno’s back as he heads into the world of shadows, paper cartonthùng carton in one hand. Under his white shirt, his back is broader than mine. Just looking at it sends a keensắc sảo acheđau nhức through my heart. I want him so much. He’s still walking, and the forty or so centimeterscentimet of distance between us grows by another five centimeterscentimet. Out of nowherehư không, I feel desperatelytuyệt vọng lonelycô đơn. Wait, I think, and on impulsethúc đẩy, I reach out and catch the tail of his shirt. Drat. But right now, I’ll tell him I like him.
 He stops. After a long pause, he slowly turns to face me. Not here, I feel as if I’ve heard him say, and I shudderrùng mình.
 “—What’s the matter?”
 Somewhere deep inside me, I feel another shudderrùng mình. His voice is quiet, kind, and cold. I gazenhìn chằm chằm steadily at his face. He isn’t smiling. There’s an incrediblyvô cùng powerful determinationsự quyết tâm in his quiet eyes.
 
 In the end, I couldn’t say anything.
 
 It had been a firmvững chãi rejectionsự từ chối: Don’t say a word.
 
 Kitchi-kitchi-kitchi… The cries of the cicadasve sầu echotiếng vang all over the island. From a distantxa xôi forest, I can hear the faintmờ nhạt, shrillchói tai calls of birds preparing for nightfallmàn đêm buông xuống. The sun is still up, just barely, and it dyesthuốc nhuộm us a complicatedphức tap purplemàu tím color as we make our way home.
 Tohno and I are walking down a narrow path between fields of sugarcaneđường mía and sweet potatoes. We’ve been silent for a little while now, just two sets of regular, hard footfallsbước chân. There’s about a step and a half of space between us, and I’m struggling to keep it from wideningmở rộng any farther or getting any smaller. He’s taking long stridessải bước. Thinking he might be angry, I steal a glance at him, but he just seems to be looking at the sky, and his expression is normal. I watch the asphalt and the shadows of my own legs on it. Absently, I remember the motorbikexe máy I left at the conveniencesự tiện lợi store. I haven’t abandonedbị bỏ rơi it, and yet I feel something like regret for treating it badly.
 
 After I swallowednuốt the words I love you, the Cub’s engine refused to start. Like it knew how I felt. I pressed the starterngười bắt đầu, then tried to get it going with a kick, but it stayed silent. As I straddledcưỡi ngựa the bike in the conveniencesự tiện lợi store parking lot, increasingly flusteredbối rối, Tohno was as kind to me as ever. I started doubting whether I’d even seen that earlier cold expression, and I got a little confused.
 “I think the sparktia lửa plugphích cắm may be dead,” Tohno said, after giving it a thoroughtriệt để examination. “Is this a hand-me-down?”
 “Yes, it was my sister’s.”
 “Did it chokenghẹt thở a little when you were acceleratingThúc giục?”
 “It might have…” Come to think of it, there had been times when the engine hadn’t wanted to start recently.
 “Ask them if you can leave it here for now, then have someone from your family come and pick it up later. We’ll walk today.”
 “Huh?! No, I’ll walk on my own! You go ahead and go home, Tohno.” I felt anxiouslo lắng; I didn’t want to cause him trouble.
 “We’re already pretty close,” he said, kind as ever. “Besides, I’d like to walk a little.”
 I felt like I was going to cry, although I didn’t understand why. I looked at the two Daily Coffee cartonsthùng carton, sitting side by side on the benchBăng ghế. For a moment, I thought the rejectionsự từ chối I’d felt from him might have been a misunderstandingsự hiểu lầm on my part…
 
 But it wasn’t.
 Why had we been walking in silence all this time? Tohno was always the one to suggest we go home together. Why don’t you say anything? Why are you always kind? Why did you walk into my life? Why do I love you so much? Why? Why?
 The asphaltnhựa đường glitterslong lanh under the evening sun, and as I drive myself forward over it, the ground graduallydần dần blursmơ hồ. Please, Tohno. Please. I can’t take it anymore. I just can’t. Tears spilltràn over. I wipe them away with both hands, again and again, but they keep coming. I have to stop crying before he notices. Frantically, I chokenghẹt thở back the sobsthổn thức. I’m sure he will notice, though. Then he’ll say something kind to me. There, see?
 “…Sumida! What’s wrong?!”
 I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s not your fault. I try to say something. Anything.
 “I’m sorry… It’s nothing. I’m really sorry…”
 I stop in my tracks, my head still lowered. I can’t stop crying. I can’t stop. “Sumida,” I hear Tohno murmurthì thầm sadlythật đáng buồn.
 I’ve never heard so much emotion in his voice before, and the fact that it’s sadnesssự sầu nảo is really upsetting. The calls of the cicadasve sầu fill the air, sounding far louder than they did a moment ago. My heart is screaming. Tohno. Tohno. I’m beggingăn xin you, please. Enough.
 
 Don’t be kind to me.
 
 Just then, the cicadave sầu chorusĐiệp khúc falls silent, like a tidethủy triều rolling back. The hushim lặng feels like it’s envelopedbao bọc the whole island.
 
 In the next moment, a roarGầm shakes the atmosphere. I look up, startledgiật mình, and through blurrymờ eyes, I see a ball of fire rising from a distantxa xôi hill.
 It’s a rockettên lửa launch. The light from the nozzlevòi phun whites out my vision, dazzlinglyrực rỡ bright, as it begins to ascendlên. As the air over the whole island tremblesrun rẩy, the rockettên lửa climbs straight up, its flamesngọn lửa illuminatingchiếu sáng the evening clouds more brightlyrực rỡ than the sun. A tower of white smoke follows the rising light. It covers the setting sun, dividing the sky into great swathsdải băng of light and shadow. Both of them, the light and the tower, seem to grow forever. Every particlehạt of the air is vibratingrung together, all the way into the far upper atmosphere. Thin, trailing echoestiếng vang lingernán lại, like the screams of the sky as it’s tornbị rách apart.
 
 I think it’s probably less than a minute before the rockettên lửa disappears into the clouds.
 However, Tohno and I just stand there, gazingnhìn chằm chằm up after it without saying a word, until the enormouslớn lao column of smoke has completely dissolvedgiải thể into the wind. Eventually, slowly, the sounds of birds and insectscôn trùng and wind return, and the next thing I know, the sun has slipped below the horizonđường chân trời. The blue of the sky is growing deeper, and it’s deepest at the zeniththiên đỉnh. Little by little, the stars begin to twinklelấp lánh, and I feel the temperature drop slightly. That’s when I realize something very clearly.
 We’re looking at the same sky, but we’re seeing different things. Tohno doesn’t see me.
 Tohno is kind. He’s very kind, and he always walks beside me, but he’s never looking at me. His attention is on something beyond me, something far away. I’m sure I’ll never be able to give him what he wants. I know this with such certaintychắc chắn it feels like I’m psychicnhà ngoại cảm. I know in my soul that we could never be together.
 
 On the way home, a round moon hangs in the night sky, and its pale light illuminateschiếu sáng the windsweptlộng gió clouds as brightlyrực rỡ as the noondayban trưa sun. Our two shadows, Tohno’s and mine, are deep black on the asphaltnhựa đường. When I look up, the power lines cut right across the middle of that full moon. It’s almost like a picture of today. Me before I rode the wave—and then after. Me before I knew what was in Tohno’s heart—and after. Between yesterday and tomorrow, my world has changed completely. Starting tomorrow, I’ll live in a different world from the one I lived in before. But even so.
 
 Even so, I think, in my room, with the lights out, curledcuộn tròn up on my futontấm đệm. In the darkness, moonlightánh trăng streams into the room, pooling on the floor. Tears begin to spilltràn over again, softly blurringmơ hồ the moonlightánh trăng. They well up one after another after another, and I begin to cry out loud. My face is streaming with tears and snotnước mũi, and I wailthan vãn as loud as I want; I’m done making myself hold back.
 Even so.
 Even so, I’ll still love Tohno tomorrow, and the day after, and every day after that. I really am hopelesslyvô vọng in love with him. Tohno, Tohno. I love you.
 Thinking only of him, I cry myself to sleep.
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 That night, she dreamed.
 It was a dream from a very long time ago. She was still a child, and so was he. It was a quiet night, and snow was falling soundlessly in a vast, rural, silverybạc landscape. Only the lights of a few sparsethưa thớt houses were visible, far in the distance, and the only marks in the new-fallen snow were the footprintsdấu chân they’d left.
 A big, solitaryđơn độc cherryquả anh đào tree stood there. It was deeper and darker than the night around it, like a bottomlesskhông đáy abyssvực sâu had suddenly opened in space. The two of them stood in front of it, transfixedchuyển đổi. As she gazednhìn chằm chằm at the endlesslyvô tận black trunkThân cây and branches, at the countlessvô số snowflakesbông tuyết driftingtrôi dạt down between them, she considered her future.
 The boy standing next to her—someone who’d been her lifelinedây cứu sinh until now, someone she loved—was going far away. She’d already prepared herself for that; she’d come to terms with it. Ever since he’d written a few weeks ago and told her he’d be transferring schools, she’d thought, over and over again, about what that meant. But still.
 Still, when she thought of losing the height of his shoulder as he stood next to her, and his kind presence, she felt that particular anxietysự lo lắng and lonelinesssự cô đơn that came from peekingnhìn trộm into fathomless darkness. I never thought I could feel that again, she thought as she dreamed. And yet there it was, so vividsống động it might have been brand-new.
 I wish this snow was a flurryxôn xao of cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa instead, she thought.
 I wish it was spring now. I wish we’d come through that winter safely together and greetedchào hỏi the spring. I wish we lived in the same town and that we always looked at cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa like this on our way home. I wish that was what we were doing now.
 
 One night, he was in his apartment, reading a book.
 He’d gone to bed around midnightnửa đêm, but he’d given up on actually trying to fall asleepngủ. He’d pulled a random book out of the stackcây rơm on his floor and was reading it while drinking a beer.
 It was a cold, quiet night. He had the TV on with the volume turned down low in lieuthay vì of background music, and a late-night foreign film was playing. The curtain was half open, and beyond it were the countlessvô số lights of the city and the falling snow. It had started snowing after noonbuổi trưa that day; the precipitationsự kết tủa had sporadically turned into rain, then back into snow, but after the sun went down, the snowflakesbông tuyết had graduallydần dần grown larger until an earnestnghiêm trang snowfalltuyết rơi was coming down.
 He couldn’t concentrate on his book, so he turned off the TV. Then it was too quiet. The last trains had already run; he couldn’t hear the noise of traffic or the sound of the wind, and he could sense the snow falling in the world outside, on the other side of the wall.
 Out of nowherehư không, a sense of nostalgiaHoài cổ, of warm protection, came back to him. While he was trying to figure out where it had come from, he remembered the cherryquả anh đào tree he’d seen that winter, long ago.
 …How many years ago was it? It had been at the end of his first year of middle school, so fifteen years now.
 Sleep showed no sign of coming. Sighing, he closed the book and drainedráo nước the last of his beer in one gulpnuốt chửng.
 Three weeks ago, he’d left the company where he’d worked for close to five years. He didn’t have any leads for his next job, and he’d been driftingtrôi dạt absentlylơ đễnh through one day to the next. Still, his heart was calmer and more tranquilthanh bình than it had been at any point in the past few years.
 …What’s the matter with me? he wondered. He got up from the kotatsu table, took his coat from its pegcọc on the wall (his suit was still hanging beside it) and pulled it on, stepped into his shoes in the entrywaylối vào, grabbed a vinylnhựa vinyl umbrellaChiếc ô, and went outside. As the snow softly fell on his umbrellaChiếc ô, he walked to the local conveniencesự tiện lợi store, slowly enough that the trip took about five minutes.
 Setting a shopping basketrổ that held milk and deliđồ nguội sides down at his feet, he hesitated in front of the magazine rackgiá đỡ, then picked up a monthly science magazine and flippedlật through it. He’d read this one enthusiasticallynhiệt tình in high school, but he hadn’t picked it up in a few years. There was an article about recedingthoái trào ice at the South Pole, and one about gravitationalhấp dẫn interferencesự can thiệp between galaxiesngân hà, and one about the discovery of a new elementarytiểu học particlehạt, and one about interaction between nanoparticles and the natural environment. The world was still filled with discoveries and adventure, he musedngân nga as he skimmedlướt qua the articles.
 Suddenly, he was struck by a sense of déjà vu: He’d felt like this long ago. After the space of a breath, he realized, Oh, it’s the music.
 The music playing from the store’s sound system was a hit song he’d heard over and over years ago, probably when he was still in middle school. As he was reading through the fragmentsmiếng of the world described in the science magazine with that nostalgicHoài niệm music in his ears, feelings he’d thought he’d forgotten long ago had welled up in his heart, stirring his emotions. Even after the wave had passed, gentle ripplesgợn sóng spread over its surface.
 When he’d left the store, his chest still held a little of that heat. It had been a very long time since he’d really noticed where his heart was.
 As he watched the snow fall steadily, he thought of the season when it would change, at last, into cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa.
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 After Takaki Tohno graduated from high school on Tanegashima, he moved to Tokyo to attend university. He rented a small apartment about a thirty-minute walk from Ikebukuro Station for a convenientthuận lợi commuteđi lại. He’d lived in Tokyo from the time he was eight until he was thirteen, but he’d been in Setagaya Ward then, and that was the only area he remembered. Aside from that, Tokyo was practicallythực tế unknown territorylãnh thổ. Compared with the people on the little island where he’d spent his teenagethiếu niên years, the residents of Tokyo seemed coarsethô and indifferentvô tư, and their speech was rough. People spatkhạc nhổ on the street without a second thought, and the roadsideslề đường were litteredrải rác with cigarette butts and countlessvô số small scrapsmẩu tin lưu niệm of garbagerác. He had no idea why the streets had to be strewnvương vãi with plastic bottles and magazines and conveniencesự tiện lợi store box lunch containersthùng đựng hàng. His memory of Tokyo was of a calmer and more refinedtinh chế place.
 Well, never mind.
 At any rate, I’ll live here from now on, he thought. He’d transferred schools twice, and he’d learned how to make himself at home in new places. Besides, he wasn’t a powerlessbất lực child anymore. He still had vividsống động memories of the anxietysự lo lắng he’d felt when they’d moved from Nagano to Tokyo because of his father’s job. As he held his parents’ hands, the landscape he’d seen from the train between Omiya and Shinjuku was nothing like the mountainousmiền núi sceneryphong cảnh he was used to. He couldn’t imagine himself living here. However, when he’d transferred from Tokyo to Tanegashima a few years later, he’d felt rejected then, too. When their propellerchân vịt plane had landed at the island’s tiny airport, and when he’d looked out at the farm fields going by as his father drove, what he’d felt was an intensemãnh liệt homesicknessnỗi nhớ nhà for Tokyo.
 In the end, everywhere was the same. Besides, I’m here of my own free will this time, he thought, standing in the little apartment with its stacksngăn xếp of boxes he hadn’t unpacked yet, as he gazednhìn chằm chằm through the window at the layered streets of Tokyo.
 
 His four years at the university hadn’t held anything worth mentioning, at least not to him. His science department classes had kept him busy, and he’d had to devote a good part of his time to studying. However, he hadn’t hung out much on campuskhuôn viên đại học aside from the times when he actually had to be there. Instead, he’d spent his days working part-time jobs, or going to movies on his own, or wanderingđi lang thang around the city. Even on the days when he left his apartment to go to school, if given the opportunity, he’d sometimes pass right by the university and spend his time reading a book in a small park on the way to Ikebukuro Station instead. At first, the sheertuyệt đối number and variety of people who cut across the park made his head spin, but before long, he got used to it. He made a few friends at school and work, and as time went on, he fell out of touch with most of them; however, he did manage to build closer friendships with a handfulmột nắm đầy tay. He’d get together with one or two others at his apartment or theirs, and they’d stay up all night, drinking cheap boozerượu and smoking cigarettes and talking about all sorts of things. Over four years, a few of his values slowly changed, and a few others grew more entrenchedcố thủ.
 
 In the fall of his freshmansinh viên năm nhất year, he had a girlfriend. They’d met through his part-time job; she was his age and still lived with her parents in Yokohama.
 Back then, he sold box lunches for the student co-op during lunch. He’d wanted to find a part-time job outside the school, but he was busy with classes, and the job at the student co-op was convenientthuận lợi, letting him turn his lunch break into at least a little cash. When second period ended at 12:10, he’d run to the cafeteriaquán cà phê, pull a cartxe đẩy loaded with box lunches out of the storeroomnhà kho, and drag it over to sell them. He had a coworkerđồng nghiệp, and they managed to sell the full hundred or so in thirty minutes. In the fifteen minutes that were left before third period, the two would sit at a corner of a cafeteriaquán cà phê table and wolfchó sói down their own lunches. He worked that job for three months. During that time, his coworkerđồng nghiệp was the girl from Yokohama.
 She was the first woman he’d ever dated, and he learned all sorts of things from her. His days with her held joy and pain he’d never known before. She was the first person he ever slept with, too. He learned just how many emotions humans carried inside while they went about their days. Some of them could be controlled, but the vast majority could not, and neither jealousylòng ghen tị nor love would behave the way he wanted them to.
 They went out for about a year and a half, and it ended when a guy he didn’t know told the girl he had feelings for her.
 “I still really love you a lot, Tohno, but you don’t like me all that much, you know. I can tell, and it just hurts,” she’d said, and she’d cried in his arms. He’d wanted to tell her, “That’s not true,” but he also felt responsible for making her feel that way. And so he’d let go. For the first time, he’d discovered how emotional pain could even transfer into the physical.
 One thing he still remembered vividly about her was the way she’d looked before they started going out, when they were sitting at the cafeteriaquán cà phê table together after finishing their sales, wolfingchó sói down their own lunches. He always ate whatever the job gave him, but she’d bring small handmadethủ công lunches from home. Still in her work aprontạp dề, she’d eaten her meals very carefully, right down to the last grainngũ cốc of rice. Her lunch was only half the size of his, and yet she was always the last one to finish. When he’d teasedchọc ghẹo her about it, she’d sounded a little upset. “You should eat more slowly, Tohno. Savor it.”
 It wasn’t until much later that he realized she’d been talking about their time in the cafeteriaquán cà phê together.
 
 The next woman he went out with was another work acquaintancengười quen. In his juniornhỏ year, he worked as an assistant to a teacher at a cramnhồi nhét school. Four days a week, when his own classes ended, he’d hustlechen lấn down to Ikebukuro Station, take the Yamanote Line to Takadanobaba, then transfer to the Tozai Line and ride it to the cramnhồi nhét school in Kagurazaka. It was a small school, with only a math and an English teacher. He was one of five assistants, and he worked specifically for the math teacher. He was a young, friendly man in his midthirties, married with children, had a big heart and a house in the city, and although he was extremely strict when it came to work, his abilities and charm were definitely enough to justify his popularityphổ biến. That teacher was very efficient about drummingđánh trống into his students the math that had been stuntedcòi cọc and paredbóc vỏ down to focus only on the university entrance exams. At the same time, he skillfully wove occasionalthỉnh thoảng glimpsescái nhìn thoáng qua of the charm and significancetầm quan trọng of the pure mathematics that lay beyond it into his classes.
 Being an assistant at those lectures actually deepenedđào sâu Takaki’s understanding of the mathematicaltoán học analysis he was studying at the university. For some reason, the teacher took a liking to him as well, exemptingmiễn him from the odd jobs the other student assistants did, such as keeping the register or grading assignmentsphân công. Instead, he entrustedgiao phó him with more of the critical tasks, such as drawing up a rough draft of the cramnhồi nhét school textbooksách giáo khoa and conducting trend analyses for the entrance exam problems. He did everything he could to be worthyxứng đáng of that trust. The job was more than meaninglessvô nghĩa busy work, and the pay wasn’t bad, either.
 The girl was another assistant, a Waseda student. Of the women around him, she was by far the most beautiful. She had lovely long hair, startlingly large eyes, and although she wasn’t very tall, she had an outstandingnổi bật figure. He thought she was beautiful in the way animals were, rather than girls. Like a vibrantsôi động deercon nai, say, or a bird soaringtăng vọt high in the sky.
 Naturally, she was popular, and the students, teachers, and student assistants all made frequent excuses to speak to her. However, he found himself avoiding her from day one. (She was pleasant to look at but too intimidatingly beautiful to strike up a casualbình thường conversation with.) For that very reason, though, it wasn’t long before he noticed a certain tendencykhuynh hướng in her—something wrong, he might even say.
 No matter who spoke to her, the girl responded with a charming smile, but she never went out of her way to speak to anyone else unless she needed to. The people around her completely failed to notice this distantxa xôi behavior. As a matter of fact, they seemed to think she was very sociablehòa đồng.
 “She’s gorgeouslộng lẫy, but she isn’t full of herself. She’s unassumingKhiêm tốn and easy to get along with.” That was the general opinion of her. He thought it was strange, but he didn’t feel like going around correcting them, and he wasn’t particularly curious about the reasons behind her behavior or the misunderstandingsự hiểu lầm. If she didn’t want to associate with people, she didn’t have to. He simply thought, It takes all kinds, I guess. Everyone was a little warpedcong vênh in one way or another; it was just a matter of how much. Plus, he didn’t want to get involved in anything troublesomekhó khăn.
 However, one day, he had to speak to her. It was a cold day in December, just before Christmas. On that day, the math teacher had gone home, citingtrích dẫn urgentcấp bách business, and he and the girl ended up staying at the cramnhồi nhét school by themselves to do prepchuẩn bị work on the textbooksách giáo khoa. They’d been there alone for nearly an hour when he realized that she looked rather odd. He’d been focused on drafting problems when he sensed that something wasn’t right and glanced up.
 Sitting across from him, she was looking down and tremblingrun sợ. Her eyes were wide open, staring at the paper in front of her, but they weren’t focused on anything. Her foreheadtrán was wet with sweatmồ hôi. Startled, he spoke to her, but she didn’t respond, so he got up and shook her shoulder.
 “Hey, Sakaguchi! What’s the matter? Are you okay?”
 “…dicine.”
 “Huh?”
 “Medicine. Need to take it; get me a drink,” she said in an oddlylạ lùng flat voice. He duckedcon vịt out, bought some tea from the vendingbán hàng tự động machine in the hall, opened the pull tabchuyển hướng, and held it out to her. With shaking hands, she took a sheet of pillsViên thuốc out of the bag by her feet and said, “Three.” He pushed three small yellow pillsViên thuốc off the sheet, put them into her mouth, and held the tea so she could drink it. His fingertipsđầu ngón tay touched her lustrousbóng loáng lips, and they were startlingly hot.
 
 They only dated for three months, but she left him with a deep wound he’d never manage to forget. He’d probably done the same to her. It was the first time he’d ever fallen for anyone so quickly and the first time he’d ever hated that same person so deeply. There were two months when they were desperatetuyệt vọng and single-minded about finding ways to get the other to love them more and one month where they thought only of how to deal an irremediablevô phương cứu chữa blow to the other. Unbelievable happiness and ecstasythuốc lắc were followed by days too terrible to share with anyone. They said lots of things to each other that they never should have.
 Still. It’s strange, isn’t it? he thought. Even after all that, his most vividsống động memory of her was from that December day before the two of them had started going out.
 On that winter day, a little while after she’d taken her medicine, her face had come back to life right before his eyes. The sight made him catch his breath, like he had witnessed something mysterioushuyền bí and sacredLinh thiêng. Like a tuftbúi tóc of flowers no one had ever seen before, the only one of its kind in the world, and he was watching it bloomhoa. He got the feeling he’d seen one of the world’s secret moments like this before, long ago. His thought then was terriblykhủng khiếp powerful: I mustn’t lose somebody like this ever again. The fact that she was dating the math teacher couldn’t have mattered less.
 
 He started job hunting late, in the summer of his senior year. It had taken him that long to feel like going out in public again after the breakupchia tay in March. Somehow, thanks in part to the enthusiasticnhiệt tình pressure applied by his kindlytử tế adviser, he managed to land a job by autumn. He had no idea whether it was a job he actually wanted to do, or one he should be doing, but either way, he needed work. He wanted to see more of the world than he could as a researcher at the university. He’d stayed in the same place long enough.
 
 After the graduationtốt nghiệp ceremonylễ, since he’d boxed up all his possessionschiếm hữu, he came back to an empty apartment. From the little east-facing window in the kitchen, he could see the Sunshine high-rise, tintedpha màu by the evening sun, towering behind the old wooden buildings. From the south-facing window, through the gaps between the mixed-use buildings, he could see the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời of Shinjuku, small with distance. They were over two hundred meters tall, and they looked completely different depending on the time of day and the weather. Like mountain peaks in the sun’s first rayscá đuối, they shone in the early morning sunlight; like a wharfcầu cảng in a rough ocean, on rainy days, the buildings’ shapes blendedtrộn lẫn into the pale rain. He’d seen these kinds of views, filtered through a variety of emotions, for four years.
 At length, darkness began to fall outside the window, and the innumerablevô số city lights were proudly driving it back. Pulling over the ashtraygạt tàn he’d set on top of a box, he took a cigarette out of his pocket and lit it. Sitting down cross-legged on the tatami flooring, exhalingthở ra smoke, he gazednhìn chằm chằm at the swarmhọp lại of lights that twinkledlấp lánh through the thick atmosphere.
 This is where I’m going to live, he thought.
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 The company where he’d found a job was a midsizecỡ vừa software developernhà phát triển in Mitaka. His occupationnghề nghiệp was software engineer. He’d been assigned to the Mobile Solutions department; his main clientskhách hàng were communications service providerscác nhà cung cấp and device manufacturersnhà chế tạo, and he was part of a small team that developed software for cell phones and other portablecầm tay information devices.
 Something he learned only after he’d taken the job was that being a programmerlập trình viên really suited him. It was a job that required focus and perseverancekiên trì in isolationsự cách ly, but the work he put in was never wasted effort. When the code he’d written didn’t work as intended, the cause always lay in him, without exception. The act of thinking and reflecting, thinking and rethinkingsuy nghĩ lại, to create thousands of lines of code that he knew would work gave him a joy he’d never felt before. His job kept him busy, he almost invariablyluôn luôn got home late at night, and he was lucky to get five days off a month, but no matter how many hours he spent sitting in front of a computer, he never got tired of it. In a tidyngăn nắp, mostly white office, in a cubiclebuồng nhỏ partitionedvách ngăn off for his exclusiveloại trừ use, he spent day after day typing away on a keyboardbàn phím.
 He wasn’t sure whether it was common in this line of work or just particular to the company where he’d landed a job, but the employees almost never interactedtương tác with one another for reasons other than work. None of the teams was in the habit of going out for drinks after work; everyone ate conveniencesự tiện lợi store lunches at their own desks, and they didn’t even exchange the standard greetingslời chào hỏi when someone went out on business or home for the day. Meeting times were kept to a minimum, and necessary discussions were held almost entirely via in-house e-mail. As a rule, the only sound in the spaciousrộng rãi office was the mutedtắt tiếng clickingnhấp chuột of keyboardsbàn phím. Although there had to be over a hundred people on the floor, he barely felt their presence. At first, the starkngay đơ difference between this and his college relationships bewilderedhoang mang him, but back then, his interactions with people had consisted of endlessbất tận chatterhuyên thuyên that went nowherehư không, and everyone had drunksay rượu a lot of alcohol even though there was no real reason for it. It didn’t take him long to get used to the quiet environment. He’d never been a big talkerngười nói nhiều anyway.
 When he finished work, he caught what was very nearly the last Chuo Line train from Mitaka Station, got off at Shinjuku, and walked back to his little one-room condochung cư in Nakano-Sakaue. He took a taxi when he was completely exhaustedkiệt sức, but as a rule, he walked. It took him about thirty minutes. He’d moved to that apartment after graduationtốt nghiệp. The rent would have been cheaper over in Mitaka, where his company was, but he’d felt a resistancesức chống cự to living too near his work. More than anything, he’d wanted to get closer to the distantxa xôi view he’d seen from his apartment in Ikebukuro, to the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời of Nishi-Shinjuku.
 Maybe that explained why his favorite time of day was when he’d passed Ogikubo on the train, the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời of Nishi-Shinjuku had appeared beyond the window, and he was watching them graduallydần dần draw nearer. The last Tokyo-bound train was empty enough to have a few vacantbỏ trống seats, and he would take one, still wearing his suit and filled with the pleasant, well-earned fatigueMệt mỏi of the day’s work. As he gazednhìn chằm chằm at the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời, watching their small shapes slip in and out of view behind the mixed-use buildings, before long, they rosehoa hồng up in front of him as boldin đậm entitiesthực thể, in time with the clackety-clack vibrationsrung động of the train. The night sky over Tokyo was always oddlylạ lùng bright, and the buildings were black silhouetteshình bóng against it. Even at this hour, beautiful yellow light shone from their windows, showing that people were at work. Aircraft warning lampsđèn blinkednháy mắt red, steady as breathing. When he watched them, he could feel as if he was still boundràng buộc for something distantxa xôi and beautiful, even now. At times like that, something would tremblerun rẩy in the depths of his heart.
 
 Then morning came again, and off to the company he went. He’d buy a can of coffee from the vendingbán hàng tự động machine in the building’s entrance, punchcú đấm his timecard, take his seat, and turn on his computer. While the operating system booted up, he’d drink his coffee and look over the day’s work schedule. Using his mouse to start up several of the necessary programs, he positioned his fingers over his keyboard’s home keys. Thinking up a few algorithmsthuật toán that would get him to his destinationđiểm đến, he weighed them, then typed in the application programming interfacesgiao diện, assemblinglắp ráp procedures. He moved the mouse cursorcon trỏ and the caretdấu mũ in the editor as if they were extensions of himself. His thoughts ran to the operating system that lay beyond the APIs, the middleware beyond the operating system, and to what lay beyond that: the workings of the hardware—a mass of silicon—and the fantastical behavior of the electronsđiện tử.
 The more proficientthành thạo he grew at programming, the more reverencetôn kính he came to hold for computers themselves. He’d had some vaguemơ hồ knowledge of the quantumlượng tử theory that lay behind all semiconductorchất bán dẫn technology, but when he began to interacttương tác with and operate a computer on a daily basis as a professional, the more familiar it became to him—and the more he was compelledbắt buộc to think about the unbelievablekhông thể tin được complexity of the tool he was using and the work of the people who’d made it possible. It struck him as almost mysticalthần bí.
 There was the theory of relativitythuyết tương đối, which had been created to describe the universe, and quantumlượng tử theory, which described nanoscale behavior. When he thought that these two might somedaymột ngày nào đó be united by an impendingđang đe dọa grand theory or by superstring theory—the very act of using a computer seemed like connecting with some secret of the world. And although he had no clear reason for thinking so, he felt as if that secret held a hidden passage that would lead to the dreams and emotions that had passed him by long ago, to the places he’d loved and the music he’d listened to after school—and to the promise he’d made and failed to keep to a girl who’d been special to him. He threw himself deeply into his work with a kind of urgencykhẩn cấp, as if he was trying to retakethi lại something preciousquý giá. Like a loneđơn độc performerngười biểu diễn in deep dialogue with his instrument, he kept typing quietly on his keyboardbàn phím.
 
 Once he’d joined the working world, a few years passed in the blinknháy mắt of an eye.
 At first, he felt like he was in a period of growth, the type he hadn’t encountered in a long time. As his programming skills improved, it reminded him of the pride he’d felt in middle school, when his body was maturing into the body of an adult, acquiring muscle day by day—the nostalgicHoài niệm sensationcảm giác of his young, frailyếu ớt body being remodeledsửa sang lại into something new. Gradually, his work earned the confidence of those around him, and his income rosehoa hồng proportionately. He bought a new suit for work once every season. He spent his days off alone, cleaning his apartment or reading, and about once every six months, he’d meet up with old friends and go drinking. He no longer made new friends or lost old ones.
 Every day, he’d leave home at half past eight, then return after one in the morning.
 The routine repeated without end. No matter the season or the weather, the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời of Nishi-Shinjuku were breathtakingly beautiful from the train. As a matter of fact, the older he got, the brighter that view seemed to shine.
 
 Every so often, that beauty seemed to be confrontingđối đầu him with something. However, he didn’t know what that something was.
 
 “Mr. Tohno.”
 One Sunday afternoon in the middle of the rainy season, during the first sunbreak in quite a while, someone called his name on a platform at Shinjuku Station.
 She was a bespectacledđeo kính cận young woman in a beigebe broad-brimmed sun hat. At first glance, he had no idea who she was, but her intellectualtrí thức atmosphere seemed somehow familiar. As he hesitateddo dự, not sure what to say, she said, “You work for XX Systems, don’t you?” and that was when he finally remembered.
 “Yes, um, you’re with Yoshimura’s department…”
 “It’s Mizuno. Oh good; I’m glad you remember me.”
 “I’m sorry; last time we met, you were wearing a suit, so…”
 “Ah yes, I’m wearing a hat today, too. I knew you right away, Mr. Tohno. You look like a student when you’re out of your suit, you know.”
 A student? She probably didn’t mean anything by it, he thought. Without really intending to, they started toward the stairs, side by side. The woman looked like she was still in college as well. The pastelphấn màu pink on her toenailsmóng chân shone in a subduedkhuất phục way from the toesngón chân of her brown wedgenêm sandalsdép. What did she say her name was…? Uh, Ms. Mizuno. When he’d visited a clientkhách hàng company the previous month for a product delivery, she’d been the subordinatecấp dưới of the client’s point of contact, and he’d met her twice. They hadn’t done much more than exchange business cards, but she’d struck him as a very dedicated person. That impression and her clear voice had stayed with him.
 Yes, he was pretty sure her name had been Risa Mizuno. He remembered thinking that the look of the characters on her business card had very neatly matched his impression of the woman herself. They descendedđi xuống the stairs from the platform, and as he absentlylơ đễnh turned right into the station corridorhành lang, he asked her, “You use the East Gate, too, Ms. Mizuno?”
 “Um, yes, or any of them.”
 “What do you mean?”
 “Oh, I don’t actually have any plans. The weather’s nice, though, now that the rain’s let up, so I was thinking I’d do some shopping,” she said, smiling. It was contagiousdễ lây lan, and he smiled back.
 “Same here. If you’d like, then, do you want to go get something to drink somewhere?”
 At that, Mizuno broke into a smile that made his heart skipnhảy a beat. “Yes,” she said.
 At a crampedchật chội undergroundbí mật café near the East Gate, they had coffee, talked for a couple of hours, exchanged contact information, then went their separate ways.
 Once he was alone, as he walked between the shelves at a bookstorecửa hàng sách, he noticed that his throat was tired in a mildnhẹ, tinglingngứa ran way. Come to think of it, it had been quite a while since he’d spoken with someone for so long with no clear objective. It was rather incredibleđáng kinh ngạc that they’d talked for two hours without getting bored on what was practicallythực tế their first meeting, he realized. Maybe being finished with their work project had made it easier for them to relax around each other. They’d shared gossipchuyện phiếm from their respectivetương ứng companies, the places where they lived, their student days—nothing special, but they’d been a good match, conversationallyđối thoại. The whole thing had been very pleasant. For the first time in ages, the depths of his chest felt warm.
 
