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      File 27: The Lion’s Divination


      1


      The Mayoiga was dead.


      Toriko and I stood before the ruins of the mansion, shocked, for quite some time.


      The building, a compromise between Eastern and Western aesthetics, was falling apart, as though it had been decades since anybody lived there. The roof and supporting columns were still just barely intact, but the windows were broken, the doors had collapsed, and even from out here we could see the wind and rain had eaten away at the interior. In every nook and cranny, there was no trace of how it had once been well-kept.


      “Do you think the two of them are in there...?” I tried asking, but Toriko shook her head.


      “Even if they are in there...”


      She let the rest of that statement go unsaid. I knew well enough what she meant without her finishing it.


      Even if they are in there, in all likelihood, they’re no longer alive...


      So thoroughly had life vanished from the structure in front of us that the thought came naturally.


      The house where Todate—the hunter—and her partner Hana—the hunting dog—had lived had felt like one of the few safe places on the Otherside. Even though it was a strange building which maintained itself even when no one was around, it possessed a relaxed atmosphere that had made it feel that way.


      The ruins of the Mayoiga made plain that that had been no more than an illusion.


      “Anyway, we’ve got to check,” Toriko said, trying to change gears.


      She was right. Even if Todate and Hana were no longer living, we had to see that for ourselves. We’d come here to see if they were safe.


      As we checked the safeties on our rifles, I recalled how Todate had praised the way we used our firearms.


      “You good to go?” I asked. Toriko nodded.


      With that, we stepped into the Mayoiga, which had ceased to be a place of safety.
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      It had only been a few days since I encountered a mujina that had taken the form of Toriko and wandered into the Otherside while riding a bus that ran near my house. Perhaps, fortunately, I’d arrived in a spot I knew: the bus stop on the mountain road that was below the Mayoiga. Considering it was the dangerous night time of the Otherside, I’d fled into this mansion without even thinking about it.


      At that point, the Mayoiga had still been intact, but there had been no one there. I didn’t even find a trace of Todate or Hana. Left with no other option, I’d decided to shelter here for the night, borrowing a room on the second floor where I’d lain down to sleep, but...


      Although I had somehow made it back to the surface world, I still didn’t know if Todate and Hana were all right. I’d been too busy with my own problems at the time to think about it, but their well-being had been weighing on me ever since. That being the case, once things had settled down after everything that happened between me and Toriko, I’d talked to her about it.


      When I told her I was worried about the two of them, and suggested we go and check in on them, Toriko instantly agreed, just like I’d thought she would, though when we’d first met the pair, she’d been too shy to really talk with them. That was one respect in which Toriko never changed. She was a woman who could worry wholeheartedly for people she’d only met once.


      “You’ve changed, Sorawo,” she said. I was kind of happy to hear it.


      “You think?”


      “Before, you didn’t seem to care what happened to other people.”


      I wasn’t going to deny it. Even now, there was still a part of me that was like that, but I didn’t feel like I could abandon people so easily anymore. Not Kozakura, not Akari, and not even Runa Urumi. We’d only met Todate and Hana once, and while they were friendly, I’d never got the sense that they were interested in us. Yet not only was I not ready to abandon them, I was actively worried. Why?


      “I’ve been telling you all along. You’re a kind girl, Sorawo.”


      “Am I, though...?”


      I had to tilt my head to the side at this. Toriko worried about others because of a kindness that came from deep inside her heart, but I couldn’t help but feel it was different with me. If what was making me act in this way was also “kindness,” like Toriko said it was, then my kindness felt like it had been added to me later, a sort of “external kindness.”


      Regardless, we set out once our gear was ready. We traveled from the DS Research parking lot, through the Round Hole, to the Farm in Hannou, then took one of the gates there to the Otherside. The AP-1’s engine echoed across the silent plains, and we took the same mountain ridge road as before, parking the AP-1 at the bus stop, then climbing the stone steps to the wall that surrounded the Mayoiga. The glimpses of the building we caught on the other side of that wall showed it was in bad shape, so we already had the sense something was wrong. We circled around to the front, a feeling of unease building in our chests, and as we peered through the gate, we saw the Mayoiga had fallen into ruin.