 A week after that, he texted her an invitation to dinner. He finished up his overtimetăng ca early; they met up in Kichijouji and dinedăn cơm trưa together, and it was past ten in the evening when they parted. The next week, she invited him to a restaurant, and the week after, on his invitation, they met up on a weekend for a movie and a meal. In that way, courteouslylịch sự, slowly and carefully, they built their relationship.
 Risa Mizuno was the type of woman who grew more appealinghấp dẫn as you got to know her. At first glance, her glasses and long black hair made her seem plain, but when he looked closer, her features were startlingly symmetricalđối xứng. The way she dressed as if she was trying to cover up, her reticencesự dè dặt, and the embarrassmentsự lúng túng in her gesturescử chỉ all made it seem as if she didn’t want to be viewed as “pretty.” She was two years younger than he was, and her personality was sincerechân thành and genuinethành thật. She never shouted, and she spoke with a slow, pleasant rhythmnhịp. Being with her helped him relax.
 Her condochung cư was in Nishi-Kokubunji, and her company was on the Chuo Line as well, so their dates always took place along that line. He could sense her affectionsự yêu mến clearly when their shoulders brushed on the train every so often, in her gesturescử chỉ when they shared a meal, and in her gaitdáng đi when they walked side by side. Already, they both knew that if one of them took that next step, the other probably wouldn’t refuse. Still, he wasn’t able to decide if he should.
 In the past…, he thought as he watched her walk away toward the opposite platform at Kichijouji Station. I’ve always fallen too fast, I think. Then I burn through it in no time, and I lose her. He didn’t want to do that again.
 
 At the end of that summer, in his apartment one rainy evening, he saw a news clipkẹp about the successful launch of an H-IIA rockettên lửa.
 It was an extremely humidẩm ướt day, and he’d shut the windows all the way and turned the air conditionerđiều hòa on low. Even then, a clammynhớp nhúa humidityđộ ẩm had crept into the room along with the sound of rain striking the ground and cars glidinglướt over the wet road. The TV showed an H-IIA rockettên lửa rising from the familiar Tanegashima Space Center, spittingsự khạc nhổ out enormouslớn lao flamesngọn lửa. The screen cut to footageđoạn phim of the H-IIA climbing through the clouds, shot with a super-telephoto lensthấu kính, then to footageđoạn phim from a camera mounted on the rocket’s main body, looking down over the auxiliaryphụ trợ boosterstăng cường. Through gaps in the clouds far below, he could see all of Tanegashima recedingthoái trào. He had a clear view of the town of Nakatane, where he’d spent his high school years, and its coastlinebờ biển.
 For a moment, a shiverrùng mình ran through him.
 He didn’t really know what he should feel, seeing a view like that. Tanegashima wasn’t his hometownquê hương anymore. His parents had transferred to Nagano for work quite a while back and would probably settle there permanently. To him, the island was just a place he’d passed through.
 His beer was getting lukewarmâm ấm; he drainedráo nước it in one gulpnuốt chửng, feeling the bittervị đắng liquid travel down his throat and settle in his stomach. The young female newscasterphát thanh viên was blandlynhạt nhẽo explaining that the satellitevệ tinh that had just been launched would handle communications for mobile devices. So that launch wasn’t entirely unrelatedkhông liên quan to my work. Still, he thought, life’s taken me very far away.
 He’d seen his first launch at seventeen. A girl in a school uniform had been standing next to him. They’d been in different classes, but they’d been friends—or rather, she’d gotten attached to him. Her name was Kanae Sumida; she’d been a cutedễ thương, livelysống động girl with a deep tanrám nắng from surfinglướt sóng.
 The interveningcan thiệp decadethập kỷ had gently smoothed out the spikesmũi nhọn and dipsnhúng of emotion, but still, thinking about Sumida made his heart hurt just a little, even now. Her height and the scenthương thơm of her sweatmồ hôi, her voice and smile and tearfulđầy nước mắt face—all the little traces of her came back to him in vividsống động force, along with the colors and sounds and smells of the island where he’d spent his adolescencethời niên thiếu. The emotion resembledgiống regret, but he knew what he’d done then was all he was able to do. He’d seen it all in sharp relief back then: the reason Sumida had been drawn to him, the moment she’d tried to tell him she loved him, his own feelings when he hadn’t let her say it, the moment of exaltationsự đề cao when he’d seen the launch, and her resignationsự từ chức afterwardsau đó. But despite that claritytrong trẻo, he hadn’t been able to act.
 When he’d left for Tokyo to go to the university, he’d shared his plane’s departuresự khởi hành time with only one person: Sumida. He’d left on a bright, windycó gió day in March. In the parking lot of the small airport, which looked rather like a ferrychiếc phà terminalphần cuối, the two of them had exchanged a few final words. The conversation had tended to trail off, and Sumida had cried all the way through it. But when they said good-bye, she’d smiled. Back then, Sumida had already been far stronger, and far more mature, than he was.
 Had he been able to return her smile? He couldn’t remember.
 
 It was 2:20 AM.
 He needed to get to sleep; tomorrow was a workdayngày làm việc. The news was over, and a home shopping program had started while he wasn’t paying attention.
 He turned off the TV, brushed his teeth, set the air conditionerđiều hòa to shut down in an hour, turned out the lights, and got into bed. His phone was charging by his pillowcái gối, and a little light on it blinkednháy mắt, alertingbáo động him to a new text. When he opened the phone, the white light of the display illuminatedchiếu sáng the room dimlylờ mờ. The text was from Mizuno, an invitation to dinner. He went to lie back in bed, closing his eyes for a little while.
 Various patterns rosehoa hồng behind his eyelidsmí mắt. The opticquang học nerves register the pressure of the eyelidsmí mắt on the eyeballsnhãn cầu as light, which means humans can never see true darkness… Who had he learned that from?
 Back then, I used to write texts I never sent, he remembered, out of nowherehư không. At first, they’d been intended for a certain girl. He didn’t know her e-mail address, and somewhere along the way, they’d stopped corresponding by letter. Even after he no longer wrote letters to her, when he felt an emotion he couldn’t completely contain, he’d written texts as if he was telling her about it, then deletedxóa bỏ them without sending. For him, it had been a period of preparation, a run-up to setting off into the world alone.
 However, graduallydần dần, he’d stopped addressing the texts to anyone. They’d become vaguemơ hồ soliloquiesngười nói một mình, and finally the habit itself had disappeared. When he realized that, he’d thought, I must be ready now.
 He wouldn’t write letters to her anymore.
 He was sure no more letters would arrive from her.
 He vividly remembered the raw anxietysự lo lắng he’d felt as he thought about it. On a fundamentalcơ bản level, those feelings were far too closely connected with his current self, and he was appalledkinh hoàng at the idea that he ultimatelycuối cùng might not have changed at all. He’d been ignorantdốt then—and arrogantkiêu ngạo and crueltàn nhẫn. No, he thought, opening his eyes. At least now I have someone who’s clearly special to me.
 I’m probably in love with Mizuno, he thought.
 Next time they met, he’d tell her so. Making that resolutionnghị quyết, he responded to her text. This time, he’d face his feelings with Mizuno. Just as Sumida had done for him, on that last day.
 
 That day, at the island’s airport, they’d been wearing casualbình thường clothesquần áo instead of their uniforms. The brisknhanh nhẹn wind had rustledxào xạc Sumida’s hair, the power lines, and the leaves of the Phoenix palmslòng bàn tay. She was crying, but she’d smiled at him.
 
 “I was in love with you for a very long time, Tohno. Thank you for everything,” she’d said.
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 The project team he was assigned to in his third year at work proved to be a turning point in his career.
 The project itself had been in progress before he joined the company. Over a long period of time, it had strayedđi lạc farther and farther off course, and the company had finally decided to drasticallyquyết liệt cut back its original goals and end it. The work was technicallykỹ thuật the cleanupdọn dẹp after a defeat; the general manager who’d told him about his transfer had ordered him to organize the bloatedđầy hơi, labyrinthinemê cung tanglemớ bòng bong of programs and attempt to salvagetrục vớt a viablekhả thi product, in order to keep the damage to a minimum. Essentially, his abilities had been recognized and were now being exploitedkhai thác.
 At first, he did his job accordingtheo to the team leader’s instructions. However, he promptlykịp thời realized that working that way led to an unnecessarykhông cần thiết accumulationsự tích lũy of subroutineschương trình con, and it was actively making the situation worse. He pointed this out to the team leader, but the man wouldn’t listen, so he was left with no options but to work extra overtimetăng ca hours for a month. For the durationkhoảng thời gian of that month, he did his job as the leader ordered—and at the same time did the job using the methods he thought were best. The results were clear: Unless they did it his way, the problems wouldn’t be resolved. He went back to the leader with those results, but not only was he reprimandedkhiển trách harshlygay gắt, he was ordered not to do anything without permission again.
 Bewildered, he looked over the other team members’ work, but they were simply doing as the leader told them. If this went on, the project would never end. It had been built on mistakennhầm lẫn premisestiền đề, and unless its foundation was corrected, any progress they made would only compoundhợp chất the errors in increasingly complicatedphức tap ways. On top of that, the project had gone on far too long without having those initial conditions reviewed. As the company said, it needed to think about the best way to shut it down.
 After hesitatinglưỡng lự for a while, he spoke about it with the general manager who’d ordered his transfer. The manager listened to him for a long time but ultimatelycuối cùng asked him to upholdủng hộ the team leader’s position while simultaneously and skillfully bringing the project to a close. That’s not possible, he thought.
 For more than three months after that, the utterly futilevô tích sự work continued. He could see that the team leader wanted to make the project succeed, but that didn’t mean he could just shut up and continue to do work that only made things worse. He continued to work independently, the only member of the team to do so, even though it got him in trouble with the leader time and time again. The one saving graceduyên dáng was that the general manager appeared to tacitly approve of his actions. But day by day, the other staff members were creating chaossự hỗn loạn that went above and beyond the results of his work. The number of cigarettes he went through increased—and so did the amount of beer he drank after he got home.
 One day, he just couldn’t take it anymore, and he beggedăn xin the general manager to take him off the team or talk the leader around. If that couldn’t be done, he said he’d leave the company.
 
 In the end, the team leader was transferred the very next week. The new leader who replaced him was in charge of another project as well, and he didn’t hide his dislikekhông thích of the man responsible for his increased workloadkhối lượng công việc. But he was capable of rationalhợp lý decisions, and that was what mattered.
 At any rate, the finish line was finally approaching now. Work got busier and busier, and Takaki grew more and more isolatedbị cô lập at the office, but he did his job for all he was worth. At this point, there was nothing else he could do. He’d done everything he could.
 
 As all of that was going on, the time he spent with Risa Mizuno grew even more preciousquý giá to him.
 Once every week or two, he went to her condochung cư in Nishi-Kokubunji after work. They’d meet at nine thirty in the evening, and sometimes he bought a small bouquetbó hoa of flowers for her. The floristngười bán hoa near his company was only open until eight, so he’d duckcon vịt out of the office at seven, buy flowers, put them in a coin lockerkhóa at the train station, then hurry back to the company and work until eight thirty. This kind of surreptitiouslén lút maneuvercơ động was fun. Then he’d board the crowded Chuo Line, taking care not to let the bouquetbó hoa get crushednghiền, and make his way to the station where Mizuno was waiting.
 Sometimes they’d spend Saturday nights together at one of their apartments. He stayed at Mizuno’s place more frequently, but she sometimes spent the night at his. There were two toothbrushes in each of their apartments now; he kept several pairs of underwearđồ lót at her place, and before he knew it, he had more cooking utensilsđồ dùng and spicesgia vị. The sort of magazines he’d never read before graduallydần dần accumulatedtích lũy at his place, too, and it made him feel warm inside.
 Mizuno always made dinner for them. He worked on his laptop while he waited for the food, with the sound of kitchen knives and the ventilationthông gió fan in his ears, savoringthưởng thức the smell of boilingsôi noodlesbún or bakingnướng fish. As he typed away, he felt truly peacefulhoà bình. The sounds of cooking and the clickingnhấp chuột of his keyboard filled the small apartment gently. It was the most soothingxoa dịu time and place he’d ever known.
 
 He remembers many things about Mizuno.
 Meals, for example. Mizuno always ate in a beautiful way. She flakedvẩy mackerelcá thu fleshxác thịt off the bones very neatly; when she cut meat apart, the movements of her fingertipsđầu ngón tay were smooth; she ate pastamỳ ống skillfully, with a forkcái nĩa and spoonthìa, bringing it to her lips with an enchantingmê hoặc elegancesang trọng. Then there were her pale-pink fingernailsmóng tay, encirclingbao vây a coffee cup. The dampness of her cheeks, the coldnesssự lạnh lùng of her fingertipsđầu ngón tay, the scenthương thơm of her hair, the sweetnessvị ngọt of her skin, her sweat-damp palmslòng bàn tay, the smell of his tobaccothuốc lá on her lips, her sad sighsthở dài.
 In her apartment beside the railwayđường sắt line, when they’d turned out the lights and slipped into bed, he often looked up at the sky through the window. In winter, the stars were very clear. Outside, it was probably freezing, and the air in the room was cold enough that their breath showed palely, but the weight of her head on his nakedkhỏa thân shoulder was warm and pleasant. At those times, the clackety-clack of the Chuo Line sounded like an unfamiliarkhông quen language, echoingvang vọng from a far distantxa xôi country. He felt as if he was in a place completely unlike any other he’d ever known. And maybe, he thought, this is the place I’ve always wanted to find.
 His days with Mizuno made him realize just how thirstykhát he’d been—and how lonelycô đơn.
 
 And that was why the breakupchia tay brought with it the anxietysự lo lắng of peering into bottomlesskhông đáy darkness.
 Over three years, they’d invested substantialđáng kể emotion in this and built their relationship with a kind of desperationtuyệt vọng. But eventually, somewhere along the way, their roads divergedphân ra. The thought of walking alone again from now on was a burden that left him wearymệt mỏi.
 He didn’t think anything had happened, really. There had been no “last strawRơm rạ.” But feelings can still ebblên xuống without ever finding harmony—and maybe that slow driftingtrôi dạt apart was why.
 
 Late at night, as he listened to the sound of cars outside the window, his eyes wide in the darkness, he thought for dear life. Scraping his ideas together as they threatened to come undonehoàn tác, he tried to gleanlượm lặt even a tiny fragmentmiếng of a lesson from them.
 Well, there’s no way around it. It’s just not possible to stay with anyone forever. People have to get used to loss.
 
 That’s how I’ve gotten by so far.
 
 Around the time he and Mizuno broke up, he quittừ bỏ his job at the company as well.
 He didn’t really know whether those two events were related, though. Probably not. He’d taken out work-related stress on Mizuno lots of times, and she had done the same, but he thought those conflictsxung đột had been superficialhời hợt. He felt as if something much harder to put into words, a sort of incompletenesssự không đầy đủ, had been a constant presence hanging over him… But was that why?
 He didn’t know.
 
 When he tried to recall them later, his memories of the final two years before he quittừ bỏ working at the company felt vaguemơ hồ, as if he’d spent the entire time half asleepngủ.
 Somewhere along the way, the divisions between the seasons began to blurmơ hồ, while things that had happened today felt as if they’d happened yesterday, and sometimes he could practicallythực tế see the things he’d be doing tomorrow, like video footageđoạn phim. His job was as busy as ever, but the work was routine now. He had a rough outline of what needed to be done in order to end the project, and he’d managed to work out the time it would take almost mechanicallymột cách máy móc, as spent working hours. It was like being part of a line of cars that moved forward at an unvaryingkhông thay đổi speed, obeyingtuân theo traffic signs. He could use the steeringHệ thống lái wheel and the gas pedalbàn đạp almost without thinking. He didn’t even need to talk to anyone.
 At some point, programming, new technologies, and computers themselves had ceasedngưng to shine as brightlyrực rỡ for him. Well, that’s probably just how it goes, he thought. The starryđầy sao sky had been an incredibleđáng kinh ngạc source of wonder to him in his boyhoodthời niên thiếu, but now it was merelyđơn thuần something he saw if he looked up.
 Meanwhile, the company’s opinion of him had grown better and better. With every evaluationsự đánh giá, he was given a raise, and he received bigger bonusesthưởng than any of his contemporariesngười đương thời. He lived well within his means—not that he had any time to spend the money anyway—so before he knew it, the figure in his bankbooksổ ngân hàng had grown beyond anything he’d ever seen.
 As he sat in an office where the only sound was the quiet clickingnhấp chuột of keyboardsbàn phím, waiting for the code he’d entered to build, with a cup of lukewarmâm ấm coffee raised to his lips, he thought, Weird. There’s nothing I want to buy, and yet the money just keeps coming in.
 
 When he jokinglynói đùa told Mizuno about it, she’d laughed, but afterwardsau đó, she’d looked just a little sad. The depths of his chest constrictedhạn chế slightly, as if something had physicallythể chất squeezedvắt kiệt the innermosttrong cùng part of his heart. The melancholyu sầu came from something he couldn’t explain.
 It was the beginning of autumn; a cool wind blew in through the screens, and the floor he was sitting on felt pleasantly cool. He was wearing a deep-blue dress shirt, although he’d removed his tie, while Mizuno wore a long skirt with large pockets and a dark-brown sweateráo len. When he looked at the gentle swellsưng lên of her bosomngực beneath that sweateráo len, he grew just a little sadder.
 It was the first time in quite a while that he’d stopped at Mizuno’s apartment on his way home from work. The last time I was here, the air conditionerđiều hòa was still on, so…, he thought. That was almost two months ago. They’d both been busy with work, and their schedules hadn’t matched up, but he didn’t think meeting her was out of the question. Earlier, they probably would have gotten together more frequently. They’d stopped making room for each other.
 “Say, Takaki? When you were little, what did you want to be when you grew up?” Mizuno asked after he’d gripedchuôi about his company for a bit.
 He thought for a little while. “I don’t think I knew.”
 “Nothing at all?”
 “Yeah. Just getting through each day took everything I had.” He laughed as he said it.
 “Same here,” Mizuno said, smiling back at him. There was a plate with a heapđống of Asian pearsquả lê on it, and she took one and brought it to her lips with a light, pleasant crunch.
 “Really?”
 “Mm-hmm. I always had trouble in school when they asked us what we wanted to be. When I found my current job, I was pretty relievedan tâm. I’d never have to think about my dreams for the future again.”
 “Yeah,” he agreed, reaching out to take the pearquả lê she’d peeledbóc vỏ for him.
 What he wanted to be.
 He’d always been desperatetuyệt vọng to find a place for himself. He still didn’t feel as if he was really himself yet. He was chasing something, but he wasn’t caught up. He wasn’t going after “his true self” or anything like that; he was just still only partwayphần đường there… But partwayphần đường to where?
 Mizuno’s cell phone rang. “Excuse me a second,” she said, taking her phone out into the hall. Watching her go out of the corner of his eye, he put a cigarette between his lips, then lit it. Her cheerfulvui vẻ voice reached him faintlythoang thoảng from the hallwayhành lang, and suddenly, he was so violently jealousghen tị of whatever stranger she was talking to that even he was startledgiật mình. He got a clear image of a man whose face he didn’t know running his fingers over the white skin under Mizuno’s sweateráo len, and in that moment he hated them both.
 The phone call only lasted about five minutes, but by the time Mizuno came back, saying, “It was from a juniornhỏ employee,” he felt as if he’d been scornedkhinh bỉ. He knew it wasn’t her fault, though. Obviously.
 “Yeah,” he responded, grindingmài his cigarette out in an ashtraygạt tàn with enough force to hopefullyhy vọng crushngười mình thích his own feelings. What the hell is going on? He was appalledkinh hoàng with himself.
 
 The next morning, for the first time in a long while, they sat at the diningăn uống room table, having breakfast together.
 When he glanced out the window, grayxám clouds covered the sky. The morning was slightly chillyse se lạnh. Their Sunday breakfasts were very preciousquý giá, symbolictượng trưng times for them. Their day off was still ahead, untouchedhoang sơ, and they could spend all that time any way they wanted. Just like their futures. The breakfasts Mizuno made were always deliciousthơm ngon, and during those times, they were always happy… Until now.
 Mizuno cut up her French toastnướng, put scrambledtranh giành eggs on top of a piece, and took a bite. As he watched her, he was struck by the thought that this might be the last breakfast they had here. There was no particular reason for it; the thought had just occurred to him, vaguelymơ hồ. It wasn’t as if he wanted it to be that way. He wanted to have breakfast with her next week, too, and the week after that.
 But he was right—that was their last breakfast together.
 
 He decided to turn in his resignationsự từ chức at the company around the time it became clear that the project would be wrapped up in three more months.
 Once he’d made up his mind, he realized he’d actually been thinking of leaving for a very long time already. He told his team leader that he’d bring the current project to a close, then spend about a month conducting the necessary transfers of control and tying up loose ends, but if possible, he wanted to leave by February of next year. With some sympathysự đồng cảm, the team leader asked him to talk it over with the general manager.
 When he told the general manager he was planning to resign, the man was kind enough to try to stop him in earnestnghiêm trang. If the salary was the problem, they could attempt to rectifykhắc phục that to a certain extent—more importantly, there was no point in coming this far just to quittừ bỏ. Now was the time to be patient. The current project might be rough, but once it was over, his evaluationsự đánh giá would be even higher, and the work was boundràng buộc to get more interesting.
 Maybe so. But this is my life, you know, he thought, although he didn’t say it.
 He explained that he had no complaints about his pay, and the work wasn’t too hard. He wasn’t lying. He simply wanted to quittừ bỏ. But that wasn’t enough to convince the manager. I’m not surprised, he thought. He wasn’t even able to explain it to himself all that well.
 However, even though it caused a little trouble, it was decided that he’d leave the company at the end of January.
 
 Autumn deepenedđào sâu, and while the air grew clearer and colder by the day, he threw himself into finishing his final job. Now that the project had a clear end date, he was even busier than before, and he had almost no days off. He spent most of the brief time that he was home sleeping like the dead, but it still wasn’t enough. His body felt sluggishchậm chạp and a little feverishphát sốt, and on the train during his morning commuteđi lại, he was always horriblykhủng khiếp nauseatedbuồn nôn. However, living that way did keep him from thinking about uselessvô ích things. He even found a kind of peace in it.
 He’d bracedchuẩn bị himself for life at the company to get uncomfortablekhó chịu after he’d turned in his resignationsự từ chức, but it actually went the other way. The team leader thanked him awkwardlylúng túng, and the general manager even worried about his next job. “I can give you a solid recommendation,” the manager told him. He refused politely, saying he planned to just take it easy for a while.
 A typhoonbão nhiệt đới brought cold winds to the Kanto region, and after the storm had passed, he started wearing his winter suit. One cold morning, he took his coat out of storage—it still smelled faintlythoang thoảng of mothballs—and on another day, he wore the mufflerống giảm thanh Mizuno had given him, graduallydần dần wrapping himself in winter. He barely spoke to anyone, but that wasn’t a painful thing.
 
 He and Mizuno exchanged texts every so often, once or twice a week. It took quite a long time for her to respond now, but he thought she was probably busy. Besides, that was mutual. Before he knew it, it had been three months since their breakfast together that day, and he hadn’t seen Mizuno at all.
 
 When the day’s work ended, and he boarded the last Chuo Line train and collapsed limplykhập khiễng into a seat, he always breathed a deep sighthở dài. A very, very deep one.
 The late-night train for Tokyo was empty, and it always smelled faintlythoang thoảng of alcohol and fatigueMệt mỏi. Listening to the familiar sounds of the train, he gazednhìn chằm chằm at the lights of the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời approaching from beyond the streets of Nakano, and he started to feel as if he were looking down at himself from high in the sky. With vividsống động claritytrong trẻo, he could visualizehình dung the thin line of lights crawlingbò slowly over the ground, heading toward enormouslớn lao buildings that looked like gravestonesbia mộ.
 A strong wind blew, making the lights of farawayxa towns twinklelấp lánh like stars. I’m part of that thin line of lights, crawlingbò over the surface of this vast planet.
 When the train reached Shinjuku Station, and he stepped out onto the platform, he had to look back at the seat he’d occupied. He couldn’t shake the feeling that his body, shroudedliệm in a suit and heavy fatigueMệt mỏi, might still be there.
 I’m still not used to Tokyo, even now, he thought. Not to the benchesBăng ghế on the station platforms, or to the endlessbất tận rows of automatictự động ticket gates, or to the tenant-lined corridorshành lang of the undergroundbí mật shopping complex.
 
 One day in December, the project that had gone on for nearly two years came to an end.
 He felt almost nothing about the fact that it was over; he was surprised. His fatigueMệt mỏi was one day deeper than it had been the day before; that was all. He took a break that was just long enough for a cup of coffee, then began getting ready to leave his job. Ultimately, he ended up taking the last train home that day as well.
 When he got off at Shinjuku Station, passed through the automatictự động ticket gate, and saw the line at the undergroundbí mật taxi stand by the West Gate, he realized, It’s a Friday night. Not only that, but it was Christmas. His ears began to pick up the faintmờ nhạt, untraceable sound of jingleleng keng bells in the muffledbị bóp nghẹt humngâm nga of the station. He gave up on getting a taxi and began to walk home instead, heading through the undergroundbí mật street that ran toward Nishi-Shinjuku and emergingmới nổi in the skyscrapertòa nhà chọc trời district.
 This place was always quiet late at night. He walked along, staying close to the foundations of the buildings. This was the route he always took when he walked from Shinjuku. Abruptly, his phone vibratedrung in his coat pocket. He stopped, waited for the space of a breath, then took it out.
 It was from Mizuno.
 He couldn’t answer. He didn’t know why, but he didn’t want to pick up. It just hurt too much—but what was hurting, he didn’t know. He was powerlessbất lực, simply staring at the RISA MIZUNO that showed on the phone’s tiny LCD screen. The phone vibratedrung a few times, then fell silent, as if it had died.
 All of a sudden, something hot welled up in his chest, and he tipped his head back.
 Half of his vision was taken up by the building’s black wall, disappearing into the sky. There were lights in a few of the windows in that wall; far beyond them were the red aircraft warning lampsđèn, blinkingnhấp nháy as steady as breathing, and above those was the starlesskhông sao urbanđô thị sky. He saw countlessvô số small fragmentsmiếng driftingtrôi dạt slowly down from it.
 It’s snow.
 Just one thing, he thought.
 He longed for someone to say it. I only want to hear one thing. Why won’t anybody say it to me? He knew it was a selfishích kỷ wish, but he couldn’t help himself. It felt as if seeing the snow had opened a door in the very depths of his heart. Once he was aware of it, he could see plain as day what he’d wanted all this time.
 The words the girl had said to him on that day, long ago:
 “Takaki, I’m sure you’re going to be just fine.”
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 As she was organizing her belongings, getting ready to move, Akari Shinohara found the old letter.
 It was in a cardboardcác tông box, deep in the back of the closetbuồng nhỏ. The packing tape that sealed the lidNắp said only Old Stuff (she must have written that herself, of course, several years earlier), and her curiositysự tò mò was piquedkhêu gợi, so she opened it. The box held miscellaneousĐiều khoản khác things from her elementarytiểu học and middle school years: her yearbookniên giám, school trip guidebookssách hướng dẫn, a few monthly magazines for elementarytiểu học schoolers, cassettebăng cassette tapes with unknown contents, a faded red school backpackbalo, and the leather bag she’d used in middle school.
 As she picked up each of these nostalgicHoài niệm items one by one and studied them, she had a feeling she might find that letter. When she discovered an empty cookiebánh quy tinthiếc at the very bottom of the box, she remembered. Oh right. On the night of my middle school graduationtốt nghiệp ceremonylễ, I put that letter in here. She’d carried it around in her bag for a long time, unable to bring herself to take it out, but on graduationtốt nghiệp, as if shaking loose of it, she’d put it away to free herself from it.
 When she opened the tinthiếc, there was the letter, shut between the pages of a thin notebooksổ tay she’d treasuredkho báu in middle school. It was the first love letter she’d ever written.
 
 She’d meant to give the letter to a boy she’d liked, fifteen years ago, on their first date.
 The snow was so deep and quiet that day, she remembered. I’d just turned thirteen, and I lived three hours by train from the boy I liked. On that day, he was going to take several trains to come to see me. Because of the snow, the trains were running behind schedule, and he got there four hours late. While I waited for him, sitting in front of the stovecái lò in the little wooden station building, I wrote this letter.
 Holding the letter brought back the uneasekhó chịu and lonelinesssự cô đơn she’d felt then. Her love for the boy, and her desire to see him, rosehoa hồng again so vividly that it was impossible to believe it had been fifteen years since then. The emotions were as intensemãnh liệt and bright as if she was feeling them now, and their afterglowhào quang was so dazzlingchói sáng that it bewilderedhoang mang her.
 I really did love him, she thought. On that first date, he and I shared our first kiss. To me, it felt like the world before that kiss and the one after it were completely different things. That’s why I wasn’t able to give him the letter.
 Even now, she remembered those things as if they’d happened only yesterday— And it really does feel just like yesterday. Only the little jeweledviên ngọc quý ring on the fourth finger of her left hand showed that fifteen years had passed.
 
 That evening, she dreamed about it. The two of them, still children, were standing under a cherryquả anh đào tree, looking up, on a quiet night of falling snow.
 
 The next day, fine powderyphấn snow was falling at Iwafune Station. But the clouds were so thin that blue sky showed through in places, and the snow would probably stop before it could pick up. It had been quite a long time since they’d gotten snow in December at all. Over the past few years, they’d had hardly any snows as heavy as the one that had fallen on that day.
 “You could stay until New Year’s, you know,” her mother told her.
 “I have a lot to do,” she answered. “I have to get ready.”
 “You’re right. Cook something tastyngon for him,” her father said.
 “I will,” she told him. Both Mom and Dad have gotten older, she thought. That was only natural, though; they’d almost reached retirement age. And now I’m getting married.
 As she waited for the train for Oyama, she felt strange standing on a station platform with both of her parents like this. It might have been the first time since the day they’d moved there.
 On that day, after leaving Tokyo and transferring between trains, she’d stepped down onto the platform at this station with her mother. She could still remember how lonelycô đơn she’d felt then. Her father had gone on ahead, so he was waiting for them on the platform. Iwafune was where his parents lived, so she’d been there a few times before since she was small. There was really nothing there, but she thought it was a good, quiet place. Living there was another matter entirely, though. She’d been bornsinh ra in Utsunomiya, had spent her early childhood in Shizuoka, and had lived in Tokyo for the years between fourth and sixth grades. To her, the tiny platform at Iwafune Station had looked so desolatehoang vắng. She shouldn’t be living here. She’d been so homesicknhớ nhà for Tokyo that she’d almost cried.
 “If anything happens, call us,” her mother said; she’d been saying it over and over since the night before. Her parents and this small town felt very dear to her. By now, this was her hometownquê hương, and she hated to leave it.
 She smiled, responding gently. “It’s all right. Don’t worry so much; we’ll see each other at the ceremonylễ next month. It’s cold, so go on back home.”
 Just as she said the words, she heard the distantxa xôi, approaching whistlecòi of the Ryomo Line train.
 
 The Ryomo Line was empty in the afternoon, and she was the only passenger in her car. Unable to concentrate on the paperbackbìa mềm she’d brought, she rested her chincái cằm on her hand and gazednhìn chằm chằm out the window.
 The rice had been harvestedmùa gặt, and featurelesskhông có gì đặc biệt rural country spread out before her. She tried to imagine how the view would look with a thick blanketcái chăn of snow. It would have been the middle of the night. There could only have been a handfulmột nắm đầy tay of distantxa xôi lights. The window frame must have had a thick coating of frostsương giá.
 It must have been so discouraginglàm nản lòng, she thought. What had he seen in that landscape, his stomach empty, rackedgiá đỡ with guilttội lỗi at keeping somebody waiting, on a train that had finally stopped completely?
 Maybe…
 Maybe he was hoping I’d gone home. He was a kind boy, after all. But I didn’t mind waiting for him, no matter how many hours it took. I was desperatetuyệt vọng to see him. I never doubted him for a second. If I could say something to him, on that day, when he was stuck inside the train…, she thought, then I’d say…
 It’s all right. Your lover will wait as long as it takes.
 She knows you’ll really come to see her. Don’t be so tensecăng thẳng; relax. Try to imagine the fun you’ll have together. You’ll never meet again afterwardsau đó, but that time will seem like a miraclephép màu. Please keep it deep in your heart forever. Cherish it.
 
 When her thoughts had taken her that far, she smiled in spitebất chấp of herself. What am I thinking? He’s been the only thing on my mind since yesterday.
 She thought it was probably because of the letter she’d found earlier. It was the day before she would officially enter her name in her fiancé’s family register, and her head was filled with thoughts of some other boy. Did that count as unfaithfulness? Still, she was sure the man she was going to marry wouldn’t mind that. His company was transferring him from Takasaki to Tokyo, and they’d decided to take the opportunity to get married. If I let myself start complaining about the little things he does that botherlàm phiền me, I’d never stop, but I do love him very much. I think that’s true for him as well. By now, my memories with that boy are a preciousquý giá part of me, like how the food you eat becomes your fleshxác thịt and blood. They’re part of my heart; I could never cut them away.
 
 Please let Takaki be doing well, Akari prayed, gazingnhìn chằm chằm out at the sceneryphong cảnh as it flowed past the window.
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 Just living somewhere is enough to make the sadnesssự sầu nảo collect there.
 That was what Takaki Tohno thought as he pressed the switch and looked around his apartment by the light of the fluorescenthuỳnh quang bulbbóng đèn tròn. Somewhere along the way, this room had filled with sadnesssự sầu nảo, just as fine dust accumulatestích trữ into a film before anyone notices it.
 There was the one remaining toothbrush by the sink, for example. The white sheets he’d hung up to dry for someone else. The call history in his phone.
 He’d returned to his apartment on the last train, as usual, and these were the things he was thinking about as he took off his tie and hung his suit on its hangermóc áo.
 But from that angle, it had to be far more painful for Mizuno, he thought, taking a can of beer out of the fridgetủ lạnh. He’d gone to her place in Nishi-Kokubunji far more often than she’d come to his apartment. He deeply regretted it. He hadn’t meant to do it. He was already chilledsự ớn lạnh from the walk home, and the cold beer he was drinking stole even more of his body heat.
 
 It was the end of January.
 On his last day at work, just like always, he put on his coat and headed for the office. When he assumed his familiar seat at the desk he’d used for five years, he turned on his computer and drank his coffee while waiting for it to boot up, then went over that day’s work. His duties had been completely transferred already, but he’d accepted as many small, one-off jobs for other teams as he could finish before the day ended. Ironically, through those jobs, he’d made a few friends at the company. Everyone thought it was a shamenỗi tủi nhục he was leaving; they’d wanted to hold a going-away party for him that night, but he’d politely declined. “I really appreciate the thought, but I’d like to work the way I always do. I’ll have a lot of time on my hands for a while after this, so please ask again later on.”
 That evening, his former team leader stopped by his desk and mumbledlầm bầm toward the floor. “I’m sorry for, you know. Everything.”
 He was a little startledgiật mình. “No, please, don’t worry about it,” he replied. They hadn’t spoken since the transfer the previous year.
 As he typed, he thought, I don’t ever have to come here again. It was a very strange feeling.
 
 I still love you, even now, Mizuno had written in her final text. I think I probably always will. As far as I’m concernedlo âu, you’re still kind and wonderful, Takaki. Someone I admire who’s just out of reach.
 Going out with you, I learned how easily people’s hearts can be controlled by others. Over the past three years, I loved you more every single day. Every word you said, every line of every text, delighted or saddenedbuồn bã me. I got really jealousghen tị over silly little things, and I caused you a lot of trouble. I know this may not be the best way to put it, but I think I’ve gotten tired of it all.
 For about half a year, I’ve tried to tell you these things in various ways. I just couldn’t seem to get it across.
 You’re always kind enough to say you love me, and I believe that you do. However, I think the way we fall in love with people is slightly different. More and more, that difference has started to hurt a little.
 
 His last trip home took place late at night, as always.
 It was an especially cold night, and the windows of the train were thicklydày đặc clouded with condensationsự ngưng tụ. He gazednhìn chằm chằm through them at the blurredbị mờ lights of the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời. He felt no sense of liberationsự giải thoát and no pangsđau đớn of urgencykhẩn cấp about finding his next job. He didn’t really know what he should think. I just don’t know anything latelygần đây, he thought, smiling mirthlessly.
 Leaving the train, he passed through the same undergroundbí mật corridorhành lang as always, emergingmới nổi into the Nishi-Shinjuku skyscrapertòa nhà chọc trời district. The night air was painfullyđau đớn cold, and neither his mufflerống giảm thanh nor his coat was any protection against it. Most of the lights in the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời were out, and they looked like ancient, gigantickhổng lồ creatures that had been destroyed long ago.
 As he walked slowly through the valleysthung lũng between their enormouslớn lao hulkshulk, he thought:
 
 I’m a selfishích kỷ idiot.
 
 Over the past ten years, he’d hurt so many people—and for what? He’d also deceivedlừa dối himself into thinking it was inevitablekhông thể tránh khỏi, perpetually damaging himself as well.
 Why couldn’t he have been more genuinelychân thật consideratethận trọng of people? Why hadn’t he been able to say anything different to them? The farther he walked, the more regrets he’d even nearly forgotten surfaced in his heart.
 He couldn’t stop it from happening.
 Mizuno’s words: “It’s starting to hurt a little.” A little. It was more than a little.
 His own words—“Sorry about that”—and that other voice: “Savor it.”
 The girl from the cramnhồi nhét school: “Are we past saving?”
 Sumida’s voice: “Don’t be kind to me” and her final words: “Thank you.”
 A whisper over the telephone: “I’m sorry.” And then…
 Akari’s words: “I’m sure you’re going to be just fine.”
 If the world was the ocean, fathomless and silent, those voices were a flood suddenly breaking to the surface along with so many other sounds. The winter wind, coilingcuộn dây around the buildings. The motorcyclesxe máy, trucks, and various cars on the road. The sound of bannersngọn cờ flappingvỗ somewhere. The low humngâm nga of the city itself, in which all those noises mingledtrộn lẫn. The next thing he knew, the world was filled with sound.
 And then, violent sobbing—in his own voice.
 For what was probably the first time since it had happened at the station, fifteen years ago, he shedtúp lều tears. They streamed down his face and didn’t stop. It was as if he’d had a large mass of ice hidden inside him, and it had begun to melttan chảy. There was nothing else he could do. And he thought:
 
 Why couldn’t I have brought one person, even just one person, a little closer to happiness?
 
 When he looked up the two-hundred-meter wall, high in the sky, his blurrymờ eyes found a blinkingnhấp nháy red light. But he knew help would never arrive at such a convenientthuận lợi moment.
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 That night, she gently opened the envelopephong bì of the old letter she’d just found.
 The stationeryvăn phòng phẩm she took out was brand-new, as if she’d written on it only yesterday. Her handwriting hadn’t changed much, either.
 She read a little, then carefully returned it to the envelopephong bì. Someday, when she was older, she’d read it again. She was sure it was still too early.
 Until then, she thought, she’d put it away for safekeepinggiữ an toàn.
 
 Dear Takaki,
 
 How are you?
 When we made our promise, we never dreamed it would snow so much today, did we? I hear the trains are running late, too. So I’m going to write this letter while I wait for you.
 I’ve got a stovecái lò in front of me, so it’s warm here. I always have stationeryvăn phòng phẩm in my bag, too, so I can write letters whenever I like. I’m planning to give this one to you later on, so don’t get here too early. Please don’t hurry; take your time.
 
 We’ll be meeting for the first time in a really long while today. It’s actually been eleven months, if you can believe it. So to tell you the truth, I’m a little nervous. I keep wondering things like, “What if we don’t recognize each other?” Compared to Tokyo, though, this is such a small station, so we really couldn’t miss each other. But I’m trying to imagine what you look like in your school uniform or on the soccerbóng đá team, and I don’t recognize you.
 
 Let’s see. What should I write?
 Oh, duh, I’ll start with thank-yous. I’ll write down everything I didn’t get to tell you.
 When I transferred to Tokyo in fourth grade, I was so, so glad you were there. I was happy we became friends. If it hadn’t been for you, I think school would have been so much worse.
 To be honest, I really didn’t want to transfer away from you. Not at all. I wanted us to go to the same middle school and to grow up together. I’d been wishing for it all along. I’m finally used to middle school here (so please don’t worry too much), but I still wish you were here several times a day.
 I’m also very sad that you’ll be moving much farther away soon. Even if we were in Tokyo and Tochigi, I always thought, “If it comes right down to it, Takaki’s here for me.” After all, if I got on a train, we’d be able to see each other easily. This time, though, you’re going beyond Kyushu, and that’s a little too far.
 From now on, I’ll have to learn how to get by on my own. I’m not all that confident that I actually can, but I’ll just have to do it. We both will, you and me. Isn’t that right?
 
 And if nothing else, I really do have to tell you this. It’s something I want to tell you out loud today, but just in case I don’t manage to say it, I’ll write it in this letter.
 I love you, Takaki. I don’t remember when it started. It just kinda happened, and before I knew it, I’d fallen for you. From the very first time I met you, you were a strong, kind boy. You always protected me.
 Takaki, I’m sure you’re going to be just fine. No matter what happens, I know you’ll grow into a kind and wonderful adult. No matter how far away you go, I’ll always love you; I mean it.
 Please, please remember that.
 
 One night, he had a dream.
 In his room in Setagaya, which was filled with boxes in preparation for the move, he was writing a letter. He was planning to give it to the girl he liked on their first date. It was the letter that would get blown away by the wind, the one that would never reach her. In the dream, he knew it would happen.
 But I have to write it, he thought. Even if nobody ever saw it. He knew that writing this letter was something he needed to do for himself.
 
 He turned the stationeryvăn phòng phẩm over and wrote on the very last sheet.
 
 I still don’t really know what “becoming an adult” means, exactly.
 But if we happen to meet again somedaymột ngày nào đó, somewhere, far in the future, I want to be proud of who I am then.
 I want to promise you that.
 I always loved you, Akari.
 Please, please take care.
 Good-bye.
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 In April, the streets of Tokyo were tintedpha màu with cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa.
 He’d worked until dawnbình minh, so it was close to noonbuổi trưa when he woke up. When he opened the curtain, the world outside was brimmingđầy ắp over with sunlight. The skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời were mistysương mù in the spring hazesương mù, and every one of their windows caught the sun and sparkledlấp lánh pleasantly. Here and there, in the spaces between the mixed-use buildings, he could see cherryquả anh đào trees in full bloomhoa. Tokyo really does have a lot of cherryquả anh đào trees, he thought, not for the first time.
 
 It had been three months since he quittừ bỏ his job at the company. Last week, for the first time in a long while, he’d started working again. Using the connections he’d made while working for his former company, he was picking up small jobs independently, doing everything from design to programming. He didn’t know whether it would be possible for him to work as a freelancenghề tự do programmer long-term, but he’d begun to feel like starting something new. He hadn’t done any programming in quite a while, and he was so into it he surprised himself, noticing that the sensationcảm giác of his fingers striking the keyboardbàn phím was just fun.
 
 He had breakfast, chewingnhai on a piece of lightlynhẹ nhàng butteredbơ toastnướng and drinking a café au lait with plenty of milk. Over the past few days, he’d completed a significant amount of work, so as he washed the dishes, he decided that today would be a day off.
 He pulled on a thin jacket and went out, wanderingđi lang thang through the streets with no destinationđiểm đến in mind. It was a pleasant day, with a gentle wind that ruffledxù lông his hair every so often, and the air held the scenthương thơm of afternoon.
 After leaving his company job, for the first time in years, he’d remembered that every time of day had its own smell in the city. Early morning had a uniqueđộc nhất scenthương thơm that told of the rest of the day, while the scenthương thơm of evening gently brought the day to an end. The starryđầy sao night sky had its own scenthương thơm, and so did cloudynhiều mây skies. The smells were a mixture of people, the city, and the workings of nature. I really forgot so much, he thought.
 He walked slowly through residentialdân cư neighborhoods, with their complicatedphức tap tanglesmớ bòng bong of narrow streets. When he got thirstykhát, he bought coffee from a vendingbán hàng tự động machine and drank it in a park. He gazednhìn chằm chằm absentlylơ đễnh after the grade school kids who’d come running through the gate of their school and passed him, and he watched the constant stream of traffic from up on a pedestrianđi bộ bridge. Beyond the houses and mixed-use buildings, he caught glimpsescái nhìn thoáng qua of the skyscraperstòa nhà chọc trời of Shinjuku. The sky behind them was a clear pale blue, as if someone had dissolvedgiải thể blue paint in plenty of water, and a few white clouds were being swept along by the wind.
 
 He reached a railroadđường sắt crossing. A large cherryquả anh đào tree stood beside it, and the surrounding asphaltnhựa đường was pure white with fallen blossomshoa.
 As he watched the petalscánh hoa drifttrôi dạt slowly down, out of nowherehư không, he thought:
 
 That’s five centimeterscentimet per second.
 
 The crossing’s alarm began to sound, echoingvang vọng around him, dyednhuộm with nostalgiaHoài cổ by the spring air.
 From up ahead, a woman was walking toward him. The pleasant clicknhấp chuột of her white mulescon la on the concrete joined the rhythmnhịp of the crossing alarm. In the center of the crossing, the two passed each other.
 In that moment, a faintmờ nhạt light flickerednhấp nháy in his heart.
 As they kept walking in their separate directions, he knew it in his soul. If I turn around now—she’ll turn around, too. He had no reason to believe so, but he did believe.
 When he was through the crossing, he turned slowly back and looked at her. She turned his way, too, just as slowly. Their eyes met.
 A powerful stirring ran through his heart and his memories—and in that moment, an Odakyu Line express train hid them from each other.
 
 Once this train passes, he thought, will she be there?
 It doesn’t matter either way. If it really was her, then that’s enough of a miraclephép màu already.
 
 He made up his mind. When this train passed, he’d start moving forward.
   
 
 
    AFTERWORD
  This book, 5 Centimeters per Second, is based on the animatedhoạt hình film of the same name, which I directed—meaning I wrote the novelizationtiểu thuyết hóa for my own movie. However, I took care to write it in such a way that people who haven’t seen the movie will be able to enjoy it as well. Those of you who haven’t yet seen the original film, rest easy and pick up this book anyway… That said, there are places where the movie and the book complementbổ sung each other, and other places that are intentionally different from the movie, so if you read the book after seeing the movie—or watch the movie after reading the book—you may end up enjoying both of them more.
 
 The movie 5 Centimeters per Second premiered in March 2007 at Shibuya Cinema Rise. I began writing the novel at about the same time, and for approximately four months after that, I traveled around the country giving stage greetingslời chào hỏi and working on this book in hotel rooms. That novel, which was the initial form of this book, was publishedđược phát hành as a monthly serialnối tiếp in Da Vinci magazine. As a result, audience members sometimes told me what they’d thought of both the movie and the novel, in the theaters. It was a happy time for me.
 
 Images conveychuyên chở different things than the written word. In many cases, visuals (and music) are faster, but there are sentimentstình cảm that have no need for visuals. The experience of writing this book was excitingthú vị, and it got me thinking about those different modes of expression. Now and in the future, I think I’ll probably keep on making visuals and writing when the visuals aren’t enough, or possibly vice versa. Maybe even create literaryvăn chương visuals.
 
 Thank you very much to everyone who read this book.
 
 August 2007, Makoto Shinkai
  
 
 
    ESSAY
  AI NISHIDA, IDOL SINGER AND BOOK REVIEWER
 It’s not rare for first loves not to work out, and yet…
 When the animatedhoạt hình film 5 Centimeters per Second was released in 2007, I was fascinatedcuốn hút by the visuals—the sights were too beautiful to exist outside of a memory, so glorioushuy hoàng as to be crueltàn nhẫn. The final scene, along with Masayoshi Yamazaki’s “One more time, One more chance” stayed with me for a while afterwardsau đó. And although I was a middle schooler out in the provincestỉnh at the time, I still overheard bits of the modestkhiêm tốn fan controversytranh cãi about how to interpretthông dịch the “downerkẻ hạ bệ of an ending.” No, that was a happy ending. Why was the protagonistnhân vật chính so slow to get over his first love anyway?
 This book is the novelizationtiểu thuyết hóa of the film 5 Centimeters per Second, written by director Makoto Shinkai himself and serializedtuần tự hóa in Da Vinci magazine starting in May 2007. It was his first novel, too. The book version was publishedđược phát hành in November of the same year, and in 2012, it was released as a paperbackbìa mềm from MF Bunko Da Vinci. This is its second paperbackbìa mềm version.
 In the text, the different and previously unseenvô hình aspectsdiện mạo of the main characters are brought into vividsống động relief.
 
 Chapter 1—Tale of Cherry Blossoms
 Children are mostly helplessbất lực, so you can evadetrốn tránh responsibility in your memories of childhood. But for adults, it doesn’t work that way. You have to take responsibility and confrontđối đầu the people, the reality in front of you. Takaki, a slightly precociousphát triển sớm boy, met a girl who didn’t quite fit in, either. They’d both transferred schools multiple times, and in their minds, connections to people could be severedcắt đứt abruptly at the conveniencesự tiện lợi of adults. For children, time and distance are longer and farther than they are for grown-ups. When their relationship was just beginning, the choices of adults tore them apart yet again. From Nagano to Tokyo, and on to Tanegashima, Takaki had been forced to wanderđi lang thang at his parents’ conveniencesự tiện lợi, and the only one he’d managed to open his heart to was Akari.
 Why does it always turn out like this?
 When it was decided that Takaki and Akari would go to different middle schools, when the train that was taking him to meet her stopped, when he had to move far away from her to Kyushu—that sense of futilitysự vô ích was lurkingẩn nấp within his heart. Because his last memory with Akari had been a beautiful one, he began to focus exclusivelyduy nhất on what lay behind him.
 
 Chapter 2—Cosmonaut
 The transfer student who’d come from Nagano to Tokyo became a transfer student from Tokyo to Kagoshima.
 During the last summer she had to think about her future course, Kanae watched Takaki, single-mindedly pursuingtheo đuổi the boy she liked. To a girl who lived on Tanegashima, Takaki the high schooler was captivatingquyến rũ. She couldn’t win him, but she did have the ocean. Takaki didn’t.
 
 Chapter 3—5 Centimeters per Second
 Sweet-and-sour memories of love turn bittervị đắng. Now told in the third person, Takaki’s adult life couldn’t be called “captivatingquyến rũ,” even if you were being diplomaticngoại giao. The town Takaki chose for himself was Tokyo. However, at the university, at his workplacenơi làm việc, and even beside his lover, he couldn’t become his true self there. He couldn’t seem to shake that futilitysự vô ích that had bledchảy máu into him during his childhood. He’d lived how he was forced to, adapted himself to his environment, and the freedom that followed felt more like a cavernhang động than libertytự do. Love is often used to fill holes in hearts. But Akari had been too special. That first love, where everything had fit just right, had been miraculouskỳ diệu. The approval she’d given him had been exceptionalđặc biệt, but now that he was grown up, it had lost its potencyhiệu lực.
 Takaki failed to become the knightHiệp sỹ who protected Akari. That spell had to be broken.
 Finally—through a miraclephép màu, he became able to focus on the future. That miracle was no more than a slightmảnh dẻ, encouraging push to face forward under his own steamhơi nước. To adults, distance and time are shorter and closer than they are to children.
 
 In many stories, when the protagonistnhân vật chính “I” searches for or reclaimsđòi lại his self, it’s done by using romancelãng mạn, or a similar relationship, or a woman as the medium between himself and the world. Many such women appear in the works of Haruki Murakami, which Makoto Shinkai claims as an influence. But this work is no fablengụ ngôn. The visuals, the descriptionsSự miêu tả in this work that echotiếng vang them, the first love that doesn’t work out, and the drabbuồn tẻ adult years—they’re all founded in reality. At first glance, this little love story is almost overlythái quá fantastical, but the shadow of its reality is boundràng buộc to captivatequyến rũ adults.
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CHAPTER ONE
  The school was located in a town called Mizonofuchi, and its name was the rather prosaictục tĩu Mizonofuchi Elementary.
 Of course, Mizonofuchi was a tiny place, extremely rural and deep in the mountains. It didn’t need three or even two elementarytiểu học schools, so that name may have been all that was required.
 The timewornthời gian wooden school building was said to have been built in the early thirties, and it had a sort of dignityphẩm giá about it. It was also the kind of building that looked like it might be hauntedma ám, even in the daytimeban ngày, so it was no wonder Asuna Watase hated it.
 I mean, it’s scaryđáng sợ.
 At this rate, she’d be mistaking her own reflection in the window for a ghostbóng ma.
 A ghostbóng ma with big, adorableđáng yêu eyes, a trimcắt tỉa nose, petitenhỏ nhắn lips, and a cutedễ thương pixietiểu tiên cut, she thought, if only to distractđánh lạc hướng herself from the public executionchấp hành taking place in her sixth-grade class.
 Also known as “getting their tests back.”
 It wasn’t a particularly unusual event. The answer sheets from the students’ term finals were being returned to them and their scores announced aloud—that was all.
 That was all, but Asuna wasn’t very fondngây thơ of this particular way of doing things.
 That may seem surprising, given her stellarthuộc về sao track record, but high achieversngười thành công have their reasons just as much as underachieversngười kém thành tích.
 Even if Asuna could aceát chủ the exam with ease, provided she’d listened carefully in class, there were students who scored twenty or thirty points. Asuna ended up in first place on every test, and she was a prime target for jealousylòng ghen tị from her classmates.
 “Asuna Watase.”
 Ms. Ikeda, her homeroomPhòng gia đình teacher, read off her name. Asuna crossed the creakingcót két floor to the platform.
 “You’re at the head of the class again, Asuna,” the teacher said. “You did very well.”
 “…Thank you.”
 Why did she say that? Nobody needed to know.
 But she only murmuredthì thầm a soft, diplomaticngoại giao thank you. Sure enough, as she took her answer sheet and returned to her seat, she heard whisperingthì thầm.
 “C’mon, Asuna got top place again?”
 “I mean, she’s committeeủy ban chair. I bet she glueskeo dán herself to her desk.”
 “You said it.”
 I do not…, she thought.
 However, Asuna was the type who struggled to say what was on her mind.
 Maybe she’d intentionally get a bad score on the next test—
 Ha. I could never do something like that.
 Sighing inwardlyhướng nội, Asuna returned to her seat.
 The teacher kept returning tests for a while longer, and then, after she’d given back all the answer sheets, she set her hands on the podiumbục giảng.
 “All right, in closing, I have a warning to pass on,” she said. “Recently, several students have reported seeing a bear around Obuchi. Just in case, I want you to go straight home, without taking any side trips.”
 Asuna had been gazingnhìn chằm chằm absentlylơ đễnh at her answer sheet, but she finally looked up.
 …A bear?
 Asuna’s favorite lookoutcoi chưng point was partwayphần đường up the side of Mount Obuchi. It was an outcroplộ ra ngoài that had a view over the entire town, and she always listened to her crystalpha lê radio up there after school.
 It may sound like a rather lonelycô đơn way for an elementarytiểu học schooler to spend the time after class, but Asuna wanted friends as much as other people did. She longed to spend the hours after school with them. But she didn’t know how she was supposed to interacttương tác with friends.
 That being the case, the outcroplộ ra ngoài on Obuchi was an extremely comfortable place for Asuna: She didn’t have to be concernedlo âu about other people.
 After a few more announcements, they paid their respects, and the closing homeroomPhòng gia đình class was over.
 I’ll just hurry home.
 On that thought, she’d reached her shoe lockerkhóa when someone called to her from behind.
 “Aaaasuna.”
 When she turned around, her classmate, Yuu Yazaki, was standing there. She smiled at Asuna.
 “Want to go home together?”
 Asuna was so happy—but she couldn’t give the response she was supposed to.
 “Oh…um.” She didn’t know what to say.
 Even if they did go home together, what should she talk about on the way? If Yuu was only going to feel uncomfortablekhó chịu and avoid her afterwardsau đó, it would be better to keep the distance between them where it was now.
 After that moment of deliberationthảo luận, Asuna told her, “Um, I’m sorry; I’m in a bit of a hurry. Next time, okay?”
 “Oh. Okay then, next time.” Yuu waved, looking a little disappointed.
 Waving back, Asuna thought, Shoot. I did it again.
 She was well aware that this was why she couldn’t make friends. Still, if that knowledge had helped her do anything about it, this wouldn’t have been so hard.
 With some remorsehối hận, she changed her shoes and left through the main entrance.
 A rural town spread out before her.
 Not one of the buildings was over three stories tall; unpavedkhông trải nhựa roads crisscrossedbắt chéo nhau the landscape among all different kinds of farm fields. All that was visible in the distance were tree-covered mountains, and the striking steel towers that stood on them here and there.
 She walked down a gravelsỏi road, through the residentialdân cư district, over a railroadđường sắt crossing, past the familiar old rice shop, and up a hillyđồi núi road flankedhông by stone walls.
 Asuna lived in a traditional two-story Japanese house, the type that was standard in Mizonofuchi. It had a tilengói roof that reflected the sunlight and whitewashedquét vôi trắng walls that were beginning to darkenlàm tối with age. There was no gate out here in the country, and the spaciousrộng rãi front garden ran right up to the wooden door.
 Seeing that there was a white car parked in the garagega-ra by the front door, Asuna gave a little cheerreo hò.
 Mom’s home!
 To Asuna, that was a very happy thing indeed.
 “I’m home!” Unlocking the front door, she called into the house.
 “Welcome back, Asuna,” her mother’s voice responded.
 Hastily kicking off her shoes, Asuna headed for the living room. Her mother was just leaving her bedroom; she was in her pajamasđồ ngủ. Asuna quickly took her test out of her bag.
 “Mom, look, today I—”
 “Oh…Asuna. I’m sorry, but can it wait? I want to get as much sleep as I can before I go in to work tonight.” Her mother sounded very tired.
 Asuna’s mother almost never let herself be seen looking anything less than sharp, but she was a nurse at the clinicphòng khám, and she’d worked last night as well. If she was so short on sleep she couldn’t hide it, this was no time for Asuna to be reporting something as trivialkhông đáng kể as her complicatedphức tap feelings about a test result.
 “Oh… Okay. Yeah, get some rest, Mom.”
 “I’m sorry, Asuna.”
 “No, it’s fine.”
 I should be thanking her, really, she thought. Her mother had been asleepngủ, but she’d gotten up just because Asuna had come home.
 She turned around and headed for the front door again. “I’m going out for a bit. Have a good night at work, Mom.”
 “Thanks. Have fun out there.”
 She set off running.
 She hurried down the stone-walled slope, greetedchào hỏi an old lady she knew in passing, and after making sure no one was watching, she turned onto the railroadđường sắt tracks at the crossing.
 She was going to Mount Obuchi and her favorite lookoutcoi chưng.
 
 The only way to get to Asuna’s spot was to cross a railwayđường sắt bridge that spannednhịp a valleythung lũng. The bridge was only for one train line, so it wasn’t very wide, and it was easily over a dozen meters to the surface of the river below. But this had never frightenedsợ sệt her. Trains only came through once every few hours, and even then, she never forgot to put her ear to the rail to check, just in case, and the bridge was made of good, solid iron.
 Just like always, Asuna began to run across the bridge—and that’s when it happened. Something was wrong, and her footstepsbước chân slowed to a halttạm dừng lại.
 She’d noticed too late—but she couldn’t hear any birds or insectscôn trùng.
 It was summer. Ordinarily, all sorts of wild birds and cicadasve sầu would have been causing an absolutetuyệt đối racketvợt.
 As that thought crossed her mind, Asuna finally spotted it.
 It must have been hiding in the shadows somewhere; it was only about ten meters away from her.
 Asuna’s legs went weak, and she couldn’t move.
 What is that?
 Up there, on the railroadđường sắt bridge, was a brown creature she’d never seen before.
 It was big. Huge. Gargantuan.
 I have to run.
 An instinctivetheo bản năng fear was telling her to fleechạy trốn, but her body wouldn’t do what she wanted.
 Even then, an oddlylạ lùng calm corner of her mind had observed that the creature was rather like a bear. It was much larger than the ones she’d seen on TV, though, and there were a lot of odd protuberanceslồi lõm on its back. When it reared up, there was a geometric pattern in aquanước blue and green on its stomach.
 It’s a monsterquái vật.
 In the brief time it took that thought to cross her mind, the monsterquái vật was right in front of her. It was so close their faces nearly touched; its breath ruffledxù lông her hair, and it raised its right forelegchân trước, then casuallytình cờ swung it down at Asuna.
 In that moment, even Asuna didn’t know what she thought.
 It’s all over? Or I’m going to die? Or perhaps It’s going to kill me?
 There wasn’t much difference between them, but—all she felt was wind.
 The next thing Asuna knew, she was in the arms of a boy. They were about ten meters away, out of range of the monster’s attack. She’d been rescued.
 Slowly, the boy set Asuna on her feet. Then he stood in front of her, shieldingche chắn her. He looked back over his shoulder, giving her a smile that couldn’t have been gentler.
 “It’s all right,” he said to her, as if he were talking to a child.
 With his long hair and well-formed features, it would have been easy to mistake this boy for a girl. He seemed to be about Asuna’s age, maybe a little older.
 She felt her heart racing.
 Wow, he’s really cool.
 The fact that she was able to think that while they were still in danger struck her as oddlylạ lùng funny.
 As the boy confrontedđối đầu the monsterquái vật, his handsomeđẹp trai face promptlykịp thời turned serious, and he took something from the neck of his white shirt.
 The object shone blue in the sunlight. It was a pendantmặt dây chuyền that looked like a crystalpha lê.
 Swinging the pendantmặt dây chuyền slowly, the boy quietly approached the monsterquái vật. The monsterquái vật gave a bestialthú dữ growlgầm gừ, its eyes following the pendant—and with a splutch, a lumpcục bướu of meat fell from its throat to the ground.
 Asuna couldn’t tear her eyes away from the grotesquekỳ cục mass.
 “It’s at the end of its life.”
 The boy spoke as he confrontedđối đầu the monsterquái vật, but it wasn’t clear who he was speaking to.
 “So this is the fateđịnh mệnh of those who remain on the surface…?”
 What was he talking about?
 The next moment, the monsterquái vật swung its right forelegchân trước, and the boy leaped out of the way. His long hair fanned out in the wind, and as he landed, he unleashed a kick that opened the monster’s leg and spatteredvương vãi bright-red blood.
 As he watched it shriekhét lên in pain, there was sadnesssự sầu nảo in the boy’s eyes. Asuna didn’t know why yet.
 Despite his emotion—or perhaps because of it—she screamed.
 “Stop! Don’t kill it!”
 She doubted that she was motivated by anything so noblecao quý as protecting an animal. She simply felt that the boy himself might not want to kill the monsterquái vật.
 She’d distractedbị phân tâm the boy for a moment, and the monsterquái vật seizednắm bắt on the opportunity.
 Its right leg swept through again, catching the boy and sending him flying easily. The boy slammedsập into the bridge railing, coughing painfullyđau đớn as the wind was knocked out of him. He immediately tried to get up, unsuccessfully, and the monster’s clawsmóng vuốt mercilesslykhông thương tiếc slashedchém through him—
 Or that was the scenariokịch bản that played out in her mind’s eye.
 However, in the next instantlập tức…
 “—!”
 Bright light flaredbùng phát from the boy’s pendantmặt dây chuyền, and the monsterquái vật cringedco rúm lại away from it, freezing in its tracks.
 As if trying to keep the light in, the boy clutchedly hợp the pendantmặt dây chuyền with his left hand—his right arm hung limplykhập khiễng, injured by that earlier attack—but the light spilledtràn out, and—
 “No!” the boy screamed…
 …and the monster’s jawquai hàm vanishedbiến mất without a sound, as if the light had shearedxén lông it away…
 …and its enormouslớn lao headlesskhông đầu body collapsed slowly onto the rails.
 Asuna had no idea what was going on. She just stood there, stunnedchoáng váng.
 “……”
 Biting his lip, the boy got to his feet. He briefly bowedcúi đầu his head to the monster’s corpsetử thi.
 Then they heard a train whistlecòi.
 Detecting the foreign object on the rails, the oncomingsắp tới train hastilyvội vàng applied its brakesphanh. Without even glancing at the deceleratinggiảm tốc train, the boy walked over to Asuna.
 “This is the last time,” he said, picking her up again. Everything that had happened in the past few minutes was a muddledlộn xộn messsự lộn xộn in Asuna’s mind even without the embarrassmentsự lúng túng of being held by a boy.
 “U-um, just a—” was all she finally managed.
 The boy gave her another kind smile. “Trust me.”
 And then he jumped off the bridge—down the head-spinning distance to the forest below.
 Whaaaaaaaaaa—?!
 Overwhelmed by terrorkhủng bố, Asuna faintedmờ nhạt.
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER TWO
  Nn…
 Her surroundings were dark, and it took her a few seconds to realize that she was lying down.
 She was looking at the sky. The stars were twinklinglấp lánh.
 Huh? I—
 She searched the depths of her memories.
 On her way to her favorite outcroplộ ra ngoài, she’d encountered a monsterquái vật on the railwayđường sắt bridge and had been saved by a boy.
 The memory she found was hard to believe.
 Did I…dream that? she thought, and just then—
 “You’re awakethức giấc.”
 At the sound of a voice, Asuna joltedgiật mình up to a sitting position.
 She was on top of her favorite outcroplộ ra ngoài, up on Mount Obuchi. The long-haired boy from her memory was sitting on a rock, and he turned to smile at her.
 So it wasn’t a dream?
 “You’re safe now, so don’t worry. Go on home,” he said, getting to his feet.
 He started to walk away, apparentlyrõ ràng having waited for her to wake up.
 The merechỉ là sound of his kind voice set her heart at ease.
 “U-um…”
 As the boy passed her, Asuna knew she had to say something now. “You saved me, didn’t you? Thank you!”
 The boy stopped, then looked back at her. “It’s a good idea to stay away from this mountain.”
 That was all he said before he disappeared into the forest.
 …What’s that supposed to mean?
 In the time it took her to process what he’d said, the boy vanishedbiến mất into the trees—and a cat followed him, its steps light and quick.
 “Mimi!”
 It was the cat who’d been raised with Asuna, ever since she was small. Ordinarily, Mimi would come running whenever Asuna called, but today she ignored her human friend and disappeared into the woods after the boy.
 “……”
 Asuna tried to call after them, but she couldn’t find the words. All she could do was watch them go.
 