      The flooring was covered in dust; it creaked under every step. During our first visit, it had been so clean we’d hesitated to enter with our shoes on. There were gaping holes and places where the tatami mats had rotted and fallen through the floor. It was so bad I’d have assumed it was abandoned and left exposed to the elements for years.


      “And it used to be so pretty,” Toriko murmured sadly as she looked at the kitchen.


      The dust that had blown in through the distant back entrance lay in a thick layer that stretched all the way to the sink. The cupboards lay on their side, as though they’d fallen over in an earthquake, and shards of fine china that had been thrown from them lay scattered across the floor. Even the lid of the oven was covered in rust. Were those dried leaves that lay in a pile against the wall the herbs that had once hung from the ceiling?


      “It wasn’t like this when you came here alone, right?”


      “Not at all... It was empty then, but the building was fine.”


      “I wonder what happened.”


      I could only shake my head in response.


      We climbed the stairs, moving cautiously to avoid our feet breaking through any of them. The second floor was in just as bad shape as the first had been, and no one responded when we called out.


      The wonderful tiled bathroom with its retro-style sink, the hall that connected to the first floor... It had all fallen to ruin, a shadow of its former self. Because I had seen it back then, a feeling of sadness won out over any sense of alarm. In the large walk-in closet where we had once played dress up, the floor was covered with ragged clothes and there was nowhere for us to stand.


      As we were checking a row of guest rooms, Toriko, who was taking the lead, stopped still in front of one of the doors.


      “What’s up?” I asked.


      “Look,” Toriko said without looking away from the door. She held her AK so she was ready to shoot from the hip. Standing beside her to look inside, I saw the messy bed. On top of the wrinkled sheets, the blanket was curled into a ball. Like there was someone—or something—cowering underneath it.


      “Todate-san? Hana?” I called out, but the lump in the bed didn’t move. We watched for some time, but there was no sign of breathing. Toriko and I exchanged glances. We were probably thinking the same thing.


      We stepped into the room. No response. I bent down, grabbed one corner of the blanket which was hanging down onto the floor, and then, steeling myself, I gave it a hard tug.


      The thing under the blanket was revealed. I had half expected we’d find Todate, or Hana, or perhaps both of them, dead. But we didn’t.


      There was a lustrous mass on the messy sheets. It was translucent and flesh-colored, with veins of gold running through it. Maybe if you were to crush a figure of a woman with golden locks that was made using translucent clay, it would look like this.


      “What is this...?” Toriko said, bewildered.


      Taking another look around the room, it finally sunk in. The position of the bed, the little bedside table, and the open window. I recognized them.


      “This...is the room I stayed in last time I was here.”


      “Wait, then what does that make this?” Toriko asked, pointing to the lump on the bed.


      “It’s...what used to be a fake Toriko, I think.”


      The thing I had seen that night. A mujina, taking the form of Toriko. It had appeared from under the covers, and my memory cut out at that point. I could try to remember, but I got nothing more than fuzzy images. It had unmistakably been Toriko’s face, but...it had been like it was boiling.


      “Urkh...!” I covered my mouth, and looked away, resisting the urge to throw up.


      “You okay?”


      “Sorry, was having a flashback there.”


      I took a deep breath, then turned to face her again. After giving a nod to a worried Toriko to let her know I was fine, I looked down at the bed.


      “This is that mujina?” she asked.


      “Probably.”


      “You think...it’s dead?”


      Toriko prodded it gently with the barrel of her AK. There was a hard clink as it touched it.


      “This thing...wasn’t even alive to begin with, huh?”


      The mujina didn’t so much as budge. I hesitantly reached out with my hand, poking it with the tip of my finger. Even through my glove, I could feel how hard it was.


      “It’s glass,” I concluded.


      “So a glass figure was left where the mujina used to be, then?”


      “Either that, or...it changed, maybe. Transformed?”


      As I cocked my head to the side, Toriko looked up as if she’d had a realization. “We’ve seen something like this before.”


      “Huh? Where?”


      “The first time we took the AP-1 for a long drive. Don’t you remember?”


      Now that she mentioned it, I did. It was last year, on Christmas Eve. We entered the gate in Kozakura’s yard, and traveled to the gate at DS Research.


      “That time all the kudans showed up...”