 The next day, several men in suits had come to a rockyđanh đá area a little ways downstreamhạ lưu from the railroadđường sắt bridge. They wanderedđi lang thang around the rocks for a little while, searching for something, and before long…
 “Commander, it’s here!”
 One of the men pointed at what he’d discovered.
 The corpsetử thi of that bearlike monsterquái vật.
 The man in sunglasseskính râm who’d been addressed as Commander went over to the monster’s body.
 “This is…”
 He sounded startledgiật mình as he gazednhìn chằm chằm at the corpsetử thi. Plants had sproutednảy mầm from it—varieties that didn’t grow in this season.
 “They’re saplings…and…”
 He crouchedKhúm núm down.
 Part of the corpsetử thi had turned into transparenttrong suốt crystalspha lê.
 “…it’s crystallizedkết tinh… Someone must have come up to the surface,” he murmuredthì thầm, turning around. “Find them!”
 Obeying orders, the suited men scatteredrải rác.
 
 The long-haired boy was gazingnhìn chằm chằm at the sky from the outcroplộ ra ngoài on Mount Obuchi. Mimi was curledcuộn tròn up beside him, asleepngủ.
 “Teacher…,” he murmuredthì thầm to himself.
 Suddenly, Mimi raised her head.
 Noticing it, too, the boy gave a smile that was slightly troubled but happy.
 “She came anyway. Figures… After I warned her and everything.”
 Apparently listening, Mimi mewedkêu meo meo.
 The boy stroked her head. “You’re right. I was hoping she would, too.”
 The figure he had spotted belonged to—Asuna.
 The boy smiled. “I told you coming here wasn’t a good idea.”
 “Yes, but…,” Asuna began, then gulpednuốt chửng the words back down.
 Oh, honestlyThành thật! Why am I so bad at talking?
 Sometimes she was so frustratedbực bội with herself.
 As she thought about it, she spotted Mimi beside the boy.
 “Mimi.”
 When she called, the cat came trottingtrót lọt up to her and nuzzledcái vòi her legs with her cheek.
 “What was that about, huh? You’ve never gotten attached to anybody except me before.”
 Asuna stroked Mimi’s head, and it relaxed her a little; she felt the words she needed to say to the boy surface in her mind.
 “This was my spot before it was yours. I don’t want anybody telling me I can’t come here.”
 Asuna wasn’t trying to criticizechỉ trích him for what he’d said the day before; she hadn’t realized that it might come across that way.
 However, those words didn’t seem to sourchua the boy’s mood. He only smiled at her gently. “You’re just like me.”
 “Huh?”
 I am?
 Asuna stared blanklytrống rỗng back at him.
 “I wanted to come, so I came,” he said.
 Slowly, he got to his feet.
 She still didn’t understand what he was saying to her.
 Think.
 She went back over her own words, then compared them to what the boy had said.
 What she’d said was, in effect, “You told me not to come, but I came anyway, because I wanted to be here.” Did that mean someone had stopped this boy, too, but he’d wanted to come anyway?
 Who stopped him, and why?
 Asuna looked perplexedlúng túng.
 “My name is Shun,” the boy said cheerfullyvui vẻ. “It’s good to meet you.”
 He gave her a kind smile.
 He really does smile a lot—and it looks so good on him, she thought. He’s kinda handsomeđẹp trai, really.
 That was when she realized he’d just introduced himself.
 She could handle self-introductions. All she had to do was introduce herself back.
 “I’m Asuna.”
 But it came out sounding brusquecộc cằn.
 And why’m I only telling him my first name? I’m not even going to give him my full name? —Wait, Shun didn’t give me his last name, either, so maybe that’s all right?
 As Asuna’s mind went in circles, she tried to cover for herself. She took another look at Shun and thought, This is one of those things, isn’t it? Attractive people are used to being told they’re attractive, so I should complimentlời khen his clothesquần áo or his taste in something else instead.
 As she was digging up memories of girls’ mangatruyện she’d read—she noticed something.
 The shirt over Shun’s right forearmcánh tay was bloody.
 “You’re bleedingsự chảy máu!” she said without thinking.
 As the daughter of a nurse, Asuna had always been especially sensitive to this sort of thing since she was small. She couldn’t just leave it alone.
 “Is that from yesterday?”
 Shun’s smile was the same as ever. “Yes, but it’s fine.”
 “Fine? It doesn’t look like you’ve treated it at all. We should really disinfectkhử trùng it, but there’s no antisepticsát trùng here… Oh, for goodnesslòng tốt’ sakelợi ích! Just sit there for a second!”
 “O-okay.”
 Yielding to Asuna’s intensitycường độ, Shun resettledtái định cư himself on the rock. After thinking a little bit, Asuna didn’t see anything else that looked like it would work and wrapped her scarfkhăn quàng cổ around Shun’s arm. If she tied it tightly, it would at least stop the bleedingsự chảy máu.
 “You should go to a hospital later and get it looked at for real.”
 “……”
 Shun gazednhìn chằm chằm at the scarfkhăn quàng cổ for a little while. “So it’s your spot?” he said abruptly.
 Asuna briefly wondered what he meant, then realized he was continuing their earlier conversation. She’d claimed that this outcroplộ ra ngoài on Obuchi was “her spot.”
 She noddedgật đầu. “Uh-huh. The radio gets the best receptionthu nhận up here,” she said proudly.
 Shun stared blanklytrống rỗng back. “Radio?”
 He couldn’t possibly not know what radios were, could he?
 Either way, a look was worth a thousand words. Although that seems like a weirdkỳ quặc way to put it in this case, Asuna thought. She also wanted to show off her treasurekho báu a little.
 “Do you want to listen to it?” she asked, and Shun noddedgật đầu.
 Asuna promptlykịp thời reached into a space between the rocks, then pulled out a cookiebánh quy tinthiếc she’d hidden there.
 This was no ordinary cookiebánh quy tinthiếc, though. There was an antennaăng-ten inside it—and a tuning circuitmạch, a detectormáy dò circuitmạch, and a receiverngười nhận.
 This tinthiếc was the crystalpha lê radio that had been Asuna’s treasurekho báu since she was little.
 “This is the diodeđiốt.”
 Asuna took a blue crystalpha lê out of her breast pocket and fitted it into its place in the tinthiếc.
 Both the crystalpha lê and the radio were mementoskỷ niệm of her deceasedngười chết father—the only two physical items she had ever received from him.
 “The receptionthu nhận depends on the time of day and the weather, too.”
 “…!”
 For just a moment, Shun’s expression changed, but Asuna didn’t see it.
 Shun pointed at the crystalpha lê. “Listen, that stone—”
 “Got it!” Asuna happily interruptedbị gián đoạn as the set picked up a radio signal.
 Shun broke off, and his sentence remained unfinished.
 Asuna handed one of the earphonestai nghe to Shun, and they listened together.
 “It’s a music program,” she said.
 Shun didn’t respond. “……”
 As he listened to the music, he was thinking.
 It’s a clavis…
 There was no mistake.
 What a stroke of luck!
 As they listened, Shun was reflecting on his life up to that point.
 He’d longed to go to the surface, had insisted on having his way, and had followed his teacher.
 I know coming to the surface invites an early death, but still…
 Unaware of her companion’s thoughts, Asuna took a sandwichbánh mì sandwich from her bag and held it out to Shun, who was looking up at the sky.
 “Want one?”
 It was one of her extra-special sandwichesbánh mì sandwich. It was a simple BLT, but that was why she was confident that it was deliciousthơm ngon.
 “…Thank you. I was hungryđói bụng.”
 After taking a bite of her own sandwichbánh mì sandwich, Asuna said, “Earlier…”
 As Shun gazednhìn chằm chằm at her kindlytử tế, she told him something important—something she’d never told anyone else.
 What made her do it?
 She didn’t know. She just knew that she wouldn’t mind talking about it, as long as it was with Shun.
 “One time, I picked up a strange melodygiai điệu. I’d never heard it before, and it was so mysterioushuyền bí. Like someone’s heart had been turned into sound waves.”
 Shun knew instinctivelytheo bản năng that it had been his “song.”
 “When I heard it, it brought happiness and sadnesssự sầu nảo, too. It made me feel like I wasn’t alone.”
 And the one who’d heard his song had been his teacher’s daughter! What an incredibleđáng kinh ngạc twist of fateđịnh mệnh.
 “It’s stayed with me ever since… I want to hear it again.”
 “……”
 Shun wasn’t saying anything, and Asuna was suddenly nervous. Had she said something she shouldn’t have again? They’d only just met; why was she blabbingba hoa about all these things? Maybe she’d gotten carried away because he was handsomeđẹp trai. She needed to cover for herself somehow, but she couldn’t find the words.
 Timidly, Asuna said his name. “…Shun?”
 Shun couldn’t speak.
 Oh…
 As he watched Mimi playing with a summer bugsâu bọ, a thought passed through his heart.
 I have no regrets left.
 Slowly, ever so slowly, the sun began to set.
 As he gazednhìn chằm chằm at the lingeringkéo dài orange light in the western sky, Shun smiled. “—You haven’t asked me about anything, Asuna.”
 That came out of nowherehư không, and Asuna responded on reflexphản xạ. “Huh?”
 It made him smile again. “You must have all sorts of questions.”
 All sorts of questions.
 Maybe he was right. Come to think of it, there were lots and lots of things she wanted to ask him, including everything that had happened yesterday. For the moment, though, she simply wanted confirmationxác nhận. “…Do you mean about that bear thing?”
 “Yeah.”
 “I do, but…I don’t have to ask them now. After all, I’ve got a tontấn of things to ask about. I think it’ll take a really long time.”
 She meant it. However, she’d also realized that this would give her an excuse to meet him again. “I’ll come back tomorrow, okay?”
 I can just ask him what I want to know then, she thought.
 Instead of replayingphát lại, Shun slowly went to lie back on the ground and murmuredthì thầm, “I came from a farawayxa place called Agartha.”
 She’d never heard of it before.
 Agartta? “…Like another country?”
 As soon as she asked it, she thought, What kind of silly question is that? No place in Japan would have a name like that.
 However, Shun went on without answering her question.
 “There was something I wanted to see, and someone I wanted to find. No matter what it took.”
 Then Shun took the pendantmặt dây chuyền from his shirt.
 It was a jewelviên ngọc quý that looked like a blue crystalpha lê. A clavis.
 Holding it up to the sunsetHoàng hôn, he went on.
 “—But I have no regrets anymore.”
 It wasn’t clear how much Asuna understood about what he was saying. She simply gave an honest reply. “…So your wish came true, then.”
 Shun didn’t respond. Instead, he sat up. “You should go home before it gets dark.”
 She’d been dismissed, and she started to worry that she’d said something wrong. Still, Asuna couldn’t suppresskìm nén her desire to stay with him just a little longer.
 “I know. I’ll go once the cicadasve sầu stop crying,” she said.
 Meanwhile, Shun thought, I have to make sure to do this, if nothing else.
 “—Asuna.”
 At the end. At his end.
 “I’ll give you a blessing.”
 “Huh?”
 Once again, Asuna didn’t understand what he’d said. Why does Shun keep saying things out of nowherehư không like that? she thought.
 “Close your eyes.”
 “……”
 She did as he said.
 And ever so gently…
 …Shun kissed her on the foreheadtrán.
 Startled, Asuna’s eyes flew open.
 “Huh? D-did you just—? Um…”
 She’d blushedđỏ mặt bright red, and Shun gazednhìn chằm chằm at her peacefully.
 Meanwhile, Asuna couldn’t believe what had just happened. She thought she might have imagined it.
 “…Ki-ki-ki-kiss…?”
 She couldn’t get the words out—but there was no way she could simply say “Did you just kiss me?”
 “Asuna,” Shun said.
 Here at the end, there’s only one thing I want.
 “All I want is for you to live.”
 “U-um…I, uh…”
 Asuna didn’t understand just how important those words were—or rather, she hadn’t recovered from the shock of being kissed.
 At the sensitive age of eleven, being kissed by a cutedễ thương boy—even if it was only on the forehead—was a lot for her to process.
 She was embarrassedlúng túng, plain and simple, and she couldn’t bear to stay there any longer.
 “I-I’m sorry; I’ll see you tomorrow,” she told him.
 Still obliviousquên to what Shun truly meant to say, Asuna put the crystalpha lê radio into her bag, and—
 I have to promise, she thought.
 “See you tomorrow.”
 With that, she ran away as one thought churnedkhuấy động in her mind.
 He kissed me, he kissed me, he kissed me, he kissed me…
 
 Shun watched her go, then glanced over his shoulder.
 A wide, vast landscape, the sights of the surface, spread out below him.
 As he took it all in, he lost track of time…
 …and then the stars began to come out.
 It was what he’d always, always wanted to see, what he’d longed constantly to witness.
 The sky of the surface, shining with stars.
 Shun spoke to the cat beside him. “You got a fine name, didn’t you?” He closed his eyes, then opened them. “I can’t take Asuna to a better place, so…please do it for me.”
 Those were the last words Shun ever said to anyone.
 When he took a step forward, his next words were only for himself.
 “—Right now, I’m really afraid.”
 A beautiful, glorioushuy hoàng sky—a sky full of stars.
 “But I’m really happy, too.”
 Into that sea.
 “It looks like I could reach out and touch them.”
 His outstretcheddang ra hand tried to catch a star.
 His vision blurredbị mờ.
 And then—
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER THREE
  Morning came again.
 Asuna’s day always began with eating breakfast and fixing her lunch of rolled omeletstrứng tráng, sausagesLạp xưởng, spinachrau chân vịt, and fish left over from the previous evening. While Asuna was putting it all together as usual, she heard a car outside.
 Her mother was home from her night shift.
 “Welcome back, Mom!”
 Happily, she called out as soon as the door opened. Her mother came to the kitchen.
 “Hi, Asuna. What’s this? Two lunches?”
 Asuna’s heart skippednhảy a beat. She couldn’t possibly tell her she was making the second one for a boy.
 “Uh-huh. One’s for my friend.” Speaking as casuallytình cờ as she could manage, Asuna put the lidsNắp on the lunchboxes. She didn’t want her mother to notice she’d put just a little extra effort into them. “You’re going to have breakfast, right, Mom? It’s all ready.”
 “Thank you, Asuna.”
 “Maybe we can eat together…”
 Asuna loved eating with her mother. Nothing was loneliercô đơn than eating alone. When she was with someone else, her food seemed twice as good—although that might have been because she’d been raised by a single parent.
 However, her mother said, “You’ve already eaten, haven’t you?” She sounded a bit surprised.
 That was true; Asuna had already had breakfast. However, she didn’t back down right away.
 “I could handle one more bowl. I’m still a little hungryđói bụng.”
 She just wanted to sit at the table with her mother.
 And yet…
 Her mother glanced at the clock, then turned back to Asuna. “No, honeyMật ong. Leave for school, so you won’t be late.”
 With that, she started for the living room, taking off her jacket as she went.
 “……”
 It wouldn’t do to be late for school, of course, but Asuna had been planning to allow enough time. Her mother could have let them eat together, at least.
 Mom probably hadn’t seen that she was poutingbĩu môi, but Asuna heard her voice from the living room.
 “Asuna.”
 “?”
 What could it be?
 Whatever it was, she was happy her mother was talking to her. She waited for the next words, and although she’d let her hopes rise a little, what she heard was more than she ever dreamed.
 “Would you like to go out to eat tonight? I have the day off.”
 “Do you mean it?!”
 How long had it been since they had gone out to eat together? Asuna thought back, but it was so long ago that she couldn’t remember.
 “In that case, I’ll be home by six!”
 “Hmm? By six? That’s a bit late, isn’t it? Where are you going?”
 Her mother’s questions were reasonable. But if Asuna said she was going to meet a boy, Mom might worry, or she might teasechọc ghẹo her about it. She wanted to avoid both.
 “To see a friend!” Asuna grabbed her backpackbalo and headed for the front door. “Okay, I’m leaving!”
 Her mother had come out to see her off, and it only took her one glance to notice. “Asuna, where’s your scarfkhăn quàng cổ?”
 “Um.” She couldn’t tell her the truth. “I lost it! I’ll buy one at the co-op!”
 With that, Asuna stamped her feet into her shoes.
 “Have a nice day.”
 With her mother’s voice behind her, she flew through the front door.
 
 That day, dark clouds covered the sky, and by afternoon, it was raining hard.
 Still, Asuna headed for the outcroplộ ra ngoài to meet Shun.
 He wasn’t there.
 Feeling a trace of lonelinesssự cô đơn, Asuna went under the trees, taking shelter from the rain, and waited for him. After all, he might show up later.
 We did say we’d see each other today.
 So Asuna kept waiting.
 Maybe it’s because of the rain…
 What if he’d decided he didn’t like her? What would she do then? Had she said something weirdkỳ quặc yesterday and unknowingly upset him? What if he didn’t even want to see her?
 She shook her head to dispelgiải tán those dark thoughts.
 Asuna stayed until she absolutely had to leave—after all, she’d promised to go home for dinner—but Shun never came.
 
 Her disappointmentthất vọng felt rather like her soddenướt sũng, heavy clothesquần áo.
 She trudgedlê bước home, opened the front door, and called into the house.
 “I’m home. Mom, can you get me a towelcái khăn lau?”
 Her mother appeared with a bath towelcái khăn lau, looking rather tensecăng thẳng.
 Huh? Did something happen? Asuna wondered.
 “Didn’t you take an umbrellaChiếc ô?”
 “No.” She shook her head, and her mother began drying her hair with the towelcái khăn lau.
 “Wait, I can do it myself!”
 What kind of sixth graderhọc sinh lớp lets someone else dry her head?!
 But her mother kept rufflingxù lông her hair with the towelcái khăn lau, and then—
 Out of nowherehư không, she huggedôm Asuna to her.
 “Huh? Wha—? Mom, what’s wrong?”
 “Asuna, listen, and stay calm.”
 Sensing something serious, Asuna swallowednuốt hard.
 “…Okay.”
 The gravityTrọng lực in her mother’s voice was enough to give Asuna a bad feeling.
 Slowly, as if giving a simple explanation to a young child, she said, “A boy was found on the dry riverbedlòng sông below that outcroplộ ra ngoài you like to visit. He had your scarfkhăn quàng cổ wrapped around his arm. Asuna…he was dead.”
 “______”
 Asuna couldn’t absorbhấp thụ what she’d just heard. There was a pause.
 I have to tell her she’s wrong, she thought.
 Shun, dead? Unbelievable.
 “It wasn’t him. I mean, he wouldn’t fall.”
 “…Asuna.”
 “It’s fine. It’s not him. Don’t worry.”
 All she could do was say the words in a rush to stavekhuông nhạc off the anxietysự lo lắng.
 “Oh, it’s raining, so could we maybe go out to eat some other time? I’ll go do my homeworkbài tập về nhà.” With that, Asuna ran toward her room.
 “Asuna…,” her mother said behind her.
 “Really, it’s okay.”
 Asuna went up the stairs…
 …and gazednhìn chằm chằm out the window.
 The rain was falling steadily down.
 Mount Obuchi, Asuna’s favorite place, was dark and indistinctkhông rõ ràng.
 “……”
 She couldn’t possibly believe that Shun was dead.
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER FOUR
  At school the next day, there was a bit of a commotionhuyên náo in the sixth-grade classroom.
 Ms. Ikeda was going on maternitythai sản leave, and a severe-looking, bespectacledđeo kính cận teacher named Ryuuji Morisaki had come to substitute for her.
 The boys grumbledcàu nhàu about the fact that they hadn’t gotten a female teacher, while the consensusđoàn kết among the girls was that he was “actually kinda handsomeđẹp trai.”
 Frankly, Asuna didn’t have the mental energy to spare on that. She couldn’t get the idea that Shun might be dead out of her mind; it was all she’d thought about since yesterday.
 They were in the middle of their Japanese Language class, and Morisaki was explaining a passage from the Kojiki to them.
 “Stricken with griefnỗi buồn, Izanagi journeyed deep undergroundbí mật to Yomi-no-kuni, the land of the dead, in order to resurrectsống lại his wife, Izanami.”
 To resurrectsống lại his wife.
 Those words resonatedcộng hưởng strongly with Asuna.
 Was it really possible to bring someone back to life?
 Morisaki continued. “Deep below the earth, Izanagi was reunitedđoàn tụ with Izanami. However, Izanami told him, ‘I already belong to the land of the dead. If the god of Yomi permits it, I may return to you, but on one condition: While I am speaking with the god, whatever you do, please don’t look at me.’ But Izanagi broke his promise and opened the door of Yomi. In the end, she was lost to him. This is an excerptđoạn trích from one of the mythsthần thoại in the Kojiki.”
 Closing the textbooksách giáo khoa with a snap, Morisaki continued.
 “All over the world, there are mythsthần thoại about people going undergroundbí mật in order to revivehồi sinh a lover. To Yomi-no-kuni, Hades, Shambhala, Agartha.”
 “______!”
 Asuna looked up sharplyđột ngột from her textbooksách giáo khoa.
 Agartha.
 That was where Shun had said he’d come from.
 Morisaki noticed the change in Asuna’s expression, but he went on with his lesson as though nothing had happened.
 “The names are different, but they all hint at the existence of an undergroundbí mật world. Humans once believed that the secret of their deaths lay under the earth.”
 
 After school, Asuna went to the library.
 What if there was a way to bring Shun back to life?
 …She wasn’t seriously entertaining such a ridiculouslố bịch idea, but Morisaki’s lesson had intriguedâm mưu her, and she wanted to find out more about Agartha.
 However, even if the school itself had a long history, this was just an elementarytiểu học school library. There were almost no books that mentioned legendshuyền thoại about undergroundbí mật worlds. All she found were books that said, as Morisaki had, that similar legendshuyền thoại were found worldwidetrên toàn thế giới.
 She left the library a little discouragedchán nản. What should I do? Could I just ask Mr. Morisaki?
 “Asunaaaa, are you going home?” Yuu called to her again.
 “Hi, Yuu.”
 She was delighted, but she had to work hard to keep it from showing in her voice. She didn’t want anybody to think she was a weirdobất thường who got excitedhào hứng over something so trivialkhông đáng kể.
 “Wanna go together?”
 The invitation made Asuna incrediblyvô cùng happy. At the same time, though, she was bewilderedhoang mang. Why had Yuu asked somebody like her? Is it because she doesn’t know about all the things that are wrong with me? If they talked, and Yuu found out more about her, would she end up despisingcoi thường her?
 “Oh, um.”
 I have to say no.
 For some reason, that thought reached her mouth first, and…
 “Th-there’s something I want to ask Mr. Morisaki.”
 It wasn’t a lie.
 She’d been conflictedmâu thuẫn until just a minute ago, but now that she’d said it, all she had to do was make it the truth.
 However, Yuu smiled. “I’ll wait for you, then. It shouldn’t take too long, right?”
 “Huh? Oh.”
 True, questions for teachers didn’t usually take much time. If she kept refusing anyway, would Yuu start to dislikekhông thích her for it?
 “I-in that case, sure, wait a minute.”
 Her heart was pounding.
 Today, I’ll be going home from school with Yuu.
 How far would it be before their routes divergedphân ra? What should she talk about on the way?
 While Asuna was bracinggiằng herself for the walk home, Yuu lowered her voice a little.
 “You know, Mr. Morisaki is kinda scaryđáng sợ. Today’s class freakedkỳ quái me out.”
 “It did?”
 She hadn’t expected that—but on second thought, maybe it wasn’t surprising. The subject of dead people and resurrectionphục sinh might be frighteningđáng sợ for ordinary children.
 As she was about to nodgật đầu in agreement, Yuu went on. “I think Mr. Morisaki’s wife is dead. I heard Ms. Ikeda talking about it a little while ago.”
 Asuna understood what Yuu was getting at right away.
 Today’s lesson and the teacher’s dead wife—when she put those two facts together, what Yuu was suggesting was immediately obviousrõ ràng.
 Maybe he wants to bring his wife back from the dead.
 Yes… Just like she herself was wondering whether there was a way to bring Shun back to life.
 “What’s the matter, Asuna?” Yuu sounded worried.
 Asuna must have gotten lost in thought; she hastilyvội vàng shook her head.
 “N-nothing. Okay, I’ll be right back.”
 She left Yuu and went to the facultykhoa room door.
 Why did facultykhoa rooms always make her nervous, even when she hadn’t done anything wrong?
 As she wondered this, Asuna knocked. “Excuse me. Is Mr. Morisaki here?”
 She stepped inside, but as it happened, she’d been nervous for nothing.
 “Mr. Morisaki? He’s gone home already,” Ms. Ikeda said.
 Asuna was disappointed. Still, if there was a way to resurrectsống lại Shun, she wanted to find out about it as soon as she possibly could. That thought pushed her toward her next question.
 “U-um.”
 “What?”
 “Could you please tell me where he lives?”
 Despite the abruptnesssự đột ngột of the request, Ms. Ikeda politely gave her Mr. Morisaki’s address. Perhaps she understood that Asuna’s question was an urgentcấp bách one.
 When she left the facultykhoa room, Yuu was waiting for her.
 Asuna had half forgotten she’d be there. “Oh, I-I’m sorry,” she said hastilyvội vàng. “I kept you waiting, didn’t I?”
 Yuu smiled and said something that made her very happy: “It’s fine. I thought it was going to take longer.”
 And even so, she’d been planning to wait.
 Asuna thought she really should thank her, but she didn’t know what to say, so all she managed was, “Um, so yeah. It sounds like Mr. Morisaki’s already gone home.”
 She hated that she couldn’t just say a simple thank you.
 However, Yuu didn’t seem to be botheredlàm phiền.
 “Okay, you wanna go?”
 “S-sure.”
 And so Asuna left the school with Yuu.
 She couldn’t maintain her end of the conversation. Yuu would come up with something to say, and Asuna would respond. That was all.
 Asuna had read in a book somewhere that if you wanted to keep a conversation going, you had to either respond in ways that would encourage the other person to ask questions or ask questions of your own. The knowledge didn’t help her at all.
 “Well, I need to go this way, so…”
 While they were talking, they’d reached the point where Yuu’s route split off.
 Feeling frustratedbực bội and disheartenedchán nản after yet another failure to have a real conversation, Asuna said, “Okay. See you tomorrow.”
 Somehow, at the very end, she managed to smile. Or she hoped she did.
 And then…
 After saying good-bye to Yuu, Asuna waited just a little, then turned back the way they’d come.
 She hadn’t wanted Yuu to know, but Mr. Morisaki lived in that direction.
 Moreover, she wanted to learn more about Agartha, no matter what, and do it as soon as possible.
 She just couldn’t get it out of her mind.
 
 Morisaki lived in an old apartment building, and right about then, he was by himself, writing a report on a typewritermáy đánh chữ.
 …A typewritermáy đánh chữ, meaning the only characters he could type were the Latin alphabetbảng chữ cái.
 Accordingly, the text was in a foreign language, and needlesskhông cần thiết to say, the report wasn’t one for the school from Mr. Morisaki, the teacher.
 It was directed to the organization that called him Commander Morisaki.
 Suddenly, his hands stopped.
 His eyes turned to a hand-cranked music box that sat on top of the desk, and just then…
 The intercomhệ thống liên lạc nội bộ sounded.
 “……”
 When Morisaki opened the front door, Asuna was standing there.
 It was the first time she’d ever visited a teacher at home, and she was so nervous she could hardly stand it. But she’d rung for him, and now he was here, so she had to speak.
 “Um, I’m sorry, there was something I wanted to ask you about.”
 “Oh— Uh, it’s Asuna Watase, right?”
 “Y-yes sir.”
 “I don’t have all the students’ names memorizedghi nhớ yet, you see. I was worried I’d get yours wrong.”
 Giving Asuna a pleasant welcome, Morisaki showed her to a table in the living room.
 It was more like a Western-style living room than a traditional Japanese one, Asuna thought. She wasn’t used to seeing a table with chairs, a closetbuồng nhỏ, or a tea set.
 Books were piledĐóng cọc in tall stacksngăn xếp all around the room, and she wondered whether all teachers’ houses were like that.
 “Would you like some coffee?”
 His kind offer took her by surprise.
 “Huh? Oh, y-yes,” she hurried to respond. “If I could have some milk in it, please.”
 Morisaki made instantlập tức coffee, poured a generoushào phóng amount of milk into one of the cups, then set it on the table. He set the other cup down on the opposite side, then took a seat.
 “Thank you very much.”
 Wait, I haven’t told him anything yet. I have to say something, fast, she thought, coming to the conclusion that she should give a greetingLời chào.
 “I-I’m sorry to botherlàm phiền you out of nowherehư không. Ms. Ikeda told me where you lived…”
 “As you can see, I live alone. There’s no need for formalitiesthủ tục… Although, I’ve just moved in, so there isn’t much here except books.” Speaking gently, Morisaki pushed his glasses up with his middle finger. “And? What was it you wanted to ask?”
 “______”
 She shouldn’t mention Agartha and resurrectingsống lại the dead.
 Quickly coming to that decision, Asuna said, “Um, it was about today’s lesson.”
 Morisaki broke into a smile. “Yes, you were listening very eagerlyháo hức,” he said. There was something vaguelymơ hồ ominousđáng ngại about that smile. “Is there someone you’d like to bring back to life?”
 “______!”
 She couldn’t say anything.
 If she’d said she didn’t want to resurrectsống lại Shun, she would have been lying.
 On the other hand, she vaguelymơ hồ sensed that actually saying so aloudlớn tiếng might be…dangerous. It would be dangerous.
 Even so, Morisaki seemed to have taken her silence as a yes.
 Then he said it.
 “Are you the one who met the boy who claimed to be from Agartha?”
 “Huh…?”
 How had he known that?
 Morisaki held a notebooksổ tay out to the bewilderedhoang mang girl. “Take a look at this.”
 The foreign words on the cover read MIZONOFUCHI REPORT.
 That part wasn’t anything special, but—
 Underneath them, in red inkmực, was a stamp that said CONFIDENTIAL.
 This was classifiedđược phân loại information.
 If she read this, there was no going back… But that thought didn’t occur to Asuna.
 She opened the book and flippedlật through a few pages with photos pasteddán onto them, without really understanding— But then her eyes fell on one particular picture, and she gave a little cry.
 It showed the corpsetử thi of that bearlike monsterquái vật.
 Realizing which photo Asuna was looking at, Morisaki said, “We call those Quetzal Coatls. They guard the gates to Agartha.” He opened another notebooksổ tay, showing it to Asuna. “One more thing. What do you think of this?”
 The book seemed to be a collection of social studies materials; it held several photographs of grotesquekỳ cục statuesbức tượng. She couldn’t explain what it was in just a word or two, but something about them was different from the living creatures she knew.
 “They look a little like that earlier one.”
 Morisaki noddedgật đầu. “They’re statuesbức tượng of Sumerian gods from over three millennia ago. Long ago, gods like these were all over the world, and they guided humankindloài người through its infancythời thơ ấu. They are the Quetzal Coatls.”
 “Quetzal Coatls…” Asuna repeated the word softly, and Morisaki noddedgật đầu again.
 “Before long, humanitynhân loại had outgrowncao hơn their gods. Realizing that their role had ended, the Quetzal Coatls went undergroundbí mật, leaving gatekeepersngười gác cổng behind. A few clansthị tộc followed them.”
 “Clans?”
 The word wasn’t one Asuna was familiar with, but Morisaki didn’t elaboratephức tạp.
 “They say a few humans went undergroundbí mật with the Quetzal Coatls. They live in Agartha, the world below. Agartha still holds the lost wisdomkhôn ngoan of the gods, and they say there’s a place in it where any wish can be granted.”
 The smile Morisaki wore then was fearless—or that was one word for it, at any rate. It frightenedsợ sệt Asuna, just a little.
 Then Morisaki said it aloudlớn tiếng:
 
 “—Even the resurrectionphục sinh of the dead.”
 
 The resurrectionphục sinh of the dead.
 Asuna swallowednuốt hard. “Um, does Agartha really…”
 …exist? was what she was planning to ask, but her voice slowly faded, leaving the question unfinished.
 “I couldn’t say. It may be only a legendhuyền thoại. There are a variety of theories; I’m just—I’m just researching it.”
 “But…”
 Didn’t you want to resurrectsống lại your wife?
 Asuna wasn’t able to finish that sentence, either, this time because Morisaki got to his feet and interruptedbị gián đoạn her.
 “All right, you should run along home. It’s getting dark.”
 “Mr. Morisaki…”
 Maybe it was because Asuna had believed what Shun had told her, or maybe she wanted to believe in the possibility of bringing him back to life. She didn’t know which it was herself, but—
 “I think Agartha really does exist,” she said.
 How had Morisaki interpretedthông dịch that remark?
 The heat in his tone from a moment before was gone now.
 “It’s going to be dark soon,” he said, now simply a teacher concernedlo âu for his student. “Head straight home; don’t take any detoursđường vòng.”
 
 On the way home, at the usual railroadđường sắt crossing, Asuna spotted Mimi.
 “Mimi!”
 The moment the cat heard Asuna’s voice, she took off running down the tracks.
 Asuna ran after her, compelledbắt buộc by some reason she couldn’t explain. But Mimi kept pulling farther and farther ahead.
 “Wait!”
 This wasn’t normal.
 Ordinarily, Mimi did what she told her, and yet…
 When was it that Mimi stopped listening to me?
 She soon remembered.
 It had been when Shun appeared.
 “Mimi!”
 Asuna couldn’t hope to catch up to a cat who was running at full speed, and before long, she’d lost sight of her.
 By then, Asuna had reached the railroadđường sắt bridge.
 Then she saw it.
 Up on the side of the mountain, on her favorite outcroplộ ra ngoài, a blue light shone.
 “…!”
 Asuna started walking. Something inside her urged her to hurry.
 Her steps grew faster and faster, until she broke into a run again.
 That blue light was definitely from Shun’s jewelviên ngọc quý.
 And that meant—
 When Asuna reached the outcroplộ ra ngoài, pantingthở hổn hển for breath, there he was, wearing an unfamiliarkhông quen leather cloakáo choàng and unconventionalkhác thường clothesquần áo.
 It was Shun.
 Registering Asuna’s presence, he turned around.
 The blue jewelviên ngọc quý was shining on his chest.
 “…!”
 Ready to cry, Asuna ran to him.
 “Shun!”
 She took his hands, forgetting herself in her joy.
 “Shun! Shun, I knew it!” Asuna shouted, heart leaping with delight.
 He was alive. He hadn’t fallen from the outcroplộ ra ngoài; of course he hadn’t.
 …But Shun’s response wasn’t any of the things she’d been hoping for.
 He roughly shook off Asuna’s hands. “Who are you?” he said.
 Openly warythận trọng, Shun paused for a brief moment, then grumbledcàu nhàu to himself.
 “So he made contact with a Topsider?”
 “Shun…?”
 When Asuna called to him, Shun shook his head. “He’s gone. Whatever happened, just forget it.”
 Asuna had no idea what was going on.
 She was confused, but just as she was about to say something to him…
 Right in front of the outcroplộ ra ngoài, a helicoptertrực thăng rosehoa hồng into view.
 Asuna reflexively shieldedche chắn her face from the wind and the light it turned on them.
 “Arch Angels…!” Shun said. He whirledquay cuồng toward Asuna, his cloakáo choàng flaringloe ra out behind him. “I’m going!”
 But then—
 Before he could get very far, three men in what looked like military fatiguesmệt mỏi appeared in front of him, holding guns at the ready. Tsking quietly in irritationkích thích, Shun stopped in his tracks. The men were wearing masksmặt nạ and goggleskính bảo hộ, and it wasn’t possible to make out their faces.
 The man in the center took a step toward them. “Are you from Agartha, boy?” he asked, holding out his right hand. “Hand over the clavis.”
 Asuna couldn’t even begin to understand what was going on.
 Guns? Are those real?
 The situation was unfoldingmở ra far too fast.
 “Who…are these people?” she murmuredthì thầm.
 As she spoke, the helicoptertrực thăng slowly began to move. Asuna had no way of knowing it was a military helicopter—but its machine gun was pointed straight at the two of them.
 “Dammit!”
 Grabbing Asuna’s hand, Shun broke into a run away from the group.
 Two of the men quickly prepared to shoot, but their leader stopped them.
 Shun took a flying leap off the outcroplộ ra ngoài, pulling Asuna into his arms in midairgiữa không trung, then plungedlao xuống toward the forest below—from a height that any normal person would expect to die from.
 “Aaaaaaaaah!”
 But while Asuna screamed, Shun used the branches of the trees to break their fall, touched down on the soil, and started to run.
 Once the helicoptertrực thăng had confirmed they were alive, its machine gun opened fire on the ground, kicking up dust behind them.
 Shun appeared to evadetrốn tránh all of it—but appearances were deceivinglừa dối.
 “Don’t hit them,” the man who’d spoken earlier had ordered. “We’ll make them lead us to the gate.”
 Naturally, the fleeingchạy trốn pair weren’t aware of his intentions.
 
 If Shun hadn’t been there, Asuna would have thought the rock door was simply a dead end in the cavehang.
 Putting all his strength behind it, Shun pushed the rock to the side, opening it to reveal a secret passage while the jewelviên ngọc quý on his chest radiatedphát xạ blue light.
 “That jewelviên ngọc quý…”
 “It’s a clavis. I came up to the surface to get it back,” Shun brusquelycộc cằn replied as he started into the depths of the cavehang.
 Asuna was still completely bewilderedhoang mang, but it didn’t seem as though she’d be able to settle things peacefully with the military types outside, so with no other options, she followed him.
 “They won’t be able to get in here now. You won’t need a clavis to get out; wait until morning, then go home.”
 “You said ‘the surface.’” As Asuna ran after Shun, she asked, “Does that mean Agartha really is undergroundbí mật?”
 “…You even heard about that?” He sounded appalled—or just surprised.
 “Shun… Did you lose your memory?”
 “I’m—”
 Shun started to speak, but then he launched himself off the ground, grabbing Asuna and pulling her with him. A moment later, the ceilingtrần nhà crumbledbể nát ra, and the helicopter’s machine gun was about to assaulttấn công them again.
 No, not quite.
 Shun made that call in the blinknháy mắt of an eye.
 The machine gun was only there to break open the entrance to the cavehang.
 “Dammit— They’re coming in!”
 Shun headed farther and farther back, and Asuna followed him into the cavehang.
 There was no telling how vast the cavernhang động actually was. It went on and on, sometimes turning into a verticalthẳng đứng shafttrục, sometimes collecting water in small pools.
 I doubt I’ll be able to get back on my own now, Asuna thought.
 “Hey, just how far are we—?”
 She started to speak, then gulpednuốt chửng the words back down.
 In the rock wall, she had spotted a fossilhóa thạch of some sort. She didn’t know what kind it was—not because she was uninformedthiếu hiểu biết, but because the grotesquekỳ cục shape was completely unlike any fossilhóa thạch she’d ever seen before. Something about it was decisivelydứt khoát different from living creatures on the surface.
 “What’s the matter? Hurry! They’ll catch up to us.”
 “Shun, this cavehang—”
 “I’m not Shun.” As he headed farther into the cavehang, the boy who wasn’t Shun spoke. “I’m not even obligatedbắt buộc to save you, actually.”
 “…What happened to you?”
 It really is like he’s a completely different person, Asuna thought.
 Shun had been so kind earlier, but now…
 Was it true?
 “If you aren’t Shun, then who are you?!”
 Was he actually someone else?
 The boy put out his right hand, stopping Asuna. “Quiet. You stay here.”
 “…What is it?”
 The boy removed the jewel—the clavis—from his chest.
 “A gatekeeperngười gác cổng.”
 The passage had led them to a wide-open cavernhang động, easily large enough to house the school gymphòng thể dục.
 In the center of it was a strange creature.
 It looked like a crocodile—and also rather like a lizardcon thằn lằn, but the enormitytầm cỡ of the creature reminded her of a hippopotamusHà mã as well. Its body was at least several meters high and probably over a dozen meters long.
 A gatekeeperngười gác cổng.
 She got the feeling she’d heard that word before, recently…
 “Before long, humanitynhân loại had outgrowncao hơn their gods. Realizing that their role had ended, the Quetzal Coatls went undergroundbí mật, leaving gatekeepersngười gác cổng behind.”
 Morisaki was the one who’d brought them up.
 Was this a Quetzal Coatl, then? A real one?
 “The gatekeepersngười gác cổng guided humans, long ago,” the boy explained.
 It was the same thing Morisaki had said.
 “By now, though, the impuritytạp chất on the surface has nearly driven them out of their minds.”
 As he spoke, the boy swung the clavis in front of the Quetzal Coatl’s eyes.
 “I hope it remembers, but…”
 The next moment—
 The Quetzal Coatl baredtrần truồng its fangsrăng nanh and tried to bite the boy. He spun away, parryingđỡ đòn the creature’s jawquai hàm with a short swordthanh kiếm he’d been wearing at his waistthắt lưng. The clear sound of metal striking metal rang out; the gatekeeperngười gác cổng was left unscathedkhông bị tổn thương.
 “Ghk…”
 The Quetzal Coatl charged at the boy at full speed, and both combatantschiến binh disappeared into a cloud of dust.
 “Shun!” Asuna screamed, but he was all right.
 “Stay there!” he quickly shouted back.
 Asuna had been about to run over to him, but she stopped.
 Then she saw the clavis on the boy’s chest begin to radiatephát xạ a brilliant light.
 The Quetzal Coatl was momentarilytrong chốc lát weakenedsuy yếu, and the boy didn’t miss his chance: He kicked the creature’s jawquai hàm upward, then did a backflip, putting some distance between them.
 “Are you okay?!”
 “It’s not over yet.”
 As Asuna ran up to him, the boy put the clavis around her neck.
 “Hang onto this. I don’t want to kill it.” With that, he ran toward the Quetzal Coatl again. “I’ll knock it out…!”
 The boy dashedtiêu tan out in front of his foekẻ thù, and with a roarGầm, the creature charged. Just barely avoiding the attack, the boy flippedlật halfwaylưng chừng around, using his momentumQuán tính to slamsập an elbowkhuỷu tay into the Quetzal Coatl’s templengôi đền. The Quetzal Coatl’s head swayedlắc lư to the side, and the boy jumped on top of it, claspedmóc khóa his hands together, and brought them down like a hammercây búa. The gambitcanh bạc was successful, and the creature crashed to the ground.
 “It worked…I guess.” The boy drew a deep breath, seemingdường như satisfied. “Asuna, give me the clavis—”
 Just as the boy turned around, it happened.
 The Quetzal Coatl wasn’t unconsciousbất tỉnh after all. It swept its tail through, knocking the boy up into the air and against the rock wall.
 “Shun!” Asuna hastilyvội vàng ran to him—
 And the Quetzal Coatl charged again.
 Its huge mawdạ dày opened, and just as Asuna bracedchuẩn bị for death—
 Three sharp, unfamiliarkhông quen bursts rang out in rapid successionkế vị.
 Blood spurtedbộc phát from the side of the Quetzal Coatl’s head.
 Huh…?
 Asuna still didn’t understand what was happening. When she glanced over, she saw the men in military clothesquần áo from earlier. Smoke was rising from their handgunskhẩu súng ngắn.
 “If there’s a Quetzal Coatl here,” said one of the men, “that means…” “This really is the entrance, isn’t it?”
 Real guns? They couldn’t be…
 For now, we have to run.
 With that thought, Asuna helped the boy to his feet, letting him lean on her shoulder. She tried to fleechạy trốn deeper into the cavehang, but supporting him was slowing her down. She didn’t get far.
 The group’s leader gazednhìn chằm chằm at the Quetzal Coatl. “That’s—”
 “…What?” one of the men asked.
 “That’s an ancient, fifty million-year-old whalecá voi. Kill it.”
 “But they said to retrievelấy lại all proof.”
 “As long as we get a clavis, they won’t complain. Do it.”
 As the man spoke, one of the men beside him leveled his machine gun.
 “—Stop!” the boy shouted, but the bulletsđạn mercilesslykhông thương tiếc tore into the Quetzal Coatl.
 As the beastquái thú fell behind him, the leader walked toward the boy and Asuna. The boy stepped away from Asuna’s shoulder and stood in front of her, if weaklyyếu ớt, with his short swordthanh kiếm at the ready.
 There was a rock wall at their backs. They had nowherehư không to run.
 The man leveled his gun. “Come here,” he said to Asuna, “and bring the clavis. If you don’t, I’ll kill the boy.”
 “Don’t go,” the boy whispered softly—and in the next moment, the man fired. The rock right next to the boy explodedphát nổ into shrapnelmảnh đạn.
 “I could also kill you both right here.”
 “…Shun.”
 The boy was silent for a little while, but then—
 He whispered again, so that the man couldn’t hear. “I’ll watch for a chance to rescue you.”
 As usual, she didn’t understand any of this. Was the clavis that valuable?
 But it didn’t matter what she thought; her only choice was to do as the boy said. Asuna gave a small nodgật đầu, then started toward the man. There was a distance of about ten meters between them—
 And then…
 Suddenly, the clavis began to shine.
 At the same time, the wall just beside Asuna started glowingphát sáng in the same way.
 Huh…? What? What?!
 Startled, she stopped, but the man coldlylạnh lùng spoke to her. “Keep walking.”
 Behind her, the men were swarminghọp lại and stepping on the pronedễ bị Quetzal Coatl, firing at it again to finish it off.
 Their leader turned to them. “Stay here and guard the boy” was all he said.
 One of the men asked, “Is that the door?”
 “Probably. I hear the explosivesthuốc nổ and rock drillsmáy khoan did nothing to the one at the South Pole,” the leader replied. Then, more quietly, he continued, “On the other hand…” He pushed Asuna’s back, moving closer to the “door” in the rock wall.
 Part of the rock radiatedphát xạ a brilliant light.
 “Touch that light with the clavis.”
 Asuna gulpednuốt chửng, closing a tremblingrun sợ hand around the crystalpha lê.
 What should she do? Something terrible might happen. Was it okay to do what this man said? No, it wasn’t; she was sure of it.
 “What’s the matter? Do it.”
 But right now, she had no choice.
 Timidly, Asuna touched the tip of the clavis to the light.
 As she did, like magic, the “door” vanishedbiến mất, revealing a stone corridorhành lang.
 The corridorhành lang was in good condition, far too neatgọn gàng to call a ruinsự đổ nát; however, a few plants still grew here and there in the worn, ancient-looking stone.
 The man exhaledthở ra in admirationsự khâm phục.
 “The Interstitial Sea… Finally, it’s within reach.”
 With that, the man slowly turned his gun toward the other two men, who had their weapons trained on the boy.
 “Thanks for coming with me this far.”
 The men seemed surprised at that. “Commander, what are you—?”
 “From here on, I go alone.” Pulling Asuna backward with him, he cautiouslythận trọng stepped through the door. “Give my regardsvề to the old men of Europa.”
 As the rock wall began to rematerialize—the boy seizednắm bắt that fleetingthoáng qua chance.
 Crouching low, he made a break for it. The two men hastilyvội vàng fired, but none of their bulletsđạn struck home. And by the time the door was a rock wall again…
 There were three of them on the other side: the man, Asuna, and the boy.
 “Shun!”
 “Arch Angel!” The boy was holding his short swordthanh kiếm at the ready, but the man simply tossedquăng his gun to him.
 The boy stared back, too stunnedchoáng váng to immediately react, while the man pushed Asuna’s back to show he was letting her go.
 Hastily, Asuna ran to her companionbạn đồng hành.
 Putting her behind him again, the boy kept his short swordthanh kiếm raised without lowering his guard.
 “What are you playing at?” he asked.
 Without answering, the man pulled off his maskmặt nạ, revealing his face.
 “Mr. Morisaki?!”
 It was the new teacher, Ryuuji Morisaki.
 “Now that I’ve come this far, I have no reason to fight you.” Morisaki’s tone was suddenly tranquilthanh bình. “I only want to go to Agartha.”
 Agartha. Asuna gulpednuốt chửng.
 Still warythận trọng, the boy spoke to Morisaki. “Agartha is falling into ruinsự đổ nát. There’s nothing like what you Arch Angels are hoping for.”
 However, there was an unwaveringkiên định strength in Morisaki’s eyes.
 “I’m not after the secret of immortalitysự bất tử or ancient wisdomkhôn ngoan,” he said. A tenaciousngoan cường will burned in his eyes and his words. “I just want to resurrectsống lại my wife.”
 I knew it. Mr. Morisaki did want to bring his wife back, Asuna thought.
 Did that mean what lay beyond here was Agartha?
 “……”
 The boy faced down Morisaki for a few moments—but then he returned his short swordthanh kiếm to the sheathvỏ bọc at his waistthắt lưng.
 “I don’t care what you’re here for. All I’m supposed to do is retrievelấy lại the clavis.”
 Removing the clavis from Asuna’s neck and putting it around his own, he asked her, “What’s your name?”
 He was still so brusquecộc cằn, unlike the kind Shun she’d known.
 “…Asuna.”
 “I’m Shin. Shun’s younger brother.”
 “Shin… Then Shun is…”
 “He’s dead. He knew we can’t survive long on the surface, and he still broke the law and went out.”
 Shun was dead.
 She turned those words over in her mind, like a cursenguyền rủa, but Shin didn’t seem to notice.
 “I’m leaving. The exitlối ra will open without a clavis. Wait until morning, then go home,” he said, but then he turned back to her. “Sorry for dragging you into this, Asuna.”
 Then, for the first time, Shin smiled. His smile was exactly like Shun’s.
 Her heart was achingđau nhức.
 Just when I thought… Just when I thought Shun was back…
 Without hesitatinglưỡng lự, Shin walked into the undergroundbí mật lake and vanishedbiến mất.
 Before she had time to wonder about the odd route he’d taken…
 “I’m sure I frightenedsợ sệt you, didn’t I?” As he spoke, Morisaki retrievedlấy lại his gun.
 “Mr. Morisaki, why…?”
 “Are you familiar with the name Arch Angels?”
 Asuna shook her head. “No.”
 “They’re the only organization that knows of Agartha’s existence. Their goal is to acquire the wisdomkhôn ngoan of the subterraneanlòng đất world and guide humankindloài người toward progress.” Morisaki pushed his glasses up. “I am a member, and I’ve spent ten years searching for the entrance to this place.”
 “But the people who were with you…”
 “At heart, the Arch Angels are a group of empty, ineffectivekhông hiệu quả gnostics. I’m not interested in gods or the truth of the world.”
 Asuna didn’t understand even half of what Morisaki was saying—but he was extremely clear about one thing.
 “My only goal is to resurrectsống lại my wife.”
 He wanted his wife back.
 But was such a thing possible—bringing the dead back to life?
 “I’m going to go on to Agartha and look for a way to do that. I’m sorry I put you in danger.”
 Then, like Shin, Morisaki walked into the undergroundbí mật lake.
 When the water was up to his waistthắt lưng, he scoopedmuỗng, xúc some up and brought it to his lips.
 “Vita-aqua, hmm? I knew it.”
 So many things about this situation were puzzlingkhó hiểu to Asuna—Shun, and Shin, and Morisaki, and Agartha, and resurrectingsống lại the dead.
 But still—
 “…Mr. Morisaki!” Asuna shouted, running toward him. “Mr. Morisaki, I’m coming, too.”
 “Why? Do you want to bring back the boy who died?”
 “I…don’t know, but…”
 Even she wasn’t certain what it was she wanted to do.
 “But—!”
 Whatever lay beyond that word wouldn’t come out.
 She hadn’t sorted through all her feelings yet; that much was true. However, if she didn’t go with Morisaki right now, she might never get another chance to go to Agartha.
 “The journey may be a dangerous one, and there’s no telling when we’ll be able to come back. You still want to go?” Morisaki asked.
 Asuna noddedgật đầu with ferventnhiệt thành emotion. “Yes.”
 When she gave her answer, Morisaki held out a hand to her. “Then come.”
 Timidly, Asuna took his hand, stepping into the lake.
 “This is an ancient liquid called Vita-aqua. It has almost no buoyancysự nổi, and you can breathe if it fills your lungsphổi. Agartha lies below this.”
 Morisaki wadedlội nước farther and farther in, and in no time at all, the lake was up to Asuna’s chest.
 She struggled a little, but Morisaki forgedgiả mạo ahead.
 “Um, Mr. Morisaki, wait just a minute—”
 “Don’t worry! Just drink the water, and you’ll be able to breathe!”
 He could say that, but that didn’t make it any less frighteningđáng sợ. Common sense told her that people couldn’t breathe underwaterdưới nước.
 However, Morisaki was advancing rapidly, pushing through the Vita-aqua.
 “It’ll be worth it—we’re going to bring them back!”
 Later on, Asuna thought about that moment.
 In all likelihood—Morisaki had been waiting for this moment for a very, very long time. He’d said he’d spent ten years constantly searching for the way to Agartha, and now he’d finally found it.
 “Get ready, Asuna!”
 Asuna was dragged under the surface of the Vita-aqua—
 And then she noticed she could breathe.
 In an abruptđột ngột change, Morisaki gave her a kind smile. Then he began walking again.
 Under the lake, a long stairwaycầu thang ran on and on, flankedhông on either side by ruinedđổ nát stone structures.
 Stealing glances at the ruinssự đổ nát around them, they advanced down the staircasecầu thang until it came to an abruptđột ngột end. Beyond it lay a hole that seemed bottomlesskhông đáy.
 Asuna felt a primitivenguyên thủy sort of fear. She hesitateddo dự for just a moment, but…
 Morisaki took her hand and leaped into the hole.
 And they fell down, down, down into the darkness.
 
 Asuna felt as if she was dreaming.
 A man and woman were sitting on a verandamái hiên that seemed somehow familiar.
 The woman’s bellybụng was big; she was pregnant.
 “I pray this child’s life will be a happy one,” she said.
 The man smiled. “It’s all right.”
 He stroked her stomach gently.
 “Simply being bornsinh ra is blessing enough.”
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER FIVE
  When she woke, the first thing she saw was an old stone ceilingtrần nhà.
 Then she realized that Mimi was sitting on her chest, and she sat up, pettingvuốt ve her back.
 She took another look around. She was in an open space that looked like an ancient building, erodedxói mòn by green trees.
 Oh right. I divedlặn deep into that…what was it called, the strange water—
 “You’re awakethức giấc?” When she turned around, Morisaki was standing there. He jerked his chincái cằm at Mimi. “It came out of your backpackbalo. Did you bring it?”
 “…No. Hey, Kitty, when did you…?”
 Asuna’s voice was reproachfultrách móc, and Mimi nuzzledcái vòi her face cheekilytáo tợn.
 “We may not be able to take her all the way to the end with us,” Morisaki told her.
 “All the way to the end—?” Asuna repeated, and then, “—! Mr. Morisaki, is this…?!”
 Is this Agartha?
 She hadn’t quite finished her question, and Morisaki didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “I think that stairwaycầu thang over there might take us through. Come on.”
 He started walking immediately, and she followed him up a set of stairs that could have come from an old European castlelâu đài, until finally the corridorhành lang ended in a green, indoortrong nhà garden.
 “Mr. Morisaki…”
 “Yeah.”
 He responded even before she finished speaking. There were only two doors in the dome-shaped garden, so the only way to move on was through the corridorhành lang at the far end. There was just one problem.
 A deerlike animal sitting in front of that corridorhành lang.
 There was a reason she identified it as only deercon nailike. Its uprightngay thẳng hornssừng were longer and twistier than any deercon nai Asuna had ever heard of, and it had the same sort of geometric patterns on its back as that bearlike monsterquái vật.
 “It’s probably a gatekeeperngười gác cổng. A Quetzal Coatl.”
 So that’s one, too, Asuna thought.
 Strangely, unlike the bear, she wasn’t frightenedsợ sệt of it… Although she didn’t know whether that was simply because it was shaped like an herbivoređộng vật ăn cỏ instead of a carnivorethú ăn thịt.
 “It’s looking this way…,” she murmuredthì thầm.
 “We’ll have to deal with it head-on,” Morisaki replied, taking aim with his gun.
 Is he going to kill it?
 Asuna wasn’t sure whether to stop him or not, but before she could do either, Mimi abruptly jumped down from her shoulder and ran right up to the Quetzal Coatl.
 “Mimi!”
 Asuna started to go after her, but Morisaki stopped her with a hand.
 The Quetzal Coatl didn’t attack Mimi. Instead, the creature bowedcúi đầu its head so that it and Mimi were facing each other, nose to nose.
 And then—
 Casually, Mimi jumped up onto the Quetzal Coatl’s head. Even then, the gatekeeperngười gác cổng didn’t buckCái xô or rampagehung hăng. It only moved away from the corridor’s entrance, as if telling them, “You may pass.”
 As Asuna and Morisaki carefully made their way to the corridorhành lang…
 “Come on, Mimi.”
 “—Asuna.”
 Morisaki warned her, but Asuna wasn’t afraid of the Quetzal Coatl. It was strange; normally, she’d even get scared of cows or horses sometimes.
 Asuna walked right up to it, then held out a hand to Mimi.
 “Mimi.”
 “Mrowr,” Mimi answered, jumping down onto Asuna’s shoulder.
 The Quetzal Coatl held perfectly still, and its eyes were somehow kind as it gazednhìn chằm chằm at Asuna.
 “Asuna, let’s go.” Morisaki was already in the corridorhành lang.
 Asuna trottedtrót lọt to catch up with him, and he broke into a smile.
 “That cat may actually end up being useful.”
 Then, when they emergedhiện ra from the other end of the ruinedđổ nát corridorhành lang—
 
 A vast landscape spread out before them.
 
 A grassynhiều cỏ plain rolled on all the way to the distantxa xôi horizonđường chân trời, broken up here and there by forests and rivers, and the sky was blue. It was impossible to believe this view was undergroundbí mật.
 “Wow…” Asuna breathed in admirationsự khâm phục.
 It’s so pretty, she thought. She was captivatedquyến rũ; she’d never seen anything this magnificenttráng lệ before, and when she raised her eyes from the far horizonđường chân trời—
 “Mr. Morisaki, look!” she cried. There was something between the clouds in that blue sky.
 Put briefly—it was a ship.
 An enormouslớn lao, elaboratelycông phu decoratedtrang trí vessel, propelledđẩy by oarsmái chèo like the ships of antiquitycổ xưa, was glidinglướt slowly through the sky.
 “Shakuna Vimana!” Morisaki said, but Asuna didn’t recognize the words.
 “? What’s that?”
 As he responded, Morisaki wasn’t able to hide his excitement completely. “It’s a ship that’s said to carry the gods. It’s just as the literaturevăn học said… This really is Agartha!”
 “Agartha…,” Asuna murmuredthì thầm.
 And then…
 Inside her pocket, her crystalpha lê, the mementokỷ niệm of her father, began radiatingtỏa ra blue light.
 Huh? Huh? What?
 Quickly, Asuna took out the stone. The light was so dazzlingchói sáng she couldn’t look directly at it, but there was no heat.
 When Morisaki saw it, he sounded astonishedngạc nhiên. “That’s a clavis!”
 A clavis? This?
 Shun had a clavis, and Shin had come to the surface to take it back. But hers was a clavis, too?
 “A fragmentmiếng, hmm? Why do you have that?”
 That’s what I’d like to know.
 Bewildered, Asuna told him, “I was using it as a radio crystalpha lê. It was a mementokỷ niệm from my dad.”
 “…A mementokỷ niệm?” Morisaki examined it pensively, but it wasn’t clear what he was thinking.
 Then he turned around, looking up.
 The Shakuna Vimana was just disappearing between the clouds.
 “Clavis means ‘key’ in Latin,” he said. “That may help us later on. Take good care of it.”
 “…I will.”
 You don’t have to tell me. It’s one of the few things I have to remember my dad by, she thought, but apparentlyrõ ràng this stone had a value above and beyond that.
 “We’ll follow that ship. There must be something in that direction,” Morisaki said, watching the gaps between the clouds. “We should find what we’re looking for there.”
 “……”
 Asuna noddedgật đầu.
 
 And so their travels began.
 
 Morisaki was a fast walkerngười tập đi; it was all Asuna could do to keep up with him.
 He could wait just a little, she thought, but she was the one who’d insisted on coming with him in the first place, and she couldn’t bring herself to say anything that selfishích kỷ. So whenever a little distance opened up between them, she trottedtrót lọt to catch up. After a few rounds of this, she realized she didn’t have to anymore.
 It didn’t take her long to figure out that Morisaki was matching his pacenhịp độ to hers.
 …Maybe he’s kinder than he seems, Asuna thought.
 “I’m sorry, I don’t walk very…,” she started, but Morisaki interruptedbị gián đoạn without even looking back at her.
 “No, I should have paid more attention earlier.” He never mentioned it again.
 He’d said he was an Arch Angel, but teachers were still teachers, Asuna thought. She’d believed they were good people, with good characters, and she hadn’t been wrong about that.
 As a matter of fact, Morisaki was very consideratethận trọng. When they passed through rockyđanh đá areas, he frequently helped Asuna. When they crossed lakes, if there was a dangerous patchvá on the lake basinlòng chảo, he told her about it right away. When they gathered edibleăn được wild grasses on the plain, he taught Asuna how to tell them apart.
 She found it all very curious.
 And yet—
 Even though Asuna hadn’t prepared properly for this journey, and she’d left without even telling her mother, she was enjoying it. This kind of satisfaction was completely new to her. Maybe that vaguemơ hồ “somewhere” she’d always wanted to go was Agartha.
 When night came, they built a fire. Morisaki poredham mê over documents while she sat quietly beside him. Morisaki usually had cigarettes and a lighterbật lửa, so they never had any trouble starting their fire, while the abundantdồi dào land of Agartha provided them with plenty of kindlingkích thích.
 Asuna was oddlylạ lùng fondngây thơ of these moments, too.
 She’d never hated spending time with people. She just wasn’t good at it. After all, she never knew what to talk about.
 However, Morisaki was always absorbedhấp thụ in his books and didn’t seem to need to talk, and since he didn’t actively try to make conversation, there was no need to be attentivechú ý.
 Their journey through Agartha was filled with thrillssợ hãi and excitement.
 What they were concernedlo âu about was their supply of provisions.
 Morisaki had only brought a few days’ worth of blanddịu dàng travel rationskhẩu phần ăn, and all Asuna had in her backpackbalo were snacksđồ ăn vặt.
 Guilty as she felt about it, she’d have to ask Morisaki to share his food with her. She’d been watching for an opportunity to ask him, but as it turned out, she never had to.
 Whenever Morisaki ate his rationskhẩu phần ăn, he offered some to her. “Here, have some,” he’d say.
 It made her really happy.
 In a modestkhiêm tốn attempt to thank him, she tried to give Morisaki her snacksđồ ăn vặt, but he shared them with her as a matter of course.
 Asuna’s snacksđồ ăn vặt were lacking in nutritionaldinh dưỡng value, but Morisaki didn’t turn up his nose. Every day, they split both sources of food.
 To Asuna, at least, those mealtimesgiờ ăn were as fun as anything else. She didn’t think anything was as tastelessvô vị as food you ate alone.
 Eating all her meals with Morisaki gave her a sense of peace.
 In addition, Morisaki had packed “sleeping gear”—just a simple rug—in preparation for a long journey, but instead of using it himself, he let Asuna sleep on it.
 With regardvề to both the meals and the bedding, Morisaki tried to make excuses. “Can’t have you holding me back,” he’d say. “You’re not exactly a hardenedcứng lại travelerlữ khách.” He looked a little embarrassedlúng túng every time he said it, though, and Asuna thought it was hilariousvui vẻ.
 “So…,” she said after several days—she didn’t know how many.
 Morisaki gesturedcử chỉ lightlynhẹ nhàng with his chincái cằm.
 Asuna was getting better and better at reading those small gesturescử chỉ. This one meant he was telling her to go on.
 She looked at the sky. “We’re undergroundbí mật, so why are there days and nights?”
 “…Hmm. You know, that’s a good question.” Morisaki looked up as well. “On that topic, we’d have to start with the question of why there’s a sky at all. But there isn’t exactly a sun or stars.”
 “Hey, you’re right.”
 In that case, why did this world have night and day at all?
 Asuna puzzledbối rối over the question in earnestnghiêm trang.
 “Well, ships for the gods fly up there, too, you know.”
 Unusually for Morisaki, he almost sounded like he was joking.
 Naturally, she wasn’t entirely satisfied with that, but she decided there wasn’t any point in worrying about it. It was likely that Morisaki had reached the same conclusion.
 And so about a week passed in the blinknháy mắt of an eye.
 
 “Mr. Morisaki!”
 That day, when Asuna made her discovery, she couldn’t hide the delight in her voice.
 “Village ruinssự đổ nát!”
 Up until that point, the only traces they’d found of human presence had been more like ancient sites than recent ruinssự đổ nát. Aside from those, the world they’d been walking through had virtuallyhầu như no man-made structures at all. Now, at last, they’d found a true site of abandonedbị bỏ rơi civilizationnền văn minh.
 More than half the stone buildings were solidly in place, still habitablecó thể ở được, but nobody was there.
 “Don’t get your hopes up too high.”
 Morisaki’s tone stayed as calm as ever, but Asuna was excitedhào hứng.
 “Maybe there’s still fields for a farm! I’ll go look! Come on, Mimi!”
 As a matter of fact, Morisaki was hoping to find the same.
 However, he’d decided it would be all right to leave the matter of food to Asuna. He went into each house in the village, looking for a library or anything similar, and finally succeeded in finding a few books.
 The books were written in the language of Agartha, and even Morisaki wasn’t able to deciphergiải mã them completely. But they weren’t worthlessvô giá trị, either.
 “Finis Terra…and the Gate of Life and Death, hmm?”
 These seemed to be important places to the people of Agartha, and it was a stroke of luck that he’d managed to find information on both of them.
 As Morisaki was poringham mê over the books—
 “Mr. Morisaki!” Asuna called to him cheerfullyvui vẻ.
 When he turned to see…
 “Look! We can really dig in tonight!”
 …Asuna’s arms were filled with what looked a lot like potatoes.
 “…They do seem edibleăn được,” he said. “Tubers can be poisonousđộc, though. Just in case—”
 But before he could offer more of a warning, he found there hadn’t been any need to worry.
 “I’ll go get some water to take care of the toxinschất độc!”
 Asuna was used to cooking on a daily basis, since neither of her parents were around, and it was really helpful.
 Morisaki glanced at her; she’d gotten all muddylầy lội in the field. “After that, you should do something about those clothesquần áo…”
 “Yours are pretty dirty, too, Mr. Morisaki. I’ll wash them later, so go ahead and change!”
 Asuna ran off with the potatoes. As he watched her go, Morisaki exhaledthở ra a puffphun of cigarette smoke, thinking.
 Lisa had died ten years ago.
 If we’d had a child…
 “……”
 Roughly, Morisaki stubbedsơ khai out his cigarette.
 What a stupid thought.
 
 That day, they wrapped potatoes in leaves and steamedhấp them for dinner.
 Morisaki was still focused on his reading when he took the first bite, but he promptlykịp thời set his book aside.
 Apparently, it tasted so good that it would be rudebất lịch sự to read while he ate. That gave Asuna a thrillsợ hãi of joy.
 Just as she was thinking about it, Morisaki expressed his approval in words, too. “…This is good.” As usual, he sounded slightly embarrassedlúng túng.
 She was really, really happy, and she couldn’t keep the elationphấn khởi out of her voice.
 “Oh, I’m glad. There was a little salt left in the kitchen!”
 After several days of nothing but travel rationskhẩu phần ăn, it really was a feasttiệc.
 And practicallythực tế speaking, getting some salt into their systems was a stroke of luck, too.
 However, that wasn’t all it was. Meals she ate with Morisaki were fun, of course, but having someone eat food she’d cooked made her even happier.
 Morisaki gazednhìn chằm chằm at her steadily, perhaps seeing the joy in her face.
 “I’m surprised.”
 “Huh?”
 “You seem to be enjoying this trip.”
 What surprised Asuna was Morisaki’s surprise.
 Was he not having a good time?
 So then why?
 Now she needed to explain it—but she had to be careful that it wouldn’t be misinterpretedgiải thích sai. She couldn’t say something like “I’m having fun because I’m with you.” For just a moment, Asuna was worried, but then the words came out naturally.
 She realized they were completely honest only after she’d said them.
 “When I listened to my radio by myself, I always felt like there was somewhere I should go, somewhere far away. I wanted to get away from home and go see new sights.”
 He might think every teenager thinks that, Asuna thought. That wasn’t the case, though.
 Whenever she’d heard that song, a landscape she’d never seen before had surfaced in her mind. That was where she’d wanted to go.
 “Then I met that mysterioushuyền bí boy, and I followed him here—”
 Shun. Although he wasn’t anywhere anymore.
 “Ever since I came to Agartha, I’ve been excitedhào hứng for reasons I can’t explain. So I’m sure we’ll find something here—!”
 “……”
 She was sure, even though she couldn’t clearly state what she thought would be there.
 Without the words to continue, Asuna left it there. However, Morisaki didn’t comment. He just went on eating quietly.
 