      “Yeah! We were driving in the dark, and there was something like this lying on the road.”


      Oh, right. Back then, a glass sculpture of a woman with the head of a cow had suddenly appeared.


      “What did we do about it?” I asked. “We didn’t smash it or anything, right?”


      “We did nothing. But later, one that wasn’t glass, but more like...I dunno, a dead body...showed up...”


      “Oh, yeah... That’s right.”


      My memories of all this were a bit hazy. Maybe it was because I’d felt psychologically cornered at the time, or because the kiss that came after that at the love hotel and Toriko’s Christmas present had overwritten them.


      Toriko looked at what remained of her impostor with a mix of curiosity and revulsion. It felt awkward to watch, so I spoke up. “You shouldn’t stare. It’s not visible now, but its face was super creepy.”


      “Why’s it naked? I don’t think I like that.”


      “I didn’t like it either.”


      “Huh? Why not?”


      “‘Why not?’ Some freak that had turned into you came at me naked. How could that not be unpleasant?”


      “Did you wish it was the real me instead?”


      “I didn’t have time to think about that!”


      My irritation must have amused Toriko, because she burst out laughing. She crouched down and picked up the blanket, then threw it over the statue, hiding it.


      “The mujina attacked, and you ran away...but how’d you get back to the surface?” Toriko moved away from the bed, and approached the window where I was standing.


      “I dunno. Before I knew it, I was at DS Research.”


      I kept looking out the window to keep her from reading my expression. Even if she tore my mouth open, I would never admit to having woken up in Runa Urumi’s room, with my head resting in her lap as she petted it. But if Toriko saw my face now, she’d know for sure I was hiding something. It was incredibly difficult to keep my thoughts hidden when she was around.


      Toriko hugged me from behind. I felt her lips on the back of my head.


      “I’m glad you were safe.”


      “That tickles,” I grumbled as I kept looking outside. Below was the gravel-covered area where a car could pull up to the front of the Western-style part of the Mayoiga. That night, a large, black car had arrived, and... No, or was it a large, black bull?


      “Where could Todate-san and Hana have gone?” Toriko wondered, as her lips, still against the back of my head, made my skin vibrate.


      “One thing’s for sure: they aren’t in this house.”


      “I thought they might be dead, but...”


      “If they are, I think there’ll be some trace. If the Mayoiga didn’t automatically clean it up.”


      “If anything, the place has only gotten more dirty.”


      “Hey, have you started nibbling on my hair?” I said before breaking free of her, unable to take how much it tickled. “If they did go somewhere, I have an idea where it might be...”


      “Where?” asked Toriko.


      “The bottom of that hill.”


      On the other side of the Mayoiga, there was a downward slope where it was too dark to see what was at the bottom of it. I couldn’t place my finger on precisely why, but I’d felt a strange fear when we’d approached the hill road. I had since had repeated dreams of something horrifying—a dark beast, an ox-drawn cart, a portable shrine, it was different every time—climbing that hill. I think that the black car that appeared last time I was here must have come up that hill too. I’d thought it was the master of the Mayoiga, and that had terrified me.


      “Down there, huh...” Toriko’s expression darkened.


      “I get how you feel. The place is kinda...scary, right?”


      After I said this, Toriko immediately shook her head.


      “But we’ve gotta go. I’m worried about the two of them.”


      “I thought you’d say that.”


      We left the bedroom, then moved down the hall and came out into the entrance hall which had a two-story ceiling. Taking the curved staircase there, we descended to the first floor. The double doors that led outside were wide open, and leaves and branches that had been blown in by the wind lay scattered across the floor.


      Toriko stopped, then crouched. “Look, Sorawo. There’s footsteps.”


      “You’re right.”


      There were small, muddy footprints dotted around the floor of the hall. They weren’t human. They looked like they were made by hooves, with two sharp points—a deer’s, maybe? It had come in the door, tread on the faded burgundy carpet, wandered around near the wall, and then...


      The prints continued through a half open door. It led into the room with the fireplace, where we had been treated to kusa mochi. I peered through the door, then doubled back in surprise.


      “Ah!”


      “What?” Toriko asked.


      “The deer. It’s in there.”