 I’m sure we’ll find something here.
 
 Was she trying to say she’d been looking for something there?
 Morisaki reflected on what he’d been hoping to find, himself.
 He’d spent the past ten years thinking only of Lisa.
 It wouldn’t be long now. Before too long, he’d see her.
 Softly, Morisaki touched the music box in his pocket.
 “……”
 Morisaki looked at the sky, perhaps guessing that Asuna had picked up on the gesturecử chỉ.
 “Starless nights feel wrong somehow.”
 Agartha’s subterraneanlòng đất sky had no vast cosmosvũ trụ beyond it, of course, but—
 After the sunlesskhông nắng day had ended, something resemblinggiống an aurorarạng Đông had created light above them instead.
 It was a mysticalthần bí sight.
 “It makes you realize just how lonelycô đơn humans are.”
 Lisa—
 Once more, Morisaki murmuredthì thầm the words, but only to himself.
 —I’ll see you soon.
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER SIX
  “Shin Canaan Praeses.”
 Meanwhile, Shin was in the chamberbuồng of the matriarchmẫu hệ of the village of Canaan.
 Watch fires burned there in the majesticHùng vĩ chamberbuồng. Two fabricvải vóc bannersngọn cờ hung at its very back, and in the chair between them sat an old woman. She was bundledbó up in a traditional robeáo choàng, and long years had carvedchạm khắc deep wrinklesnếp nhăn on her face. The matriarchmẫu hệ was the ultimatetối thượng authoritythẩm quyền in the village of Canaan, and two guards flankedhông her.
 “First, I acknowledgethừa nhận the pains you took in order to retrievelấy lại the clavis.”
 Shin knelt a few steps away from the matriarchmẫu hệ, listening carefully to her words.
 “However, you committed an error,” she continued.
 Shin gulpednuốt chửng. What on earth could he have…?
 “A man and a girl from the surface are making for the Gate of Life and Death, with a clavis in their possessionchiếm hữu.”
 He didn’t understand. His missionSứ mệnh had been to retrievelấy lại the clavis, and he’d done that. “But the clavis is right—!”
 It’s right here.
 Shun’s body had been retrievedlấy lại and laid to rest by the Topsiders, but Shin had stolen it before the Arch Angels could despoiltước đoạt it. He had burned it himself, and at the time, he’d felt as though he was the one burning.
 He really had recovered the clavis from Shun’s corpsetử thi.
 It was right here.
 In that case—
 “They possessed a different fragmentmiếng.”
 “______?!”
 Shun was speechlesskhông nói nên lời.
 That was ridiculouslố bịch. Inconceivable. A clavis fragment? Did such a thing even exist?
 Claves were given only to those who were chosen; the word valuable didn’t even begin to express how pricelessvô giá they were… And she was telling him that Topsiders had a fragmentmiếng of one?
 The matriarchmẫu hệ went on in a hoarsekhản tiếng voice.
 “You knowinglycố ý invited Topsiders into Agartha. It was a gravephần mộ error.”
 “B-but I did what I was supposed to—!”
 His role had only been to retrievelấy lại the clavis, and he’d done that.
 However, Shin was interrupted—and not even by the matriarchmẫu hệ. It was her attendanttiếp viên who spoke.
 “No excuses! Must you have everything spelled out for you?!”
 “……—”
 True, if his mistake had been letting Topsiders into Agartha, then it was a serious blundersai lầm. But he couldn’t sense the breath of the clavis; if he didn’t know where it was, what could he have done?
 The matriarchmẫu hệ went on in her musical way of speaking.
 “Our erstwhilengày xưa prosperitysự phồn vinh is but a distantxa xôi memory, and we are living through a long twilightHoàng hôn. Our desire is to dissolvehòa tan into Astral, the endpointđiểm cuối of all life. However, should the gate be opened, Topsiders will flood into Agartha once more, and our peace will be lost.”
 As far as Agartha was concernedlo âu, that was bittervị đắng history. The people had no military might to defend themselves from the Topsider invasioncuộc xâm lăng, only their wisdomkhôn ngoan.
 They had been shot, murdered, and robbedcướp, and the power they had lost was far rarer than military might.
 “We cannot carelessly forget the suffering to which we were once subjected,” the matriarchmẫu hệ said sternly. “How lamentableđáng tiếc. Your coming of age ceremonylễ is nearly upon you, but your eyes have not yet opened. You are unable to see through the eyes of the Quetzal Coatls, and you cannot sense the breath of the clavis. Your elderđàn anh brother had a natural gift, but a karmic illness strengthened his yearningkhao khát for the surface.”
 My brother—, Shin thought. I was proud of my brother.
 Shun had been able to see through the eyes of the Quetzal Coatls when he was just six years old and had become the youngest in history to receive a public duty.
 However—
 Maybe it was because death had been a familiar presence in his life after his illness as a child.
 In the end, his brother had been afflictedđau khổ with another maladybệnh tật, one he had inheritedthừa hưởng from his teacher when he was young, and it had eventually proved fatalgây tử vong.
 
 A longing for the surface.
 
 Shin, they say on the surface, when night comes, you can see “stars” in the sky.
 Stars?
 Yeah. People who die become stars, and they watch over us.
 They do…? Father and Mother, too?
 Of course. You can see them shining in the sky.
 Huh…
 I bet the stars are beautiful.
 ……
 Just once, before I die, just one time…
 
 I want to see a sky filled with stars.
 
 After Shin had left the matriarch’s room, as he was walking down a stone-paved road, a girl came running up behind him.
 “Shin!” she called. Her long hair was pulled back tightly, and she wore a ceremonialnghi lễ robeáo choàng.
 Shin didn’t even glance at her. “You’re in the middle of your duties, Seri,” he said sharplyđột ngột.
 “It’s just for a little while. It’ll be all right.” The girl he’d called Seri began walking ahead of him.
 Shin hesitateddo dự just a little, but Seri had been a friend since they were children. He should tell her.
 “Seri, about Shun—”
 “I know.” Seri didn’t wait for Shin to finish.
 Or maybe she doesn’t want to make me talk about Shun’s death.
 Shin mutteredlẩm bẩm quietly. “…I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”
 However, Seri shook her head slightly. “No. After all, even if it made his illness progress faster, Shun probably saw what he wanted to see.”
 “……”
 Shin didn’t respond; his emotions about that were too complicatedphức tap.
 Seri watched him with worry. “Shin, you’ve been given another duty, haven’t you?”
 “Yes. I have to track down some Topsiders and take their clavis.”
 Seri’s expression clouded over even more. “But—”
 “I wasn’t told to kill them or anything.” Shin smiled, trying to reassuretrấn an Seri, but then he grew more serious. He’d never been the lying type. “If it comes to that, though…”
 Seri’s voice rosehoa hồng in a panic. “But you could get hurt—or worse! And they’re sending you by yourself?!”
 “After our parents died, the village raised my brother and me. I have to repaytrả lại them.” With that, Shin turned away from Seri. “You can’t afford to be away from your post any longer than this, can you? Hurry on back.”
 “Shin…”
 Seri called after him, but he didn’t turn around.
 
 Once he was back in his room, Shin took out his short swordthanh kiếm.
 He gazednhìn chằm chằm at the weapon, which was still in its sheathvỏ bọc.
 “Shin, I’ve got a present for you.”
 On the day Shun had finished his “last duty” and returned home, he’d given his younger brother a gift, wearing the same kind smile as always.
 “Someday you’ll be given a duty, and I thought you’d need this then.”
 It was brand-new, and yet it felt easy to use and familiar in his hand. It had probably been very costlytốn kém. However, he genuinelychân thật couldn’t have cared less about how much money it was worth.
 Shun had given it to him, which made it pricelessvô giá.
 Plus, it was the last—
 Shin shook his head.
 He couldn’t afford to get sentimentaltình cảm now.
 If it was Shun…
 If Shun had been given a missionSứ mệnh like this, he definitely would have made it look easy.
 Shin quickly gathered his long hair at the back of his head, then roughly sliced through it with the short swordthanh kiếm.
 He made for the stables, mounted his favorite horse, and set off.
 
 Perhaps he was chasing after his brother, trying to catch up—although he never could.
 
 “Go on, eat.”
 The dinner Morisaki had made was, once again, steamedhấp potatoes.
 Of course, she had absolutely no complaints. In the world’s current age of plenty, foragingkiếm ăn was very nearly forgotten knowledge, but their journey had reminded her that being able to eat real food meant you were fortunatemay mắn indeed.
 “Thank you very much.”
 When Asuna accepted a potato and began to eat it, Morisaki took a bite as well. “Here, you want some, too?” He offered a bit of potato to Mimi, who was sitting on his knee.
 That was really unexpectedkhông ngờ tới.
 She’d thought that Morisaki was less…sentimental—or at least less inclinednghiêng to dotesay mê on animals. After all, at the beginning of this journey, he’d said they might not be able to take Mimi all the way to the end.
 Morisaki noticed Asuna looking at him. “Hmm? What?”
 He sounded rather mystifiedthần bí. Asuna pointed to Mimi, who was busy eating the potato.
 “Oh, um, I was just wondering when you became such good friends.”
 Morisaki’s response was simple. “Well, if it comes down to it, cats are technicallykỹ thuật edibleăn được.”
 “What?!”
 Asuna gave a startledgiật mình cry, and Morisaki said “Kidding” in a tone that did not clearly suggest that he was kidding.
 …Was he really kidding?
 Morisaki did belong to the Arch Angels, an enigmaticbí ẩn organization that made her think of the military. Did they actually eat cats, if they had to?
 She thought about it for a little while, but she couldn’t believe Morisaki would do any such thing. Back when they’d first begun their journey, though, she might have reached a different conclusion.
 “……”
 Asuna kept eating her dinner for a little while, but then, she suddenly spoke up. “Mr. Morisaki.”
 She’d needed couragelòng can đảm to open her mouth, but she couldn’t keep this inside.
 Morisaki had noticed something odd about her behavior. “What?” he asked dubiouslyđáng ngờ.
 Asuna wasn’t sure where she should begin. But she’d started this conversation, and she couldn’t back out now. “My father died when I was little.”
 Morisaki put another piece of potato in his mouth. “And your mother works at the clinicphòng khám. You’re a typicalđặc trưng latchkeychìa khoá kid, but it’s definitely been helpful on this journey. I should thank you.”
 “—Oh, no, you don’t have to…”
 “No.” Morisaki shook his head. “I’ve been on my own for quite a while, too. I’m pretty sure I’ve got what it takes to live. Plus, I was active with the Arch Angels, so I have plenty of experience with sleeping rough. But…”
 He shared another bit of potato with Mimi.
 “I’m not sure how to put this— Let’s see.” Morisaki thought for a minute. “For now, let’s set aside questions of necessitysự cần thiết. The thing is…”
 He paused for a little while.
 “If you hadn’t been here, this would have been a much harsher journey.”
 You’re the one who made it richer.
 That word had occurred to him, but he’d avoided it.
 Why? It might have been because this was a journey for Lisa’s sakelợi ích, and he felt there was no possible place for “richnessgiàu có” in it.
 “—I’m sorry. I started talking about myself. You were about to tell me about your father.”
 “Oh, um, yes.”
 Asuna gazednhìn chằm chằm at the potato in her hand. It was steaminghấp, speckledlốm đốm with grainsngũ cốc of salt. It was a rough, wild meal. Not that it would have been any different if she’d made it.
 “What I meant was that I don’t really know what fathers are like. I remember the lullabybài hát ru mine used to sing to me, but almost nothing else.”
 “Hmm?” Morisaki sent her a glance, signaling for her to go on.
 Asuna paused for the space of another breath and then spoke again. “Mr. Morisaki…” She had to say the rest all in a rush. “If—”
 Her voice cracked. She tried again.
 “If I had a father, I think this might be what it would feel like.”
 Her voice grew softer and softer, like a deflatingxì hơi balloonbóng bay.
 “……”
 Morisaki seemed stunnedchoáng váng.
 And then…
 “Don’t be silly,” he said, bluntcùn but honest.
 
 That night, Morisaki dreamed about the time he’d been laid up with a feversốt.
 Raven-haired Lisa was sitting by the bed, quietly playing a hand-cranked music box.
 “This is unusual. You almost never get sick,” she said, noticing that Morisaki had opened his eyes. “Collapsing is usually my job.”
 “I’m sorry…”
 Lisa giggledcười khúc khích. “If you’re really sorry, would you promise me one thing?”
 “…What is it?”
 “Promise me you’ll take care of yourself, even after I’m gone.”
 Only now did it occur to him that Lisa had already been prepared for her own death, even back then.
 In fact…Morisaki might have been the only one who wasn’t.
 “Lisa… The next missionSứ mệnh will be over quickly. Once I get back, let’s go to my country together. If we do, I’m sure your illness will—”
 “That isn’t what I meant.” Despite the interruptiongián đoạn, her voice was kind. “All people die somedaymột ngày nào đó. There aren’t any exceptions.”
 Lisa set the music box on the desk. Next to the paper bag with all those pillsViên thuốc.
 “The only difference is whether it happens earlier or later.”
 He didn’t want to hear this.
 “For me, it’s going to be just a little bit sooner than it will be for you.”
 I especially don’t want to hear it straight from you.
 “It’s already decided.”
 Morisaki gazednhìn chằm chằm at Lisa. His eyes were solemntrang nghiêm.
 “Lisa…,” he said. “That’s not true. You won’t go away. I’m not leaving you, either.”
 Then, gently, he squeezedvắt kiệt her hand. “I’m not saying good-bye now. Not ever.”
 
 Meanwhile, Asuna was also dreaming.
 Her dream was about the music she’d heard just once.
 Up on the outcroplộ ra ngoài, in a pleasant spring breezelàn gió nhẹ, she’d tuned her radio, and the music had leaped into her ears.
 The moment she heard it, the land of Agartha had opened up before her eyes, and two memories connected.
 She finally understood. “Oh… The land I saw when I was listening to the radio was Agartha.”
 As she murmuredthì thầm to herself, she realized that Shun was sitting beside her and smiling as kindlytử tế as ever.
 He stood, holding out a hand to her.
 “Let’s go, Asuna. This is a journey to learn how to say good-bye.”
 Asuna took Shun’s hand and stood up—
 
 “Asuna! Wake up!”
 
 At the sudden shout, she opened her eyes. What was going on?
 Morisaki was right in front of her. Beside him, Mimi was glaringtrừng mắt nhìn up ahead, her eyes sharp—
 Up ahead.
 When Asuna sat up and looked in that direction, she saw a grotesquekỳ cục monsterquái vật.
 It’s not like the Quetzal Coatls, she realized in the space of a moment. She couldn’t have said exactly what was different, but she knew it wasn’t a Quetzal Coatl.
 It was grayxám all over. It had six legs—no, four. It stood on the ground with four legs and held two arms out toward her, as if it was beckoningra hiệu. It gazednhìn chằm chằm at her with red, glowingphát sáng, pupilless eyes.
 Other similar monstersquái vật surrounded them.
 “Run, Asuna!”
 She couldn’t respond. As Morisaki pulled her along, she mutely ran after him. Mimi jumped up onto her shoulder.
 The grayxám monstersquái vật moved slowly, but they were tenaciousngoan cường pursuersngười theo đuổi.
 The three ran across the grassynhiều cỏ plain, climbed a rockyđanh đá slope, and cut through a ruinsự đổ nát.
 She had no idea how far they had gone when the time finally came.
 “Asuna, come on!”
 “…!”
 Morisaki was still pulling her arm. She wasn’t even consciousbiết rõ of running anymore. She just staggeredloạng choạng along, putting one foot in front of her, then putting the other foot down to keep herself from falling.
 However, there was a big difference in staminasự bền bỉ between a very ordinary girl and a man who’d been an active Arch Angel. Asuna did her best. But—
 As Morisaki tried to pull her forward, Asuna stumbledtình cờ gặp on a rock.
 The monstersquái vật didn’t let the opportunity go by.
 A monsterquái vật leaped at them, swinging its arm down and separating Asuna’s and Morisaki’s hands.
 Their situation only got worse from there, as monstersquái vật swarmedhọp lại between the two of them.
 “Asuna!”
 Morisaki drew the gun from the holsterbao da on his hiphông and fired.
 It didn’t seem to affect the monstersquái vật. Even when the bulletsđạn hit home, the wounds promptlykịp thời closed back up.
 “Run for it! Go, now!”
 With Morisaki’s voice in her ears, Asuna started running again.
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER SEVEN
  Immediately, Morisaki noticed that something was wrong. The monstersquái vật weren’t attacking him.
 No—
 More accuratelychính xác, it was as if they didn’t even see him. They all went after Asuna.
 What’s going on? What’s different between Asuna and me? Is it because she has the clavis fragmentmiếng? Morisaki thought, but thinking wouldn’t get them out of the situation they were in.
 Anyway, right now, I need to—
 He was about to use the gun again, but then he remembered it hadn’t had any effect.
 Dammit— Wasn’t there anything about these things in the Arch Angels’ research? Think!
 The Arch Angels had known of the existence of Agartha, but no humans had been there since the inventionsự phát minh of photography—at least, none who had then returned. The Quetzal Coatls were on the surface, so datadữ liệu could be gleanedlượm lặt from them, but the organization didn’t know much about creatures in the interior.
 All grayxám with red, shining eyes and sharp claws…which means…
 There was only one thing he could think of.
 Are they Izoku?
 One force of nature in this world was the tribebộ lạc that did not want the Topside and Agartha to mingletrộn lẫn. He was pretty sure Izoku was what they were called. Their weaknesses were water and light. But—
 Why would they go after Asuna?
 Wondering about the question was pointlessvô nghĩa.
 Water was preciousquý giá, but he did have some in his canteennhà ăn for drinking. He didn’t know how effective it would be, but it might serve as a weapon.
 However—
 Damn! Where did Asuna go?
 Before anything else, he had to get moving.
 Morisaki broke into a run.
 Find the Izoku. Asuna will be nearby.
 In the darkness, he retracedhồi lại the path he’d just taken. He went through the ruinsự đổ nát, climbed down the rockyđanh đá area and onto the plain— No, there was a riverbedlòng sông there. A starkngay đơ reminderlời nhắc nhở that humans didn’t have a very reliableđáng tin cậy sense of direction.
 That didn’t matter now, though.
 The Izoku come first. Look for red lights.
 He looked around, and—
 There!
 Morisaki reached for his gun out of habit but then remembered that it was the wrong move. The canteennhà ăn was his weapon. It didn’t feel like much of a weapon, mind you, but he’d just have to believe in it.
 He started toward the Izoku—but then he heard a voice and knew that something was very, very wrong.
 “Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”
 It was the cry of a young child, probably no more than five.
 What’s that?
 Then he saw her, a loneđơn độc girl crouchingKhúm núm in the middle of the river.
 Morisaki didn’t know whether she’d gone there on purpose, but that had probably saved her. When you were up against Izoku, rivers meant safety.
 But—
 What’s a kid doing in a place like this?
 He had to go save Asuna…but he couldn’t just abandonbỏ rơi this one, either.
 Clicking his tongue softly in irritationkích thích, Morisaki ran to the little girl.
 
 Before she was aware of it, Asuna had reached a ruinsự đổ nát.
 Not that it mattered—she felt almost dizzychóng mặt with despairtuyệt vọng. The corridorhành lang was a dead end.
 Desperately, she searched for a way forward, but there didn’t seem to be one, and the monstersquái vật were slowly closing in.
 It’s all over, Asuna thought. She was ready to die.
 Just as a monsterquái vật reached out to grab her—
 “Asunaaaa!”
 A shadow that had fallen out of the sky sliced off the monster’s hand with its short swordthanh kiếm.
 “We’re making a break for it! Run!” Shin cut into the crowd of monstersquái vật in the corridorhành lang, opening a path.
 Asuna still wasn’t sure what exactly had happened, but she followed him.
 “You’re…Shin?” Asuna said.
 Shin grinnednụ cười toe toét, looking rather proud of himself. “You got it right that time.”
 After beating the monstersquái vật back for the moment, they ran down some stairs.
 “This is an Izoku nesttổ,” he explained.
 “Izoku?”
 “They say your blood’s been defiledô uế, and they want to devourngấu nghiến you. Come on!”
 “How did you know I was here? After you left, I followed you to Agartha…”
 “Yeah, which is why we’ve got so much trouble now!”
 “What’s your problem?! I wanted to see you again—”
 “Enough talking, just run! They’re coming!”
 “I am running!” Even as Asuna shouted back at him, she musteredTập hợp up her strength and kept going. “Shin, they’re gaining on us!”
 “I know! They’re weak against light and water. If we’re lucky, we’ll make it to a river or something.”
 And then—
 “Dammit!”
 —they ran out of land.
 They were on the edge of a sheertuyệt đối cliffvách đá.
 Once again, Asuna thought, It’s all over.
 “Asuna,” Shin said, but she didn’t even respond.
 …For a moment anyway.
 “You have a clavis fragmentmiếng, right?”
 “—Yeah.”
 When she noddedgật đầu, Shin smiled. “If we get out of this, you have to give it to me.”
 No sooner had he spoken than—
 As Shun had once done, Shin pulled Asuna into his arms and jumped.
 “Aaaaaaah!”
 Far below, there was a river, and the two of them fell down, narrowlytrong gang tấc slipping between the boulderstảng đá.
 A tall column of water splashedbắn tung tóe up.
 
 “Asuna! Hey, Asuna!”
 Someone was calling to her.
 Her whole body felt heavy, and she didn’t want to wake up. But the voice just wouldn’t stop.
 “Asuna!”
 Finally, she opened her eyes…
 …and saw Morisaki’s face. He looked terriblykhủng khiếp worried.
 “…Mr. Morisaki?”
 “Pull yourself together!” Morisaki helped her sit up.
 Asuna finally realized that she was on the bank of a river, the sun was already up, and she was drippingnhỏ giọt wet.
 “If this little one hadn’t been here, you might not have gotten off so easy… You’d better thank her.”
 “Little one?”
 Morisaki glanced to the side at Mimi, who was watching her steadily. “She led me to you.”
 “…Who is that girl?” Asuna had noticed the child Morisaki was carrying on his back.
 “Those monstersquái vật were chasing her, too. It’s a long story, but I ended up saving her.”
 Possibly in an attempt to camouflagengụy trang his embarrassmentsự lúng túng, Morisaki pushed his glasses up with his middle finger.
 “Okay, let’s start a fire over there. Come warm up.”
 When she was sitting by the campfirelửa trại, holding a coffee cup filled to the brimvành with hot water, Asuna’s mind finally began to clear, and she recountedkể lại the events of the previous evening.
 “So then he told you to hand over the clavis?” Morisaki asked. He put a hand to his mouth, thinking hard. “And then there’s the creatures that attacked you and this kid. We don’t seem to be welcome here.”
 He glanced at the little girl, who’d completely recovered her energy and was busy playing with Mimi. “All right, what do we do with her?”
 The girl seemed to realize they were talking about her and ran up to Morisaki. She didn’t seem capable of proper speech, but she said, “Dah, dahdah” and pointed into the distance.
 “Downriver, huh?” Morisaki said.
 Then it happened.
 “Ghk… Ngh…”
 At the sound of a small, muffledbị bóp nghẹt groanthan van, Asuna finally realized that Shin was lying in the shadow of the bouldertảng đá. A deep gashrạch ran from his shoulder to his chest.
 She almost avertedngăn chặn her eyes—but now wasn’t the time.
 “Shin!” She ran to him. It was an awfultồi tệ wound.
 “…I nearly forgot about him.”
 As Morisaki walked over, Shin sprang up, his face twisting with pain.
 “—! You’re—!” He closed the distance between himself and Morisaki in a rush. “Arch Angel!” Stopping about three pacesnhịp độ from Morisaki, Shin held his short swordthanh kiếm at the ready.
 Asuna was worried about Shin’s injury, and she wanted to keep him and Morisaki from fighting; but she didn’t know what she should say—so she didn’t say anything at all.
 The hostilitysự thù địch in Shin’s voice was apparentrõ ràng. “I know you have a clavis! Leave it here and get out of Agartha!”
 “Why?” Morisaki asked quietly.
 Shin shook his head. “How should I know why?! My job is to make it happen!” he shouted back, then took the remaining three steps. “Hand over the clavis!”
 But he was in bad shape, and so was his swordsmanship. Morisaki evadedtrốn tránh the short swordthanh kiếm easily, then struck Shin in the back of the neck with his gun. Shin collapsed without a struggle.
 “Shin!” Running to the boy, Asuna glaredánh sáng chói at Morisaki.
 For his part, Morisaki seemed unbothered. “She pointed that way; we should try that direction. There might be a village.”
 Asuna had one request that she had to insist on, no matter what. “We’re taking him with us.”
 “…If you want.” Morisaki took bandagesbăng bó and antisepticsát trùng out of his bag and tossedquăng them to Asuna.
 Asuna disinfectedkhử trùng Shin’s wound, then boundràng buộc it firmly.
 Come to think of it, I bandagedbăng bó Shun’s arm, too, with my scarfkhăn quàng cổ, she thought.
 
 Shin’s horse proved to be useful.
 It seemed particularly loyaltrung thành to its owner; Morisaki told her it had been beside Shin when he’d found him unconsciousbất tỉnh. Asuna had known that horses were intelligentthông minh animals, but she hadn’t thought they were that intelligentthông minh.
 They put the girl and Shin, who was still out cold, on the horse’s back and headed downriverxuôi dòng. Morisaki and Asuna traveled on foot.
 After an exhaustingmệt mỏi several hours of walking, they saw below them a village surrounded by a river and a wall.
 This was nothing like the ruinssự đổ nát they’d been seeing ever since arriving in Agartha. Smoke from fires, maybe for cooking or maybe for heat, rosehoa hồng from the clusterscụm of wooden houses, and enormouslớn lao windmillscối xay gió seemed to be harnessingkhai thác the wind for some practical purpose. Farm fields spread right up to the outerbên ngoài wall, giving them a clear sense of the villagersdân làng who lived there.
 “There are people here…,” Asuna murmuredthì thầm.
 Morisaki noddedgật đầu. “It’s our first living village. Let’s treadbước đi carefully.”
 As the two of them and the horse they led drew closer, some of the locals who’d been working in the fields noticed them and hastilyvội vàng retreatedrút lui into the village. From the urgencykhẩn cấp in the villagersdân làng’ behavior, Asuna and Morisaki guessed that they might be about to encounter some resistancesức chống cự.
 And they were completely right.
 Almost immediately, three sturdychắc chắn men on horsebackcưỡi ngựa came gallopingphi nước đại toward them from the village. Their matching white cloaksáo choàng indicated that they belonged to some sort of vigilancecảnh giác committeeủy ban. Either that or they were important members of the village.
 As the men approached, the others yielded the way to them.
 “Everyone back!”
 Obeying the men, the villagersdân làng withdrew behind the wall.
 Asuna and Morisaki walked straight toward the riderskỵ sĩ.
 The small girl jumped down from the horse and ran happily toward the group.
 When they saw her, the men murmuredthì thầm to one another, but Asuna couldn’t hear what they were saying.
 Meanwhile…
 “Halt!” one of the men barkedvỏ cây, and she and Morisaki stopped in their tracks.
 The man slowly came up to them, acting as a representativetiêu biểu of his group.
 Morisaki took a step forward, shieldingche chắn Asuna and the horse.
 “You have our thanks for returning a child of the village,” the man said in a dignifiedđứng đắn, nghiêm túc voice. “However, you are Topsiders. The village of Amaurot cannot accept you. We must ask you to leave.”
 Morisaki didn’t seem to know what to say, so Asuna musteredTập hợp her couragelòng can đảm. If nothing else, they had to do something about Shin. Pointing at Shin, who was lying across the horse’s back, she said, “Could you look at this boy, at least?! He’s injured, and he has a feversốt.”
 At that, she heard the men whisper among themselves:
 “…He’s from the village of Canaan.”
 “Why is a native of Agartha with Topsiders?”
 Then the spokesmanphát ngôn viên drew his swordthanh kiếm and shouted. “We must not! Begone!”
 No, please, wait!
 Asuna almost said it aloudlớn tiếng, but Morisaki shook his head and turned to go.
 “Wait,” said a solitaryđơn độc old man with white hair and long whiskersrâu ria. Gently, he scoopedmuỗng, xúc the little girl into his arms. “Manna, I’m glad you came back.”
 Then he stood beside the men and spoke to Asuna and Morisaki.
 “Please forgivetha thứ the village for its discourtesybất lịch sự… Will you not let me thank the ones who’ve saved my granddaughter?”
 “But—!” the man shouted, but the elderđàn anh remained calm.
 “Just for a night. Allow me to salvagetrục vớt my honor.”
 “……”
 Grudgingly, the man returned his swordthanh kiếm to its scabbardbao kiếm.
 Then the group simply left.
 “This way. You’ll draw too much attention cutting through the village.”
 And so Asuna’s party was shown to the elder’s house.
 When they arrived at the spaciousrộng rãi dwellingtrú ngụ, the first thing the old man did was treat Shin’s wound. He had a variety of what appeared to be the raw materials for medicine at home; he ground them into pastedán and mixed them together into a liquid, which he meticulouslytỉ mỉ painted onto Shin’s wound.
 “His feversốt should come down soon. It will probably be a while before he can move, but he won’t die. Don’t worry too much.”
 Shin’s chest was still heavingphập phồng with pain, but Asuna sighedthở dài with relief.
 “Oh, I’m glad… Thank you, sir,” she said, and she meant it.
 If it hadn’t been for this man, they wouldn’t even have been allowed into the village. Plus, he’d carefully tended to Shin’s wound. There was no way to thank him enough.
 “That’s an Izoku wound, isn’t it?”
 “…I think so.”
 “They are a cursednguyền rủa race that abhorsghê tởm light and water, but they are also one of the mechanismscơ chế that seek to keep the world as it is. That is why they hate admixturesphụ gia.”
 “Admixtures…,” said Morisaki. “Then that girl is…”
 The old man noddedgật đầu. “Manna’s father is a Topsider. It’s rare, but it does happen.”
 “…It was a test?” Morisaki was gazingnhìn chằm chằm at the elderđàn anh, his eyes sharp.
 The old man noddedgật đầu again slowly. “Not one I wished for, of course.”
 “? What do you mean?”
 Asuna couldn’t process the situation. By rights, she was a rather quick thinkernhà tư tưởng, but Morisaki’s realizationhiện thực hóa was backed up by both personal and indirectgián tiếp experience. He also benefited from keensắc sảo insightcái nhìn thấu suốt. He pushed up his glasses with his index finger.
 “Yesterday, when I found that girl, she was inside a ruinsự đổ nát of sorts. Think about it. How many hours did we walk to get here? No child would wanderđi lang thang in there on her own.”
 That was all he needed to say for Asuna to understand. Her heart felt heavier.
 “Then…,” she murmuredthì thầm, and Morisaki noddedgật đầu.
 “Right. They intentionally put her somewhere the Izoku would appear, to see if she’d come home safely. They wanted to test whether the world would allow her to exist.”
 The old man didn’t nodgật đầu, and he didn’t denytừ chối it. He only said, “Come with me” and left the room.
 The man’s wooden house was extremely ramblinglan man. It was decoratedtrang trí here and there with striking wovendệt clothsvải and other objects from traditional Agarthan culture.
 “For us, a visit from Topsiders isn’t a good omenđiềm báo.”
 As he walked ahead of Morisaki and Asuna, the elderđàn anh kept speaking.
 “Long ago, the emperorshoàng đế and kings of the surface spent several centuries plunderingcướp bóc wealth and techniques from Agartha. They needed our knowledge and richessự giàu có to control the surface, and in exchange, they brought wars upon wars. Our cities were more magnificenttráng lệ than any on the surface, but all were destroyed. Our numbers dwindlednhỏ lại, and now only a few villages remain. That was why we used the claves to close the doors, locking them so that Topsiders couldn’t enter.” The man gave Morisaki a thoughtfulchu đáo look. “Let me show you my library.”
 Then he glanced at Asuna.
 “Young lady, would you help with the dinner preparations, over there?”
 “…Yes.”
 To be honest, she’d wanted to listen to more of the old man’s account, but it probably wouldn’t be a pleasant tale for her to hear. Maybe it would be better to distractđánh lạc hướng herself with cooking after all.
 With that in mind, she entered the room the man had indicated. Manna was already there, stringing beanshạt đậu. Mimi was there beside her, although there was no telling when she’d reached the house. She jumped up onto Asuna’s shoulder.
 “Daah!”
 Manna ran up to Asuna, caught her hand, and pulled her over toward the table.
 Overall, the dishes there were not unlike the food at home.
 To start, she filled the pot stickernhãn dán wrappersvỏ bánh (or a close approximationxấp xỉ) with a mixture of mincedbăm nhỏ meat and vegetables. Next, she was asked to cut up an ohne, a vegetable that looked a lot like a daikondaikon radishcủ cải. Both were tasks Asuna was very used to.
 “Hey, Mimi, don’t.”
 As Asuna peeledbóc vỏ the ohne, the cat had started playing with the latest strip.
 The old man had returned, and as he watched her scoldtrách mắng Mimi gently, he gave a jollyvui vẻ laugh.
 “I’ve never seen a Yadoriko become so attached to a Topsider before.”
 “Yadoriko? Does that mean cat?”
 “They’re animals in whom a child of god has come to dwelltrú ngụ,” he said, joining her in her task. “They’re raised alongsidebên cạnh humans, and when their role comes to an end, they become part of a Quetzal Coatl and live forever.”
 “A god…?”
 That couldn’t be, Asuna thought.
 After all, Mimi was a cat, and they’d lived together since Asuna was little. If she would be mistakennhầm lẫn for anything, it would be a foxcáo, but that was only a slightmảnh dẻ resemblancesự giống nhau because of her pointed ears. She couldn’t possibly be a god.
 “Lucky you, Mimi. He thinks you’re really special.”
 Mimi responded with a mrowr.
 “All right.” The man put a pot on the fire, then picked Manna up. “While the food is cooking, would you give Manna a bath?”
 Asuna’s expression changed to a mixture of surprise and delight.
 “A bath?!”
 
 Curiously, baths in Agartha were just like Japanese-style baths. The stone tubbồn tắm was filled with hot water; aside from the fragrantthơm herbsthảo mộc floating on the surface, it really wasn’t much different from the bath Asuna normally took.
 “Aaaaaah…”
 Soaking in hot water up to her shoulders, she exhaledthở ra a long sighthở dài. She felt all the fatigueMệt mỏi that had accumulatedtích lũy during her long journey through Agartha slipping away.
 “I love baths,” she said.
 “?” Manna looked puzzledbối rối.
 Glancing at her, Asuna smiled. “Feels like you’re washing your whole life clean.”
 Although Manna probably wouldn’t understand that yet, Asuna thought.
 She’d heard that there were countries in the world—the surface world—where soakingngâm in bathtubsbồn tắm wasn’t a custom. I’m really glad I wasn’t bornsinh ra in one of those, she thought. Baths soothedxoa dịu both your body and your mind at once. She’d heard something about benefits for the parasympatheticphó giao cảm nervous system, but franklythẳng thắn, most of it went over her head.
 That aside…
 “All right, Manna, let’s get you washed.”
 Shampoo and conditionerđiều hòa were too much to hope for, but she washed her own and Manna’s hair, and then the rest of them, with Agartha-style soapxà bông.
 After she’d warmed up enough, she changed into the Agarthan clothesquần áo the old man had set out for her. The loose garmentsquần áo were made of simple fabricvải vóc; they looked like traditional clothing from Tibet or somewhere near it (at least if her memory served her right). Up until now, she’d only been able to wash her own clothesquần áo in the river, and she’d finally gotten to wash them with soapxà bông. Now she had to wait for them to dry.
 Perhaps unable to wait for Asuna to finish changing, Manna dashedtiêu tan out of the dressing room without even botheringlàm phiền to dry herself off properly.
 “Manna, no, wait!” As Asuna chased the little girl through the living room, she nearly ran into Morisaki. “Oh, Mr. Morisaki.”
 In high spirits, Asuna twirledxoay tròn around.
 “What do you think? Manna’s grandfather loaned me these clothesquần áo.”
 Lately, being grubbybẩn thỉu had become distressinglyđau khổ normal for Asuna, and now that she was clean and in new clothesquần áo, she wanted someone to complimentlời khen her.
 However, Morisaki looked her up and down for a while, as if he was seeing something unusual. Then he said, “They don’t really suit you.”
 And then he left.
 “…Oh, honestlyThành thật. What was that for?”
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER EIGHT
  By the time Asuna had gotten out of the bath and rested for a few moments, dinner was ready.
 When she saw all the bowls and plates that had been set out, her heart gave a twingekhúc khích. For the past little while, the best meals they’d been able to manage had been around a campfirelửa trại, using leaves for plates. Food that had been properly cooked seemed like a feasttiệc.
 Asuna’s self-control was gone then. “Thank you for the food!” she said, then immediately tossedquăng a meatballthịt viên into her mouth and shoveledcái xẻng in rice from her bowl.
 It was deliciousthơm ngon.
 She couldn’t imagine anything in the whole world tasting better.
 Tears spilledtràn from the corners of her eyes.
 “…Don’t cry while you eat.”
 Morisaki sounded tired, but she couldn’t help it; it was just too good.
 Asuna took a bite of vegetables next. “Well, I mean, it’s yummyngon,” she said, continuing to eat. Everything was really and truly wonderful.
 Ignoring Asuna, Morisaki swallowednuốt his food calmlybình tĩnh. For a while, they ate in silence.
 “Elder,” he said, and for a moment, even the eating stopped.
 “……”
 “Would you answer the question I asked you earlier?”
 What question? Asuna wondered.
 The man responded. “In Agartha, it is forbiddencấm to resurrectsống lại the dead.”
 Resurrect the dead.
 Right, it had almost slipped my mind, but—that’s why we’re on this difficult journey in the first place. She felt stupid for nearly forgetting about it.
 “If it’s forbiddencấm, that means it can be done,” Morisaki pointed out.
 I see. That’s true, Asuna thought. If it were impossible, there wouldn’t be any reason to forbidngăn cấm it. But they did forbidngăn cấm it, so it followed that it wasn’t impossible.
 Resurrect the dead.
 So I could bring Shun back to life?
 Both hopefulhy vọng and anxiouslo lắng, Asuna waited for the old man’s next words.
 “Life and death are only part of a much greater flow,” the man answered as he poured tea into cups. “It is not given to humans to interruptngắt that flow. Doing so will bring happiness to no one.”
 However, Morisaki didn’t back down.
 Well, of course not, Asuna thought, looking back later.
 They’d come all the way here, and he finally had a solid lead on the moment when his decadethập kỷ of hard work would pay off.
 “Do you want me to begăn xin for permission?! What do you want me to say?! The surface world is litteredrải rác with those proverbstục ngữ! What I want to know is where and how we can be reunitedđoàn tụ with people we’ve lost. That’s all!”
 The man closed his eyes for a moment, and the silence was heavy and gravephần mộ, even to Asuna.
 Finally, he raised his head. “Mourning the dead is proper, but it is a mistake to hold on to your pitylòng thương xót for them and yourself. You’ve even dragged a young girl into your delusionảo tưởng.”
 “Asuna’s here of her own free will!”
 “U-um!” Asuna tried to break into their argument. “I’m—”
 However, her efforts were in vainhão huyền as Morisaki went on.
 “You people have shut yourselves undergroundbí mật and done nothing but ‘reveretôn kính’ things for a full two thousand years! That’s why you’re falling into ruinsự đổ nát!”
 “……” The old man seemed to think for a little while. “Young lady,” he said, turning to Asuna. “I’m sorry to ask, but would you go check on the boy?”
 Asuna knew she was being subtly told to leave the room.
 She wanted to hear this conversation, too, but asking would probably have been selfishích kỷ.
 “Go on.” Morisaki said it, too, so Asuna stood up.
 Obediently, she made her way to the room where Shin was sleeping. In front of the door, she stopped, took her compactgọn nhẹ mirror out of her pocket, and fixed her bangstóc mái.
 Even she wasn’t quite sure why she’d done that.
 Opening the door softly, she went in.
 Shin had been asleepngủ, but he opened his eyes as soon as Asuna came into the room.
 “Those clothesquần áo,” he said.
 Her heart skippednhảy a beat.
 He’d noticed she was dressed differently right away, and it gave her a little burst of happiness. Morisaki had said they didn’t suit her, but he probably just wasn’t used to seeing Agarthan clothesquần áo. What would Shin say?
 “Those look terrible on you.”
 The fact that she’d gotten her hopes up made her subsequenttiếp theo frustrationthất vọng even worse.
 “Oh, come on! Did you have to say it like that?”
 Shin seemed to find her poutingbĩu môi amusingvui, but then his expression turned serious. “Why did you save me?”
 “Huh…?”
 “Why…did you save me?”
 Why had she saved him?
 Because he’d been wounded, right in front of her, and that’s what you do when someone’s hurt—
 “You saved me, too, Shin. Remember?”
 When Asuna reminded him of that, anger abruptly entered his voice. “I’m just being forced to clean up the messsự lộn xộn my brother left!”
 “Shun’s…”
 She didn’t know the full contextbối cảnh of all this.
 Still, Shin had said he had a duty to retrievelấy lại the clavis that Shun had taken abovegroundtrên mặt đất with him. That was probably what he was talking about.
 Straining, Shin tried to sit up—but he couldn’t, as if an invisiblevô hình force was pinningghim him to the bed.
 “Shin!”
 Beginning to worry, Asuna tried to support him, but he shook her off. On his own, though, he couldn’t do it.
 “—!” With a little scream, he collapsed back onto the bed.
 “Don’t push yourself.”
 Asuna was genuinelychân thật concernedlo âu about him, but Shin was stubbornbướng bỉnh. “You people shouldn’t be here.” His rumplednhàu nát hair fell over his eyes, hiding his expression. “I should have let the Izoku kill you, then taken the clavis… No, I should have killed you on the surface along with the Arch Angels!”
 Asuna couldn’t say anything.
 She couldn’t place what about this was such a shock to her, but—she really hated that Shin was saying these things.
 “…Just get out, all right?”
 “Shin…”
 “Get out!” he shouted.
 Asuna meeklynhu mì left the room. She was discouragedchán nản now, and something dark and murkyâm u was churningkhuấy động in the depths of her chest.
 When she returned to the living room, Morisaki seemed to have been waiting for her. “We’ll leave early tomorrow. Get to bed soon.”
 That was all he said before he disappeared into the bedroom he was staying in.
 “……”
 Her emotions were rough and raw, and she wanted to talk to someone. So she went to the old man’s room.
 He was cleaning up after dinner, and he didn’t turn around.
 “I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t shelter Topsiders for long.”
 
 Asuna got into bed, but she was unable to sleep. After a while of lying there, she saw Mimi come into the room, her eyes glintinglấp lánh green in the light from the dimmedmờ đi lampđèn.
 Gently, she lickedliếm away the quiet tears that ran down Asuna’s cheeks.
 
 Shin lay in bed, all by himself, with his uninjuredkhông bị thương arm over his eyes.
 A single tear tricklednhỏ giọt down his face.
 “Shun…”
 
 The old man was smoking his pipe alone, in front of the fire.
 Someone knocked three times, then spoke.
 “Elder. I’m sorry to disturb you so late.”
 As if he’d been expecting the visit, the old man responded, “Come in.”
 Morisaki opened the door and entered.
 “What do you need?”
 “There were two things I wanted you to confirm,” Morisaki said, but before he could continue—
 “Well, go on and sit down.”
 Morisaki accepted the invitation and lowered himself into a chair.
 “Would you like some tea?”
 “No, don’t trouble yourself.” Morisaki’s tone was carefully politelịch sự. “Earlier, you said the Izoku hated admixturesphụ gia,” he began.
 From that alone, the old man seemed to know what Morisaki was trying to say, but he didn’t interjectxen vào.
 “You said that girl is of mixed blood, with parents from Agartha and the surface, and that’s why she was attacked.”
 “I know what you’re getting at, but…”
 Extinguishing his pipe, the old man stood up.
 “…that knowledge won’t help anyone.”
 “……”
 Morisaki was silent for a while, but at length he noddedgật đầu. “That may well be.” Then he took his cigarettes out of his breast pocket. “Oh. Mind if I smoke?”
 “Go right ahead.”
 Morisaki lit his cigarette, took a long drag, and breathed out blue smoke.
 “There’s one other thing that’s been naggingcằn nhằn at me for a while now.”
 “…What might that be?”
 “Our conversation during dinner. You said that resurrectingsống lại the dead wouldn’t bring anyone happiness. Back then, I was too angry to notice. Once I calmed down and thought about it, though, I realized something felt off.” Morisaki paused. “There’s someone who broke that taboođiều cấm kỵ, isn’t there? I want to meet them.”
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER NINE
  When dawnbình minh broke, the old man led Asuna and Morisaki to the village dockbến tàu.
 “You may use this,” he said, providing them with a canoe-like boat.
 Wordlessly, Asuna huggedôm the elderđàn anh, and he pattedvỗ nhẹ her on the back.
 “It felt like my daughter was here again.”
 Asuna didn’t know her grandparents, but maybe this was what it was like to have a grandfather. Maybe that was why this parting was so painful—or maybe not. Maybe the biggest factor was that she simply hadn’t felt human warmth—except for Morisaki’s—since coming to Agartha. Maybe leaving that warmthsự ấm áp was what hurt. Right now, Asuna really couldn’t tell which it was.
 “Elder…take care. Manna, too.”
 With that, Asuna huggedôm the little girl close.
 The old man gazednhìn chằm chằm at them, his eyes affectionatetrìu mến, then spoke to Morisaki. “In about a day and a night, you’ll arrive at the village of the individual you seek. From there, after another day and night, the boat should reach the lake. The place you’re looking for will be near.”
 “Thank you for everything.”
 What had these two discussed the previous night, after dinner? Asuna was just a little curious about that.
 “Asuna,” Morisaki called, and she climbed into the boat.
 She wanted more time to lingernán lại over her good-byes, but if she asked for that, she might never manage to leave. That was why she could appreciate Morisaki’s rather heartlessnhẫn tâm attitude. Maybe he was feeling lonelycô đơn, too.
 Asuna turned back.
 “Mimi, come on.”
 Mimi was sitting on top of Manna’s head, but she only meowedmeo in reply. She wouldn’t budgenhúc nhích from her perchcá rô.
 Asuna stared at her cat with fretfulbực bội impatiencethiếu kiên nhẫn, and then…
 “She may have fulfilled her role,” the old man said.
 Asuna didn’t understand what he meant. “Huh…?”
 As calm as ever, he went on. “Humans can’t dictatera lệnh the actions of Yadoriko.”
 …Yadoriko.
 Mimi wasn’t a god. She couldn’t be.
 She was just a cat. And yet—
 “No, but… We’ve always been together! Mimi!” Asuna wailedthan vãn.
 But Mimi didn’t move.
 The one who stepped in to help her let go was once again Morisaki. “…Asuna,” he said quietly. “I think we’ll just have to accept it. Elder, please, take care of her.”
 Slowly, the boat began driftingtrôi dạt away.
 …But Asuna wasn’t ready to go.
 “Mimi!”
 It wasn’t too late.
 If the cat jumped into the boat now, she’d still make it.
 “Mimi!”
 However, as before, Mimi only gazednhìn chằm chằm at her steadily.
 “Mr. Morisaki, wait! It’s not—”
 Mimi was getting farther away. Farther…and farther away.
 “…Manna! Please take care of Mimi! Mimi! Listen to Manna!”
 And then—
 “I’ll miss you…”
 Her voice was so quiet, even Morisaki might not have heard it.
 
 After that, their voyagehành trình went smoothlythông suốt.
 Morisaki kept rowing quietly. As they headed downriverxuôi dòng, they saw several villages along the banks—and ruinssự đổ nát, wastelandsđất hoang, and grassynhiều cỏ plains. The water was clear, and they could see lots of fish swimming through it.
 “Mr. Morisaki.”
 When their journey had gone on for several hours, Asuna called to him quietly.
 “……”
 Morisaki didn’t answer. He just kept rowing.
 “Do you remember the story you told us in class? The myththần thoại of Izanagi and Izanami?”
 “—Yeah.”
 Apparently, the subject had intriguedâm mưu him. Morisaki stopped rowing, sat down on the edge of the boat, took a cigarette from his jacket, and lit it.
 “I wanted to know more about the ending, so I read the rest in the library,” she said.
 Quietly, the tobaccothuốc lá smoke dissolvedgiải thể into the air.
 “What Izanagi saw undergroundbí mật was his wife’s rottingthối rữa body. He was horrifiedkinh hoàng. Are you sure it’s all right to bring people back from the dead…?”
 Morisaki didn’t answer her question.
 It was possible that he didn’t know, and that was how Asuna decided to interpretthông dịch it.
 As Morisaki smoked his cigarette, he said, “We’re nearing the end of our journey. Asuna, decide for yourself what you’ll seek at the Gate of Life and Death.”
 Decide for herself…what she’d seek.
 Maybe it was Shun’s resurrectionphục sinh, and it could have been her father’s. But she got the feeling it was neither of those things… Then why was she traveling in the first place?
 She didn’t have an answer.
 
 The long night came, then passed, and then it was morning.
 
 Morisaki spotted a small dockbến tàu and steeredchỉ đạo the boat over to it.
 “Hey, Mr. Morisaki.”
 “What?”
 “I hadn’t asked, but—who are you looking for?”
 As Morisaki tied up the boat, he said, “I’m told a person who’s actually resurrectedsống lại someone lives in this village. I’ve read the literaturevăn học and heard that old man’s story, but the best place to get information is straight from the source.”
 They left the river and started toward the village, which was much smaller than Amaurot.
 Putting on the cloaksáo choàng the old man had given them, Asuna and Morisaki went into the village.
 “Excuse us. We’re researching the resurrectionphục sinh of the dead.”
 When they introduced themselves to the first villagerdân làng they saw, his face promptlykịp thời clouded over.
 “I’m sorry, I don’t know anyth—”
 “There’s someone in this village, isn’t there? Someone who was successful.” Morisaki wasn’t beating around the bushbụi rậm. The other man had already shown weakness, so their best bet was to push until he cracked.
 The tacticchiến thuật was successful, and the villagerdân làng looked down.
 “Don’t let anyone know I told you,” he said.
 Morisaki noddedgật đầu.
 “A woman lives in a huttúp lều on the edge of that forest over there. Ask her. That’s all I can say…”
 “No, that’s enough. Thanks.” With that, Morisaki promptlykịp thời began walking toward the forest.
 “Um, Mr. Morisaki…”
 “What?”
 Asuna was a bit nervous about this, but—
 When Morisaki turned to look at her, she didn’t know what to tell him.
 “No… It’s nothing.”
 “Let’s go.”
 They knew which house it was right away—after all, there was only one house by the forest.
 A wooden wall stood around the other houses, protecting them from external threats. But this one had been built outside the wall, all alone and ostracizedtẩy chay.
 “Hmm… It does look like there’s a story here. Well, if all the villagersdân làng know the taboođiều cấm kỵ of raising the dead was broken, we shouldn’t be surprised.”
 “……”
 The idea of visiting that house made Asuna feel something very close to fear.
 However, Morisaki didn’t hesitatedo dự.
 As they drew closer, the condition of the house grew clearer. Hovel was a better word for it; it was hard to believe anyone actually lived there.
 Reaching the front door, they knocked on it three times.
 “Excuse me. Is anyone there?” Morisaki called.
 There was a short pause, and then…
 “…What did you need?”
 The voice belonged to a wary-sounding woman.
 “Um—”
 Asuna started to speak, but Morisaki held up his right hand, stopping her.
 “Don’t say anything unless you have to. Don’t say anything at all, actually.”
 “…Okay.”
 Asuna was a little unhappy with that, but she did think it was probably for the best. Morisaki would be better at talking than she was.
 Apparently, that was the right move.
 “We’re researching the resurrectionphục sinh of the dead,” he said. “We were told that someone who lives in this house has actually done it. Could we speak with them?”
 “……”
 This time, several seconds passed before the woman responded. “I’m sorry, but no one here has resurrectedsống lại the dead.”
 Morisaki bangednổ his fistnắm tay against the door. “They know it all the way over in Amaurot!” he shouted, but then he shook his head slightly. “I’m sorry. I’ll be honest with you.”
 Keeping his voice as calm as possible, he went on.
 “The part about research was a lie. I want to resurrectsống lại my wife. And I’m gathering information to do it.”
 “______”
 Behind the door, they thought they heard a gaspthở hổn hển.
 “I’m sorry to ask, but can you tell us about it?”
 With a creakcót két, the door slowly opened. The woman who peekednhìn trộm out was in her twenties, and she was too pale to be healthy.
 
 Like its exteriorbên ngoài, the inside of the house was miserablekhổ sở and decrepitmục nát. It made Asuna a little frightenedsợ sệt and sick, but she kept those feelings from showing. The woman invited them to sit on a couple of cushionscái đệm she’d placed on the rottingthối rữa wood floor in an attempt at hospitalitylòng hiếu khách, then sat down facing them.
 Morisaki introduced himself. “My name is Ryuuji Morisaki. I lost my wife ten years ago. I’ve come from the surface in order to resurrectsống lại her.”
 “…!”
 Why hadn’t Morisaki lied?
 Maybe he was trying to demonstratechứng minh his sinceritysự chân thành to the woman. In fact, if he hadn’t lied to the villagerdân làng, it might have caused an uproarnáo động, but he’d decided that wouldn’t be the case with this woman.
 “You’re…a Topsider?”
 “Yes.”
 “As I told you before, there is no one who has resurrectedsống lại the dead here.”
 Morisaki started to say something, but the woman cut him off.
 “However, there is someone who was resurrectedsống lại by her lover.”
 Morisaki gaspedthở hổn hển.
 For a moment, Asuna wasn’t sure she’d understood.
 “Are you familiar with the price of a resurrectionphục sinh?”
 “…A price?”
 The woman noddedgật đầu. “I haven’t introduced myself yet. My name is Nami. My lover’s name was Eve. It’s been five years since I died.”
 It was very odd to hear a dead person speak, Morisaki thought. An experience like this wasn’t anywhere near possible on the surface.
 “What is the price you mentioned?” he asked.
 The woman lowered her eyes for a little while. “The god who governs death would never spare people for nothing. Doing so would release humans from death itself and obstructcản trở the great flow of life.”
 “Hmm.”
 That was—
 That’s probably true, Asuna thought.
 If nobody ever died, the world would be overruntràn ngập.
 The conversation Morisaki and Nami were having was a little more complicatedphức tap than that, but Asuna was in sixth grade—this was a level she understood.
 “Consequently, a heavy price is required to escape death. Long ago—” Nami paused for a moment. “Long ago, before Agartha was cut off from the surface by the claves, many Topsiders came here.”
 “In search of Agartha’s knowledge and wealth,” Morisaki continued, picking up where Nami had left off. “An old man in Amaurot told me about it.”
 He was hurrying the conversation along, eagerháo hức to get to the main topic. However, Nami spoke slowly, as if she felt she needed to tell him this part as well.
 “One of the great powers that Topsiders sought from Agartha was immortalitysự bất tử. There was a heavy price for that as well, and so no one obtainedđạt được it—or almost no one. There were a handfulmột nắm đầy tay of exceptions.”
 “Exceptions— You mean there’s someone who gained immortalitysự bất tử?!”
 Morisaki sounded startledgiật mình. Nami noddedgật đầu.
 “Don’t you have tales about it on the surface? Legends of great individuals who were believed to be dead but were actually alive?”
 Asuna reflected on that.
 The legendhuyền thoại that came to mind immediately was the one about Minamoto-no-Yoshitsune. She thought it might have been true of Himiko as well. Those were the only ones Asuna could come up with, but Morisaki noddedgật đầu. “True, there are multiple examples. There are plenty in my home country alone—and countlessvô số more if you look at the rest of the world.”
 “I couldn’t say whether the subjects of all those legendshuyền thoại truly gained immortalitysự bất tử. However, there are some who have paid an enormouslớn lao price for this gift,” Nami said.
 Morisaki sounded a little irritatedbị kích thích. “You keep telling me about this price, but you still haven’t explained what it is. What are you required to pay?”
 “It varies depending on the time, the situation, and the individual,” Nami said. She looked rather sad.
 For just a moment, Morisaki seemed to hesitate—but he eventually chose to ask. “Is that why Eve isn’t here?”
 Slowly, Nami noddedgật đầu.
 “The price for bringing me back was Eve. A life for a life.”
 What a crueltàn nhẫn thing that was, Asuna thought. It reminded her of the O. Henry short story, The Gift of the Magi. Of course, that was a heartwarmingcảm động story, while this was crueltàn nhẫn and heart-wrenching.
 “It was a sacrificehy sinh for nothing. What meaning could I find in this world alone? —I only…
 
 “I only wanted the one I loved to live on.”
 
 Morisaki and Asuna had returned to the boat, and neither of them had said a word since then.
 Finally, Asuna quietly asked. “Is resurrectingsống lại people really the right thing to do?”
 “……”
 Morisaki didn’t answer.
 Softly, she went on.
 “We don’t know if the person who died even wants to come back.”
 “That…”
 As Morisaki spoke, he began to row.
 “…is something we can’t know unless we bring them back.”
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER TEN
  Shin woke to the sound of sobsthổn thức echoingvang vọng through the house.
 By now, he was able to get up. His limbschân tay still felt a little heavy, but he climbed out of bed and went in search of the crying.
 The source was Manna, and the old man was looking after her.
 Mimi’s still body was curledcuộn tròn in her hands.
 She died? Shin thought.
 If Asuna found out, she would be so upset.
 Peacefully, gently, the old man spoke.
 “Her role in this world has ended, and the time for her journey to the next world has come. Weep freely for her. —For the other young lady, too.”
 After they’d waited for Manna to stop crying, the old man took her and Shin to a plain outside the village. The vast landscape seemed to roll on forever. The elderđàn anh pointed to a solitaryđơn độc stone pedestalbệ đỡ, and Manna ran over and gently laid Mimi’s body on it.
 “It should be here before long,” the man said.
 A little time passed, and then—
 “That’s…a Quetzal Coatl!” Shin cried.
 Slowly, from the horizonđường chân trời, a Quetzal Coatl was walking toward them. It was flesh-colored and shaped like a human, but it was several times larger. Its body was marked with the geometric patterns uniqueđộc nhất to its kind.
 “It’s ancient…,” Shin murmuredthì thầm, astonishedngạc nhiên, but the Quetzal Coatl paid him no heedchú ý. Reaching the pedestalbệ đỡ, it took Mimi’s corpsetử thi into its hands—
 And put it into its mouth.
 The old man spoke solemnly. “In this way, lives become part of something greater.”
 “…Do you think Asuna will be able to see it that way?” Shin said. “She lost someone who meant a lot to her.”
 No ordinary Agarthan would have said such a thing.
 “Elder, Agartha knows too well how fleetingthoáng qua and insignificanttầm thường lives are in the mortalngười chết world. Isn’t that exactly why it’s falling into ruinsự đổ nát?”
 The old man’s eyes widenedmở rộng slightly, but his smile soon returned.
 “Your inexperiencethiếu kinh nghiệm reminds me of that Topsider fellow,” he said.
 Me? How am I like the Arch Angel?
 But even Shin knew that no one who’d spent their life in Agartha would ever have asked the question he’d asked. Those Topsiders had rubbedxoa off on him.
 “…!”
 Shin was speechlesskhông nói nên lời—
 And just then, it happened.
 “That’s…!”
 The three men in tunicsáo dài who’d met Morisaki and Asuna at the village gate were riding away at a gallop—and Shin had seen the weapons at their waiststhắt lưng.
 “They’re carrying longbarrels!”
 The old man shook his head wearily. “So they’re planning to stop the Topsiders by any means necessary.” Then he glanced at Shin. “It’s the same duty you were given.”
 He was right.
 He had to stop the Topsiders, even if it meant killing them. He had to keep them from intrudingxâm nhập on the heart of Agartha.
 “……—!”
 Shin ran. He dashedtiêu tan back to the old man’s house, quickly found his own horse in the stable, and leaped onto its back. Just as he was about to ride off—
 “What do you intend to do?” the old man called to him.
 The answer he should have given—Stopping the Topsiders is my duty, so I’ll be the one who does it!—didn’t even occur to him.
 What did he want to do? What would be the best move? What should he do?
 Shin couldn’t answer any of those questions; he just shook his head. “I don’t know! …But!”
 With a yellhét lên, he spurredthúc đẩy his horse into a gallopphi nước đại with only one thought on his mind.
 He couldn’t leave Asuna on her own. He had to save her.
 Shin looked back and shouted to the old man. “I swearthề I’ll repaytrả lại this debt! —Yah!”
 With a sharp yellhét lên, he tightenedthắt chặt the reinskiềm chế, and the horse broke into a gallopphi nước đại with everything it had.
 
 Before long, the river narrowed, then ended in a lake with a rockyđanh đá shore.
 Abandoning the boat on the rocks, Morisaki and Asuna began to climb the rockyđanh đá slope.
 “It’s on the other side of this ridgecây rơm,” Morisaki said to Asuna over his shoulder.
 Then we’re almost there, she thought.
 Their travels would be over soon. They had nearly reached the end of this painful journey.
 …So why was she so unhappy?
 “Let’s hurry, before the Izoku come out.”
 As Morisaki spoke—
 Completely by accident, Asuna noticed something. “……”
 “What is it?’ Morisaki’s voice drownedchết chìm it out for a moment, but just now, she was sure she’d heard—
 “Can you hear that?”
 Morisaki looked around. All he could hear was the wind.
 —No.
 It wasn’t a sound he heard often, but he recognized it.
 Hoofbeats, drawing nearer. They were already unexpectedly close.
 The rockyđanh đá ground rosehoa hồng and dippednhúng sharplyđột ngột, so he’d been late in noticing their approach. Even if he’d noticed it earlier, there was little he could have done.
 The men who’d met Morisaki and Asuna at Amaurot appeared on horsebackcưỡi ngựa, and it was obviousrõ ràng they weren’t here on a peacefulhoà bình errandviệc lặt vặt. They were armed.
 Whatever happened, they had to press on. “Asuna, run!” Morisaki urged, breaking into a run himself.
 Hastily, they climbed the slope.
 Without dismountingxuống ngựa, one of the men drew the long-barreled gun from his waistthắt lưng and fired.
 Luckily, the bulletđạn only struck the ground, shatteringtan vỡ rock. It might have been intended as a warning shot.
 Morisaki pulled Asuna into the shadow of a nearby bouldertảng đá.
 What should they do?
 Asuna had no idea, but as she watched, Morisaki drew his handgunkhẩu súng ngắn from his jacket.
 “Stay down. This won’t take long,” he said, then opened fire.
 The bulletsđạn flew back and forthra; neither of them scored a direct hit on the other, but it was close.
 “Mr. Morisaki!”
 He knew what she wanted to say—that they shouldn’t kill anyone.
 “They’re planning to kill us!” he snapped back at her and got ready to fire his next round.
 Suddenly, a short swordthanh kiếm streakedsọc in and knocked the gun from his hands.
 The attack had come from a completely unexpectedkhông ngờ tới direction. Morisaki hadn’t been able to avoid it, but he hadn’t been hurt, either. It was a perfect throw, aimed directly at his gun.
 “What?!” Morisaki shouted, and Asuna looked over, startledgiật mình—
 “Hah!”
 —just as Shin rode up on horsebackcưỡi ngựa.
 Without slowing his gallopingphi nước đại horse, Shin jumped off, retrievedlấy lại his short swordthanh kiếm, held it at the ready, and faced the soldiers of Amaurot, shieldingche chắn Morisaki and Asuna.
 “Shin!”
 “Stay out of this!”
 Asuna and Morisaki both yelledhét lên, but Shin responded in a firmvững chãi voice.
 “Don’t kill anyone! You’ll just fuel Agartha’s hatredsự thù ghét!”
 Was Shin trying to save them? And after he said he should have killed the Topsiders earlier, too…
 The thought made Asuna very, very happy.
 The Amaurot soldiers dismountedxuống ngựa. “Villager of Canaan. Why are you protecting Topsiders?”
 “These two saved a girl from your village! You owenợ them a debt!”
 “Letting Topsiders do as they please will only invite disaster. We cannot let the roots of trouble grow!”
 Shouting, the man leveled his longbarrel—
 And Shin charged directly at him.
 Stepping to the side to avoid being shot, he closed the distance between them in a rush, knocking the gun away with his short swordthanh kiếm. The man kicked Shin, putting a little distance between them again, then drew his own swordthanh kiếm for a powerful slashgạch chéo. Shin caught it on his short swordthanh kiếm and deflectedlàm chệch hướng it.
 One clashsự xung đột, two, three—
 The two seemed evenly matched at first, but graduallydần dần, the older combatantchiến binh began to gain the upper hand. The man’s swordthanh kiếm was heavy, while Shin’s short swordthanh kiếm was light.
 “Shin!” Asuna nearly shouted, but Morisaki stopped her with a hand.
 “I’m repayingtrả lại my debt!” Shin yelledhét lên. “Go!” He gave one more attack, and that stroke pushed the man’s swordthanh kiếm back. When it came to weight, Shin was at a disadvantageđiều bất lợi, but his speed added enough power to his blows to give him a chance. He definitely wasn’t fighting a losing battle—at least, as far as the Topsiders could tell.
 In any case, Morisaki thought, they should listen to him. Pulling Asuna by the hand, he gave her a bravecan đảm smile, then began climbing the rocks.
 Four clashessự xung đột, five, six—
 Shin’s short swordthanh kiếm and the man’s bladelưỡi struck again and again.
 Neither of them yielded a single step.
 Beside them, one of the men who’d been waiting tried to slip past.
 Stopping the man’s swordthanh kiếm with his own bladelưỡi, Shin used that momentumQuán tính to jump into the path of the man who was trying to get by. That man had drawn his swordthanh kiếm and obviously intended to fight, but Shin’s roundhousenhà tròn kick connected solidly with his chincái cằm. The man went down, and Shin turned back, resumingbản tóm tắt his earlier fight.
 The man grinnednụ cười toe toét. “Formidable.”
 “Let me take care of him.”
 The last man dismountedxuống ngựa, drawing his swordthanh kiếm.
 Taking a few breaths to steady himself, Shin closed in on the second man.
 