      The room, which had once been like a stylish café, was now in a state of disarray. Tables and chairs had been upended, and only ashes remained in the fireplace. Even the light that shone in through the windows felt gloomy. In the middle of it all stood a single deer.


      The deer held its head high, not stirring as it stared into space. No, that wasn’t it. Those bulges of flesh near its eyes were obstructing its sight. It probably couldn’t see anything, but it remained still despite our arrival. It couldn’t see us, but surely it could hear us.


      “Is it...alive?” Toriko asked, seemingly mystified.


      I didn’t get it either. Unlike the glass sculpture from earlier, it looked alive, but also showed no sign of breathing. I entered the room, hesitantly approaching it. No response. Its antlers, pointed up towards the chandelier on the ceiling, were full of cobwebs.


      “Maybe not. Hold on, is it stuffed...?”


      No sooner had the words left my mouth than, like ice suddenly melting, the deer burst into motion.


      Ignoring me as I cried out in surprise, the deer jumped around at random, kicking away the remains of tables. The way it had gone from standing stock-still to this half-crazed frenzy, it was like it was trying to shake off an invisible swarm of insects, or dodge a hail of bullets.


      As we stood there, too shocked to act, the deer ran into all sorts of things, and then it bolted out the door. We heard its hooves on the entrance hall floor, and then the gravel outside, receding into the distance.


      “Th-That surprised me...”


      I let Toriko throw her arms around me. I patted her on the back, thinking, She never did this kind of stuff before. Seeing Toriko act “like a girl” always shook me up a bit. I understood it was a show of our closeness, and she did it as a way of having me indulge her, but every time she did something like this, it just made me take a step back and think, I guess humans do this kind of stuff, huh. I didn’t hate it. It just surprised me.


      “I guess it wasn’t stuffed, huh?” I remarked.


      “You think it was looking for food?”


      “Could’ve been. It wouldn’t have come in here while Todate-san and Hana were around, but now that they’re not anymore, it came in to explore. I’ll bet that’s it.”


      “We must’ve scared it. I feel kind of bad.”


      When Toriko pulled away from me, there was a worried look on her face. “Todate-san said there were bears too, didn’t she?” she asked.


      “She did. That’s been worrying me too.”


      It felt like there was a good chance the two of them could have been assaulted by a bear. Even veteran hunters could still be caught unaware, and on top of that, this was the Otherside. We didn’t even know how bears lived here.


      “Let’s go,” I said. Toriko silently nodded.


      I recalled Todate mentioning that Hana’s previous owner had been taken out by a bear too. Had they encountered a bear, or the master of the Mayoiga? In either event, I was practically certain all we would find was their remains.
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      Heading out the Mayoiga’s gate, there was an empty lot paved with gravel. The hill road in question was on the other side. Verdant branches reached out from either side to cover the road, keeping the slope dark even in the middle of the day. I’d have been hesitant to go down a road like this even in the surface world.


      “How’s it look?” asked Toriko.


      “I looked with my right eye, and there doesn’t seem to be anything.”


      “Okay. In that case...” Toriko said with an expression that was anything but okay, then flicked on the light that was attached to her AK. I did the same. Two powerful beams cut through the darkness...and were swallowed up by it.


      It was dark even when we shone a flashlight into it? It was like we were dealing with some horror game lighting here. I almost said as much, but thought better of it. There was no need to go out of my way to make Toriko more uneasy.


      We steeled ourselves, then stepped onto the hill.


      Gravel crunched under our feet. Even if we turned our lights off, our presence would be blatantly obvious. The incline was a gentle one, but the poor visibility and footing made it feel much steeper. If we slipped, there was no telling how far we might tumble down.


      The canopy of branches overhead rustled in the wind. We used our lights to alternately check the ground at our feet and the area around us as we descended into the darkness. Occasionally, I would get the feeling I’d seen something in the trees. But when I looked again, there was nothing there. I wasn’t picking anything up with my right eye either. Had it been a trick of the light, or had I spotted the shadows of animals that had adapted to the Otherside using my peripheral vision? We continued on without me figuring out the answer.


      Toriko stopped suddenly. “You hear that?” she whispered. I stopped to listen as well.


      “Water...?” I suggested.


      “Right?” she agreed.


      We could hear water, but we didn’t know where. When we went deer hunting with Todate, we’d seen a small river near here, so that wasn’t surprising. But the sounds that we were hearing now weren’t like the smooth flow of a river, but more rhythmic, like waves.


      Waves? Here? As I was thinking how weird that was, the slope leveled out. The trees thinned, and our field of vision opened up. But despite that, it was still dark around us. It felt like a little sunshine wouldn’t be out of place here, and yet when we looked up towards the sky it was completely dark.


      “It’s night already...?” Toriko wondered.


      “That can’t be right. I mean...”


      The hands on my wristwatch still said it was noon. We’d set out with time to spare, assuming it would take a while to find Todate and Hana, so I knew there ought to be plenty of time still before sundown.


      “Couldn’t it actually be midnight instead?” Toriko expressed her concerns as she peered at my watch. We had experienced time weirdness while on the Otherside a number of times in the past, so her worry wasn’t exactly baseless.


      “I dunno... There’s no stars in the sky, so maybe that rules out it being night.”


      But if it’s not night, what is this darkness?


      I turned to look back. The circle of light was able to just barely illuminate the hill road we’d come down.


      “Hold on,” I said. “If we keep going, we may not be able to go back.”


      Toriko came to a stop. “You’re right. What do you wanna do?”


      “Look around a bit.”


      I set my backpack down and stuck my hand inside, relying on my sense of touch to dig out some packages containing thin, sticklike objects. Checking them under the light, I saw they had loud colors like green, pink, yellow, and blue, which seemed totally out of place here. Although, I couldn’t read the brand name, there was no mistaking these were glow sticks. I had bought them thinking they would come in handy somewhere. They’re little sticks that use a chemical reaction to emit light for a while after you bend them, and you can find them in the party corner of any hundred-yen shop.


      I know they were probably originally developed to be used at places like concert halls, but they fit the bill for what we needed here too. I immediately unwrapped one. When I held it with both hands and gave it a bend, I felt something snap, and the stick started to glow. Its fluorescent pink light lit up the area around us.


      “Wow, so they’re this bright, huh!”


      I could see Toriko’s shocked face clearly in the pink light. The light was more powerful than expected, so even though I was the one who had snapped it, I was surprised too. They were supposed to last around eight hours, and if they were this bright, they were more than good enough to be used as lights. I tossed the light I was holding down the hill road, then snapped another one. This one was yellow. I dropped it at my feet once it lit up.


      “I wanna do it too!”


      I gave one to Toriko, who was holding her hand out for it, eyes sparkling, and she tore the package off like she couldn’t wait any longer. Her excitement was palpable from her expression. When she snapped the stick, a blue light radiated out.


      “This is fun,” she said.


      “They’re useful,” I responded. “I’d heard they could be used as lights in an emergency, so I thought they would come in handy, but I’m really glad I bought them now.”


      We started walking again. Toriko held up the glow stick in her hand like a child proud of her new toy. I wanted her to just drop it on the ground somewhere, but...whatever, it was fine.


      Once we were all the way down the hill and things leveled out, the ground switched from gravel to bare dirt. It was a bit moist, but not to the point of being muddy.


      This time, I was the one to spot the footprints.


      “Toriko, look...”


      When she saw what I was shining my light on, Toriko cried out in surprise. “Are they Hana’s...?”


      “They could be.”


      The small paw prints looked like a dog’s. They came from the direction of the hill, just like we had.


      If these prints were Hana’s, then we might find Todate’s nearby. With that in mind, I raised my flashlight to look around the area, but froze solid when I saw something I hadn’t expected.


      No, maybe I could have predicted it.


      The area around us was totally covered in footprints.


      Not just one or two kinds either. The moist earth bore the marks of dozens of people coming and going. But it wasn’t just footprints; there were tire tracks, hoof marks, and prints left by creatures I couldn’t even identify. It was a mess of footprints. Even if Todate’s were among them, we’d never be able to tell them apart.


      “It’s like in my dream...” I murmured.


      “Huh?”


      “I’ve seen all sorts of things climbing that hill in my dreams.”


      “This is the first I’m hearing about it.”


      “I don’t think I mentioned it. I mean, they were dreams.”


      When I said that, Toriko glared at me, upset. “Tell me these things.”


      “Oh, come on, they were just dreams.”