 With that battle behind them, Morisaki and Asuna had reached the top of the ridgecây rơm.
 Under the sunsetHoàng hôn sky, Asuna pantedquần, shoulders heavingphập phồng.
 “It’s Finis Terra,” said Morisaki. “The end of this world.”
 Before them was a huge, vast, enormouslớn lao pithố that extended all the way to the distantxa xôi horizonđường chân trời.
 Morisaki started to go down toward its edge. “Hurry. Let’s make sure his efforts don’t go to waste.”
 Asuna followed Morisaki, but this was a sheertuyệt đối cliffvách đá. Even when she looked straight down, she couldn’t see the bottom. It was just a precipicevách đá dựng đứng that went on and on forever.
 It was despairtuyệt vọng made visible.
 We’ll never climb down this, Asuna thought. However, Morisaki removed his pack. “Make yourself as light as you can,” he said, as if this were hardly anything at all. “We’re climbing down.”
 Timidly, Asuna peekednhìn trộm into the pithố.
 Much later, she would remember that view and wonder if it was possible for a professional rock climberngười leo núi to scale such a rock face.
 At the time, however, all she felt was the pure emotion at the base of life—fear.
 Her legs gave out on her, and she sank down on the spot, unable to stand.
 “…I can’t. Let’s find some other place to—”
 Morisaki flatlythẳng thừng cut her off. “We don’t have that kind of time. Once the sun sets, the Izoku will emergehiện ra. Let’s go.”
 “—”
 Setting a hand on the rock wall, Morisaki carefully started to descendđi xuống.
 Hastily, Asuna set down her pack.
 “Mr. Morisaki!”
 He was working his way down the wall.
 Asuna tried to follow him, but a wind that blew up from the bottom of the pithố nearly sent her over the edge, and—
 “Asuna!”
 At the last moment, Morisaki saved her.
 The two of them were back at the top of the cliffvách đá.
 Asuna’s whole body felt weak; she was on the ground, on her hands and knees.
 Tears spilledtràn out, and she couldn’t stop them.
 It might have been the first time in her life that she’d ever felt so powerlessbất lực.
 How completely patheticđáng thương hại, she thought.
 She’d traveled this far, the goal was right in front of her, and yet she couldn’t cross the finish line. It was mortifyinghành xác, but the impossible was impossible. She couldn’t do it.
 “Asuna,” Morisaki called to her.
 “……”
 Asuna looked up, tears streaming down her face.
 “Listen to me,” he said gently. “You crossed the Interstitial Sea, and traveled, and came all this way into the depths of the earth. I know you’ll be able to beat this cliffvách đá as well. Why did you come to Agartha?”
 His eyes were gentle as well.
 Like a father looking at his daughter.
 However, Asuna shook her head.
 It was understandablecó thể hiểu được. Even a full-grown adult would hesitatedo dự at a cliffvách đá like this—if they didn’t have the good sense to avoid it altogether. It wasn’t a precipicevách đá dựng đứng a girl of eleven could take on.
 “—I can’t do it. I just can’t.”
 It was the first time Asuna had given up during that journey.
 
 Shin and the man were still fighting.
 However, there were two differences between them that would decide the battle.
 …Or possibly only one.
 All else aside, Shin was still eleven, and the man from Amaurot had lived about three times as long.
 In both strength and experience, Shin was at a distinct disadvantageđiều bất lợi. As soon as he made a sloppyluộm thuộm strike, the man seizednắm bắt on the opening it created.
 He swung his fistnắm tay, catching Shin squarelyvuông vắn on the cheek and sending him flying. The short swordthanh kiếm slipped out of his hands, and Shin rolled across the ground and lay there like an old raggiẻ.
 “Enough of this. Soon you won’t have a home in Agartha.” The man pointed his swordthanh kiếm at him.
 Even so, Shin got back up. “I never—”
 Then he threw a punchcú đấm of his own.
 “—belonged here anyway!”
 The man caught his fistnắm tay.
 He didn’t swing his swordthanh kiếm again but instead responded with another punch. Shin managed to twist away, then unleashed a second, third, and fourth punchcú đấm of his own. The man fielded, dodged, and caught them.
 
 “All right,” Morisaki said as Asuna dissolvedgiải thể into tears. “I’ll go alone. Lend me the clavis. In exchange, you take this.”
 The object he handed her…
 …was the gun.
 “Travel upriverthượng nguồn, back to the old man. When night comes, go into the water to escape the Izoku.”
 Then he said one last thing. If nothing else, he had to tell her this.
 
 “Asuna, I want you to live.
 
 “It may be selfishích kỷ of me, but if you can, remember that.”
 Then he smiled.
 For Asuna, it was the first time she’d seen him look so kind.
 I have to say something.
 The thought was there, but she couldn’t put it into words.
 “Oh…”
 Morisaki said nothing more.
 Turning away from Asuna, he confrontedđối đầu the great pithố of Finis Terra.
 
 Shin took a blow to the cheek, and while he was off-balance, the man gave him a kick that sent him rolling across the ground.
 This time, the boy didn’t have the strength to stand. He couldn’t even resist the bladelưỡi pressed to his neck.
 He might kill me, Shin thought.
 Then it happened.
 “______”
 He heard the breath of the clavis—he knew where it was.
 It was something he’d never done before; that skill had been a wall he couldn’t cross.
 But just now, he’d managed it easily.
 Apparently, the men had sensed it as well.
 “The clavis has disappeared into Finis Terra. We can pursuetheo đuổi it no farther. Fighting is pointlessvô nghĩa.” With that, the man sheathedcó vỏ bọc his swordthanh kiếm. “But the Topsiders will never reach the foot of the precipicevách đá dựng đứng alive.” He turned away from Shin. “Boy,” he said, mounting his horse. “You side with neither Agartha nor the surface. From now on, there will be no place for you to rest.” Slowly, he set off. “You have chosen a life of endlessbất tận wanderingđi lang thang and regret for the rest of your days.”
 Then the men were gone.
 After some time, Shin finally staggeredloạng choạng to his feet and walked over to his belovedngười yêu dấu steedchiến mã.
 “I’m sorry. I drove you too hard to get here. Can you stand?” he asked.
 Quietly, the horse stood, too.
 …Now, then.
 “Where should I go now…?”
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER ELEVEN
  The sun was setting.
 Asuna simply sat where she was. The gun Morisaki had left was still on the ground at her feet. The feeling of helplessnessbất lực overwhelmed everything else, and she couldn’t think.
 Only the quiet sound of the wind quietly kept the world from fading away entirely, and before long, night had fallen.
 She hadn’t forgotten.
 But she had finally noticed.
 The Izoku had begun to pokexô their heads out of the ground.
 With a shriekhét lên, Asuna grabbed the gun and ran.
 The sun hadn’t set completely yet, and she managed to make it out into the light. She hastenedđẩy nhanh down the ridgecây rơm, toward the lake.
 She had to get to the water—that was the one thought in her mind as she ran.
 When she reached the river, she stumbledtình cờ gặp in the mudbùn and nearly fell, then raised her head. A shudderrùng mình ran through her.
 She was surrounded by Izoku. Their red eyes were everywhere, in a seemingly endlessbất tận sea.
 Asuna began running upriverthượng nguồn for dear life.
 Onward, onwardtrở đi.
 The hordeđám đông of Izoku matched her, running along the riverbanksbờ sông.
 Forward, forward.
 When Asuna got winded and stopped, the Izoku stopped as well.
 She had to get upriverthượng nguồn.
 She walked and walked and walked—
 
 Asuna.
 
 Shun’s voice rosehoa hồng again in her mind.
 
 I’ll give you a blessing.
 
 That night, Asuna had asked her mother about it.
 “Mom? What’s a blessing?”
 Her mother had looked perplexedlúng túng. “A blessing?” she’d echoedtiếng vang.
 Asuna kept quiet about the kiss. “…Like if you said you were going to bless someone.”
 “Did someone say that to you?”
 Asuna’s mother might have known that a kiss on the foreheadtrán was a gesturecử chỉ of blessing, and she may even have guessed that someone had kissed Asuna there.
 This thought didn’t occur to Asuna, however.
 “…Yes.” She noddedgật đầu.
 Her mother had smiled.
 “It means they’re glad you were bornsinh ra. I am, too.”
 
 Countless thoughts rosehoa hồng inside Asuna.
 Memories with her mother.
 Memories at school.
 Memories with Shun.
 Memories with Morisaki.
 …And memories with Shin.
 
 “Asuna.”
 
 She felt as if she’d heard Shun’s voice.
 
 “Why did you come to Agartha?”
 
 Why did I come to Agartha?
 When she arrived at that question, one she’d never truly considered—Asuna finally realized it.
 “—Oh,” she murmuredthì thầm, sinking to her knees.
 It was a simple, easy, incrediblyvô cùng plain answer.
 
 “I was just lonelycô đơn.”
 
 That was all it had been. That was why she’d come to Agartha.
 
 Just then, she heard uncannykỳ lạ breathing by her ear and came back to herself with a joltgiật mình.
 It was an Izoku.
 “—!”
 She’d been carelesscẩu thả.
 Maybe she’d been lost in thought, or maybe she’d been concentrating solelycô độc on walking.
 But the water had receded—and she’d strayedđi lạc from the river.
 Asuna finally noticed the danger.
 “When did I—?!”
 The Izoku drew closer.
 And closer.
 They were innumerablevô số.
 “……!”
 Asuna snatchedgiật up a wooden stick and struck at the nearest Izoku with it. The stick snapped.
 The Izoku didn’t even seem to notice. It grabbed Asuna by the neck, lifting her off the ground.
 She couldn’t breathe.
 As her consciousnessý thức dimmedmờ đi, she remembered the gun in her hand.
 She fired. Then fired again, and again, and then three more shots, one after another.
 She’d emptied the gun, and not one of the bulletsđạn had struck its mark.
 The strength left Asuna’s hands, and the gun slipped from her fingers.
 “Un ean”
 The Izoku’s voice was eerieghê rợn.
 “Uncl n”
 Its mouth gapedhá hốc miệng open, baringnhe răng its fangsrăng nanh.
 Asuna waited for the end.
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER TWELVE
  Back then, Shun had been Shin’s whole world.
 “Shun? I’m coming in, okay?”
 The house where they lived had been left to them by their teacher, and there was a room they called the Topside room in a corner of the second floor. Their teacher had conducted his research about the surface there.
 Shun was particularly fondngây thơ of that room, and when he didn’t have a duty to perform, he spent most of his time there.
 “Oh, Shin. I was just wishing I had something to drink.”
 “Glad to hear it, but…” Shin handed the tea he’d made to Shun, who was reading a book. “When I see you taking medicine, it does make me worry.”
 “Oh—I’m sorry.”
 There was a bag of powderedbột medicine by Shun’s hand.
 “Hey, Shin. This says they can curesự chữa bệnh diseases on the surface.”
 “…They curesự chữa bệnh them?”
 “Right. They call this kind of medicine symptomaticcó triệu chứng treatment up there. Lots of the time, it’s just a temporary stopgapkhoảng trống.” Shun washed the medicine down with his tea. “Ahhh. You make excellent tea, Shin.”
 “I’d be happier to hear it if you weren’t using it to take medicine.”
 The complimentlời khen didn’t make him feel bad, though—just faintlythoang thoảng warm.
 “Shin,” Shun said. “If I went to the surface, do you think they’d be able to curesự chữa bệnh my illness?”
 “That doesn’t even—!” Shin raised his voice. “If you went to the surface now, they say you wouldn’t even last a few days, remember?! Shun, please, just—”
 At least spend the time you have left with me.
 Those words were still in Shin’s heart, forever unspokenkhông nói ra.
 
 Shin had remembered that moment, although he wasn’t quite sure why.
 He was beside his horse, gazingnhìn chằm chằm at the sky.
 Then he thought about what the soldier from Amaurot had said to him a little earlier.
 “You side with neither Agartha nor the surface. From now on, there will be no place for you to rest.”
 Shin had lost that ages ago. To him, the only “place where he could rest” had been beside Shun.
 “You have chosen a life of endlessbất tận wanderingđi lang thang and regret for the rest of your days.”
 “……”
 Softly, Shin closed his eyes—
 “—!”
 —and then he jumped to his feet.
 Before, he hadn’t been able to see it—but somewhere along the way, he’d learned how. Just like Shun.
 He could sense her presence now, even when she was far away.
 “It can’t be!” Shin leaped onto his horse.
 Run.
 If he did still have a place where he could rest…
 It was—
 
 “Asunaaaaaaaa!”
 
 Asuna had seen this before.
 Shin leaped out of the sky and slashedchém through the arms of the Izoku that was holding her by the neck.
 Released from its gripnắm chặt, she crumplednhàu nát to the ground.
 As she coughed and chokednghẹn ngào, Shin guarded her, holding the Izoku at bayvịnh for a while, but then—
 He noticed.
 “Dawn’s breaking.”
 At Shin’s words…
 …sunlight spilledtràn over from the eastern sky.
 When the light struck the Izoku, it seemed to burn them. Frantically, they slipped back into the ground—
 And then only Shin and Asuna were left.
 “I’m glad you’re okay, Asuna.”
 Shin held out a hand to her as she sat weaklyyếu ớt on the ground.
 Taking his hand, she got to her feet. “Shin, thank you for saving me.”
 She was happy from the bottom of her heart—her joy was at least twice as great as the hurt she’d felt when he’d told her he should have killed her. No, even greater than that.
 “I never thanked you properly, did I?” she asked.
 Shin avertedngăn chặn his gazenhìn chằm chằm slightly, seemingdường như embarrassedlúng túng. “My body just moves on its own. Before I can think. I didn’t plan to save you.”
 “……” Asuna gazednhìn chằm chằm at Shin steadily.
 “—Wh-what?”
 He was kind of cutedễ thương when he was flusteredbối rối, she thought. “The color of your eyes isn’t quite the same as Shun’s, is it?”
 “Nope. He was taller, too, and the color of his hair was a little different.”
 Asuna smiled. “You’re right. Now that I’m paying attention, you’re still just a kid.”
 “S-so are you.”
 After Shin’s retortvặn lại, Asuna paused briefly. “You really weren’t Shun, were you?”
 She wasn’t looking for confirmationxác nhận. She just said it.
 “You’re still saying that—”
 Shin started to speak, but then he swallowednuốt the words.
 Asuna was crying. She didn’t even try to wipe away the tears that tricklednhỏ giọt down her cheeks.
 “Because, I mean…”
 Shin remembered what the old man had said:
 “…Lives become part of something greater.”
 “Weep freely for them.”
 “……”
 Shin watched Asuna sobthổn thức for a little while, and then—
 “Don’t cry!” he said, his voice rising.
 Then he crumplednhàu nát to his knees.
 Tears spilledtràn from his eyes.
 “Shun…”
 And then, for a while, the two of them cried right out loud.
 
 It may have been the first time either of them had really accepted Shun’s death.
 
 Morisaki’s feet sank into water, and he set them down firmly. He was no longer on the cliffvách đá.
 He took a deep breath.
 “Did I…make it?”
 Suddenly, his strength drainedráo nước out of him, and he collapsed. That climb would have been impossible for most.
 His entire body was drenchedướt sũng in the water, even his face—
 And then he sat up.
 “Vita-aqua, hmm? …It feels as if my strength’s returned.”
 He looked around.
 He was in a strange place, with enormouslớn lao crystalspha lê growing around him.
 “A Quetzal Coatl graveyardnghĩa địa, huh…?”
 He began to walk.
 Before long, Morisaki reached a black spherequả cầu that floated in empty space. He remembered the texts he’d read in the old man’s library.
 “So this…is the Gate of Life and Death.”
 He touched the black sphere—or he tried to.
 Instead, his arm was suckedhút right into it.
 “……”
 Morisaki followed it in.
 Inside, he found a sky filled with stars overheadtrên không. A sky that wasn’t supposed to exist in Agartha.
 A grassynhiều cỏ plain rolled away endlesslyvô tận, in all directions.
 Slowly, Morisaki set out across it.
 Up ahead, there was a stone pedestalbệ đỡ, and he placed the clavis fragmentmiếng on top.
 For a little while, nothing happened.
 However, at length…the clavis abruptly began to glowánh sáng, as well as the fragmentmiếng.
 At the same moment, a shadow appeared overheadtrên không—
 “Shakuna Vimana!”
 The ship descendedđi xuống slowly, and as it approached, its shape transformed into something grotesquekỳ cục, like a giant on its hands and knees.
 It landed heavily…
 …and countlessvô số eyes opened all over its body.
 “So this is the god of Agartha.”
 As Morisaki watched, the eyes winkednháy mắt and blinkednháy mắt, independently of the others. He heard its voice in his mind.
 “State my wish…?” Morisaki murmuredthì thầm.
 He clenchednắm chặt his fistsnắm tay, closed his eyes, and exhaledthở ra. Finally, the time had come.
 “It’s been ten years…”
 A whirlwindgió lốc of memories passed through his heart.
 “I’ve never forgotten you, not for a moment. I did try to get over your death once. But…” Morisaki shook his head. “I couldn’t do it. I can’t find any meaning in a world without you.”
 Then he made his wish—with all the fervornhiệt thành in his heart.
 “Lisa! Return to me!”
 In the next instantlập tức, the clavis gave off a brilliant light, and a glowingphát sáng riftrạn nứt opened in the air in front of the god.
 Red tendrilstua cuốn of light stretched from the riftrạn nứt, coilingcuộn dây in front of Morisaki.
 Before long, they formed a vaguemơ hồ human figure. Gradually, little by little, it took form.
 And what appeared was…
 …the shape of his dear, belovedngười yêu dấu…
 Lisa.
 “Lisa? Is that you…?”
 He tried to touch her.
 But she was only liquid—Vita-aqua, in the shape of a person.
 “Why—?” Morisaki murmuredthì thầm.
 In front of him, once again, the myriadvô số eyes blinkednháy mắt, and the voice of the god echoedtiếng vang in his mind.
 “Provide a living vessel to house the soul?” he repeated.
 In that moment, a dark internal struggle began inside Morisaki.
 
 After the children had cried themselves out, they got to their feet, looked at each other, and then—
 At the solemntrang nghiêm sound of a bell, they both looked up.
 Above them was the ship of the gods, glidinglướt through the sky.
 “That’s—”
 “Shakuna Vimana! It’s heading for the Gate of Life and Death!”
 “Then Mr. Morisaki…”
 “Did the Arch Angel make it?! Vimana is a ship that carries lives away!”
 A ship that carried lives away…?
 Ridiculous. It couldn’t be.
 Morisaki had said it was a ship the gods traveled on.
 And yet—Shakuna Vimana descendedđi xuống into Finis Terra, where Morisaki was. It disappeared as they watched, making for the far side of the great pithố.
 “Finis Terra… I thought I’d gotten farther away. I must have been running in circles in the dark,” Asuna said.
 And then Shin noticed something. “Quetzal Coatl.”
 A loneđơn độc Quetzal Coatl was walking toward them.
 It was shaped like a human but was very large, flesh-colored, and raggedrách rưới.
 Shin recognized it—it was the Quetzal Coatl that had made Mimi part of itself.
 “Asuna, that Quetzal Coatl is—,” he started. Then he hesitateddo dự and restartedkhởi động lại his sentence. “I think it’s probably come here to die.”
 The Quetzal Coatl began to sing.
 The song was lovely and otherworldlythế giới khác, a mixture of sadnesssự sầu nảo and joy.
 “Before a Quetzal Coatl dies, it pours all its memories into a song and leaves it behind. The song changes shape and travels through everything. It’s transmittedchuyển giao through the vibrationsrung động in the air, and it becomes a part of us before we even realize. It’s how they’re remembered forever, somewhere in the world.”
 A song.
 She remembered the song she’d heard before, the one that had begun this journey.
 “What I heard back then was…”
 Maybe…, Asuna thought. Maybe it was a song Shun sang, just like this.
 “Shin, I have to go to Mr. Morisaki.”
 “But that cliffvách đá—”
 “The Quetzal Coatl says it will take us!”
 It was a curious thing, but Asuna felt as if she understood what the creature was saying.
 Shin believed it.
 After all, Mimi was a part of this Quetzal Coatl.
 When the two of them stood in front of the creature, side by side, it opened its mouth wide and swallowednuốt them.
 There was no fear.
 Asuna wouldn’t have identified the feeling as a sort of return to the wombtử cung, but she did feel a pleasant sense of relief, like coming home to her mother’s arms.
 Then the Quetzal Coatl stood on the brinkbờ vực of Finis Terra and slowly leaned in, tipping over the edge.
 It fell, headfirstđi đầu, and when it had descendedđi xuống a vast distance, it plungedlao xuống into a cascadethác of Vita-aqua. As it was swept along, its body meltedtan chảy into the torrentdòng chảy…
 And Asuna and Shin, holding hands, washed over the waterfallthác nước.
 
 At last, they fell into the basinlòng chảo, then crossed a pool of Vita-aqua—the Quetzal Coatl graveyard—and found themselves in front of the black spherequả cầu.
 Shin and Asuna exchanged looks, then noddedgật đầu at the same time.
 Let’s go.
 They walked toward the spherequả cầu.
 Like Morisaki, they were drawn into it…
 …and arrived on the starryđầy sao plain.
 “It’s the night sky…,” Asuna said.
 “So these are stars,” said Shin.
 “Asuna?” Morisaki gave a sighthở dài.
 There was something in front of him—something on all fours with too many eyes to count.
 “Asuna… I hoped you wouldn’t come.”
 He was crying—Asuna would never forget that.
 An intensemãnh liệt light flaredbùng phát from the riftrạn nứt in space.
 The light piercedxỏ lỗ Asuna…
 …and she collapsed, like a marionettecon rôi whose strings had been cut.
 “Asuna!” Shin ran to her, supporting her. “Asuna…!”
 Vita-aqua was seepingthấm from her body.
 He tried to wipe it away over and over, but it kept spillingtràn out until finally she was completely envelopedbao bọc in it.
 “You called a dead soul into her body!” Shin felt his hair stand on end with ragecơn thịnh nộ. “Arch Angel! Did you choose this?!”
 Morisaki didn’t answer. He simply walked toward the two of them at an unhurriednhàn nhã pacenhịp độ.
 “Asuna! Don’t surrenderđầu hàng your heart! You won’t be able to come back!”
 The Vita-aqua was shining.
 “Asuna! Asunaaa!” As Shin screamed, Asuna slowly sat up in his arms.
 Then—
 “It’s cold…” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Where are you… Honey?”
 Morisaki gaspedthở hổn hển. “Lisa!”
 As he broke into a run, the eyes of Shakuna Vimana moved again, and Morisaki’s head snapped backward.
 His right eye was completely blinded, and blood tricklednhỏ giọt from his left.
 The music box fell from Morisaki’s hand, and as he staggeredloạng choạng forward, it was crushednghiền under his foot.
 Morisaki turned back, looking up at the Shakuna Vimana.
 “So the girl wasn’t enough?!” Had he needed to pay more?
 But “Asuna” was the one who responded. “Honey…?”
 “Asuna!” Shin shouted, but she didn’t seem to hear.
 Asuna went on quietly. The voice was too calm, too gentle to be her own. “Honey, are you there?”
 “Asuna, snap out of it!” Shin called to her, but she didn’t respond. He lowered her to the ground, then ran at Morisaki.
 Slowly, Morisaki walked toward Asuna—toward Lisa.
 “Arch Angel! Change Asuna back!” Shin shouted—and that was when he noticed. “Your eyes. You—”
 “It’s too late. I’ve paid my dues.” Morisaki walked past the boy. “Lisa… I’m here.” His vision was red-tinged and hazymơ hồ. Even so, he could see the dear figure of the woman he loved.
 Her slimmảnh khảnh arms reached out, and she touched Morisaki’s cheeks. “Honey… What’s the matter? You look older.”
 Morisaki couldn’t fight back his tears, and they spilledtràn down his cheeks.
 He claspedmóc khóa her slendermảnh khảnh hands in his own rough ones. “I’m sorry, Lisa.”
 Behind the two of them, Shin was still speaking quietly. “Asuna…don’t.” Then he looked around…and his eyes landed on the brilliantlyrực rỡ shining clavis.
 “…There!”
 Shin ran over to it…
 …took his short swordthanh kiếm…
 …the bladelưỡi his brother had given him…
 …and slashedchém at the clavis.
 The crystalpha lê repelledđẩy lùi the bladelưỡi easily, and an invisiblevô hình force knocked Shin flying.
 But he attacked again.
 He stabbedcú đâm it.
 Over.
 And over.
 An invisiblevô hình wall rebuffedtừ chối every attack.
 But he wouldn’t give up…
 “Asuna! Asuna!”
 Suddenly, Lisa glanced at Shin.
 “Honey… I know him. How strange; my heart…”
 Putting his hands on her shoulders, Morisaki smiled at her gently. “Lisa, you stay here.” Then, taking a knife from his pocket, he turned around. “I’ll be back soon.”
 He started toward Shin.
 “Asuna!” Shin was still attacking the clavis, again and again. “Asuna! Asunaaa!”
 The tip of the bladelưỡi finally chipped.
 Even then, Shin attacked again and again with the swordthanh kiếm his brother had given him—
 And then he felt a bladelưỡi against his neck.
 “Enough. Lisa’s done nothing wrong.”
 Breathing hard, shoulders heavingphập phồng, Shin shook Morisaki off.
 
 “What matters is the people who are still alive!”
 
 As he screamed, he stabbedcú đâm the clavis one last time.
 There was a blinding flash of light.
 
 Just then, Asuna felt as if someone had called her, and she turned.
 She was in a quiet room somewhere, sitting at a table. Shun was in the chair across from her, smiling.
 “Shin’s calling me…,” she murmuredthì thầm.
 Mimi leaped onto Asuna’s shoulder, circled her neck once, then jumped onto the table, where she sat down primly in front of Shun.
 “You’re leaving now, aren’t you, Asuna?” Shun said mildly.
 Asuna noddedgật đầu.
 “Uh-huh. Good-bye.”
 
 Shin’s swordthanh kiếm finally shatteredvỡ tan the clavis into pieces.
 “!”
 Morisaki whippedroi da around to look at Lisa as she staggeredloạng choạng back.
 “—Lisa!” Running to her, Morisaki caught her, and she crumplednhàu nát onto his lapđùi. “Lisa!”
 She reached out, touching his cheeks. “I’m sorry, honeyMật ong.”
 Even though she’d done nothing to apologizexin lỗi for.
 “I couldn’t protect you.”
 Vita-aqua flooded from her body.
 “Lisa! Don’t go! Lisa!”
 But the liquid didn’t stop until it had covered her from head to toengón chân.
 “I love you! I love you! —I loved you!” he cried.
 Lisa gave a troubled smile. Then, finally…
 “I’m so glad.”
 …with those words as her last, she closed her eyes.
 The next moment, the Vita-aqua burst…
 …and all that was left was Asuna’s body.
 
 As Morisaki broke down and sobbedthổn thức, behind him, Shakuna Vimana transformed back into a ship.
 Shin let out a long sighthở dài.
 His legs gave out, and he dropped to his knees, rakingcái cào his fingers through his hair.
 “Kill me,” Morisaki raspedtiếng sột soạt tearfully. “Please, kill me.”
 However, Shin shook his head. “My brother spoke to me.”
 Had he heard because they were inside the Gate of Life and Death?
 “He said to embraceôm loss—to keep on living.”
 The sky had turned a clear blue, and Shakuna Vimana was flying away, between the clouds.
 “That is the cursenguyền rủa of being human.”
 As Morisaki’s tears fell on her cheeks, Asuna slowly opened her eyes.
 “But I’m sure…”
 As Shin spoke behind her, Asuna gently huggedôm Morisaki.
 “…it’s a blessing as well.”
 As he watched them, Shin spoke to her.
 “Asuna… Thank you for coming into my life.”
  
 
     

  
 
 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
  The three of them were back at the edge of the Interstitial Sea.
 By the spring of Vita-aqua, Morisaki, Shin, and Asuna faced one another.
 “So, Arch Angel. What do you plan to do now?” Shin asked.
 Morisaki quietly shook his head. “Don’t call me that anymore. I betrayedphản bội the Arch Angels. There’s no place for me on the surface anymore.”
 “Mr. Morisaki…does that mean…?” Asuna began, and Morisaki noddedgật đầu.
 “I’ll stay in Agartha. I haven’t given up yet. Somewhere down here, there may be another way to bring Lisa back to life. And if so, I intend to find it.”
 Neither Asuna nor Shin could say anything at the firmvững chãi determinationsự quyết tâm in his words. No matter what price was demanded of Morisaki next time, he probably meant to pay it. —Or maybe he meant to challenge the cursenguyền rủa and blessing that humans have been given that Shin had spoken of.
 “What about you, Shin?” Asuna asked.
 “I’ll…” Shin hesitateddo dự. “I can’t return to the village of Canaan. It would sourchua our relations with Amaurot.”
 “Then…,” Asuna started—but she broke off.
 The atmosphere on the surface was poisonchất độc to Agarthans; she couldn’t invite Shin to come with her.
 He noddedgật đầu. “I think I’ll go with the Arch An— With Morisaki. I don’t know if resurrectingsống lại the dead is right or not, but I may find the answer somewhere along the way.”
 “That’s…true.” Asuna turned to the pool of Vita-aqua. “All right—”
 Should she say good-bye? Take care? Farewell? Nothing seemed quite right.
 “Let’s see each other again.”
 When he heard that, Shin smiled. “Yeah. I’ll see you again, Asuna.”
 “Let’s go,” Morisaki said, urging Shin along.
 As she watched them leave, Asuna jumped into the pool of Vita-aqua—
 
 …and returned to the world of the surface.
 
 After that, half a year went by.
 
 “Asunaaa, you’re going to be late for your graduationtốt nghiệp ceremonylễ.”
 “Coming!”
 It was her very last day at Mizonofuchi Elementary.
 Asuna still wasn’t quite used to her middle school blazeráo cộc tay, which she was wearing as she ran to the front door. “Okay! I’m on my way.”
 “I’ll see you there.”
 Nodding back at her mother, Asuna started down the hillyđồi núi road with its stone walls.
 
 The time since she’d returned had been rough.
 After all, Asuna had been in Agartha for more than a month, and naturally, she’d been reported missing. Since Morisaki had unfortunately gone missing at the same time, the rumorstin đồn that he’d run off with her were inevitablekhông thể tránh khỏi in their small town.
 When Asuna returned home, her mother hadn’t scoldedtrách mắng her. She only cried “Thank goodnesslòng tốt!” and broke down in tears.
 Asuna had been terriblykhủng khiếp ashamed.
 The police had asked her about Morisaki, but she’d stubbornly insisted she didn’t know anything. Even if she’d been honest about where she’d been, they wouldn’t have believed her.
 
 Afterward, Asuna thought back over what had happened in Agartha from time to time, but—by now, she’d begun to wonder if it was all a dream.
 
 Maybe it was simply due to the passing of the days.
 …Or maybe it was because she’d grown.
 
 “Oh, Asuna! Good morning.”
 “Good morning, Yuu.” When she ran into her friend, Asuna smiled and greetedchào hỏi her. “We’re finally graduating, huh?” she said, just as casuallytình cờ as if she were talking about the weather.
 “Uh-huh… I’m afraid I might start crying.”
 “Don’t worry about it; I’m sure I’ll cry, too.”
 They both laughed.
 
 The sky was blue, the wind was cool, and the beautifully clear air held the scenthương thơm of early spring.
 They were graduating from elementarytiểu học school to middle school. For children on the edge of adolescencethời niên thiếu, it was a big milestonecột mốc.
 Mizonofuchi Middle School only had three classes in each year, but there were many more teachers. Up until now, one teacher had taught all their classes, but after this, they’d have different teachers for each subject. Their schoolworkviệc học would get harder, too.
 It was a little bit scaryđáng sợ, but they were also looking forward to it.
 
 As Asuna and Yuu talked animatedlysinh động about little moments and memories from their time in elementarytiểu học school, they walked down a road under the driftingtrôi dạt petalscánh hoa of the cherryquả anh đào blossomshoa.
 Asuna was a little sentimentaltình cảm, thinking about how this was the last time they’d take this route to school at Mizonofuchi Elementary—although they’d still walk along this road to get to the middle school, too.
 They walked down the familiar sloping road, through the poor excuse for a shopping street, and reached the railroadđường sắt crossing.
 Since then, a few more trains had started running. Before, the crossing had been open most of the time, but these days, at this hour of the morning, it was fairly often closed. Mizonofuchi had been an isolatedbị cô lập town, but that might change. If the trains became frequent enough, people would be able to use them to commuteđi lại to work or school. By the time Asuna started high school, she might be able to attend one outside Mizonofuchi.
 The train went by, right in front of them.
 For no particular reason, Asuna looked in the direction it had come from and glanced up at Mount Obuchi.
 Come to think of it, I haven’t been to my spot in quite a while, Asuna thought.
 In the next moment, she gaspedthở hổn hển.
 
 Up on the outcroplộ ra ngoài, she thought she’d glimpsedcái nhìn thoáng qua a blue light.
 Could it be…?
 Maybe, just maybe…, Asuna thought. She made up her mind.
 When the graduationtốt nghiệp ceremonylễ was over, for the first time in a long time, she’d go up to Mount Obuchi.
 
 Up there, just maybe, she’d find—
  
 
 
    AFTERWORD
  Hello, how are you? This is Asahi Akisaka.
 
 “There’s this incredibleđáng kinh ngạc movie that was written, directed, animatedhoạt hình, and produced by just one guy.” That was the rumortin đồn going around about Voices of a Distant Star, and that is how I first heard of director Makoto Shinkai.
 I was still a student at the time, and I couldn’t have been more impressed. It feels as if it were only yesterday.
 
 When I was asked if I’d write the novelizationtiểu thuyết hóa of one of Director Shinkai’s movies, I immediately said yes. However, right after I hung up the phone, I started wondering if I was up to the task. I mean, this is the director Shinkai…
 After that, one thing led to another, and the novel version of Children Who Chase Lost Voices was publishedđược phát hành as this book. Now, once you read it, it will truly be complete.
 
 And now for the usual thank-yous.
 At first, I only wanted to write about Morisaki—I even initially said I wanted to make him the main character in this book. However, my supervisinggiám sát editors O. and T. talked me down (ha-ha), and thanks to them, I was able to breathe new life into Asuna as the protagonistnhân vật chính of a light novel.
 And needlesskhông cần thiết to say, thank you to Director Makoto Shinkai, who was kind enough to tell me, “Think of it as your own book and write it any way you like.” I got to hear news about his next work, too, and I can’t even tell you how much I’m looking forward to it.
 
 Finally, to all the readers…
 Including you, the one who’s reading this right now…
 
 Thank you very much. May life bring you blessings.
 
 I’ll be looking forward to the day when we meet again.
 
 A lucky day in August 2012
 Respectfully yours, Asahi Akisaka
 
 This book is an expanded, corrected version of the editionphiên bản publishedđược phát hành by MF Bunko J in August 2012.
  
 
     Thank you for buying this ebook, publishedđược phát hành by Yen On.
 To get news about the latest mangatruyện, graphicđồ họa novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusiveloại trừ content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletterbản tin.
 Sign Up
 Or visit us at www.yenpress.com/booklink
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