      Toriko dropped her glow stick to the ground, and held her AK with both hands. “What happens after that in the dreams?”


      “I dunno. I woke up whenever something got to the top of the hill.”


      “What about Todate-san and Hana?”


      “I dunno.” I shook my head, then snapped another glow stick. “For now, let’s try following the footprints. If we find Hana, I’m sure Todate-san will be with her.”


      “Okay.”


      We continued onward. The tracks on the ground grew more distinct as we went. At first, it had only been slightly damp, but it was gradually getting wetter.


      The sounds of water we’d been hearing all this time were getting closer. There was no mistaking it now. It was the sound of waves. But it didn’t feel like the loud sound of ocean waves crashing against the shore. These probably were ripples at most.


      Eventually, our lights lit up the surface of the water, backing up my suspicion.


      A flat pool of water spread out before us in the darkness. It was still, like a sheet of black glass, and if it weren’t for the fact that the faintest of waves were washing up against the shore, I might have thought it was frozen.


      There was no sea breeze in the air. I wasn’t about to taste it to check, but it was probably fresh water. We’d seen the Otherside’s ocean when we’d gone to Okinawa. But this gave me a different impression. It was quiet, like an underground lake. Maybe it actually was a lake. Even with our flashlights, we couldn’t see the opposite shore, so it seemed possible that it might be that big.


      I turned back to see the glow sticks we’d dropped lighting the way back. At the very least, there was nothing dangerous in the area their light reached. With that confirmed, I looked at the lake again.


      “Sorawo, are those...”


      I looked down at what Toriko was looking at. There were small boot prints next to what we assumed were Hana’s paw prints.


      “You think they’re Todate-san’s?” I asked.


      “It looks like a proper boot, so I’d say so.”


      I couldn’t recall what kind of footwear Todate had been wearing, but as Toriko said, the imprints in the dirt here weren’t from the sort of flat-bottomed shoe that you’d wear in the city, but outdoor shoes that left clear marks. It made sense to me that they would have been left by Todate.


      Two sets of tracks, one human, and one canine, continued on.


      “No way...” Toriko murmured.


      The footprints vanished into the water; straight in, with no sign of hesitation.


      3


      We stood by the waterside, looking down into the lake in silence for some time.


      “Jusui...?” I wondered aloud.


      “Was that French?” Toriko gave me an inquisitive look.


      “Huh?” I said, confused.


      Bewildered, Toriko tried again. “Did you just say ‘Je suis’?”


      “I said ‘jusui’... It’s written with the characters for ‘enter’ and ‘water.’”


      “Ohh... Err, I assume it means to enter the water and drown?”


      “More or less. It means to commit suicide by drowning yourself.”


      As I explained this, I started to question the likelihood of it. Would those two really have thrown themselves in there? Not just the human, but the dog too?


      “It doesn’t make sense, huh? No matter how strong the bond of trust between them was.”


      Toriko nodded in agreement. “If Todate-san went in the water, I think Hana would have stopped her.”


      There was no way a human and dog cast themselves in there together; there must have been some external factor. Were they being controlled? Were they hallucinating? Or was there no water here yet at the time when they came?


      Was it because they encountered the master of the Mayoiga?


      The last time I came, I was horrified by the thing that arrived in the parking area. It made me think of the concept of the master of the Mayoiga.


      There was no such element in the original story. But wasn’t it something that anyone would imagine? Whether the empty house in the mountains was inhabited by a god, or a monster, it would be some being beyond human understanding. If a human entered that house and ran into the owner, what would become of them? Wouldn’t that fear cross most people’s minds?


      If I thought of the Mayoiga standing on the hill not as an object of folklore from the Tono Monogatari, but as a structure created by the Otherside, then it might be a phenomenon that included those unspoken fears. It had been a fear of mine, at least, and Todate—and perhaps even Hana—might have feared it deep down too. I was pretty sure that any person squatting in a house worried that its owner might return. I was less confident about how dogs felt, though.


      Well, what if they met it, then? What if the master returned and found them?


      I dunno. Once they encountered it, that was it. Ghost stories could work that way. What they saw, and how scary it was, all of that could be left to the imagination. In fact, imagining the things left unsaid could actually be scarier. Todate and Hana went missing. The end.
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