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PROLOGUE
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The Royal Oceanview Resort, Okinawa, Japan

Sunday July 20, 1975

It was only ten to midnight, but in a moment, the party would be over. Dead. Killed by the young woman in red.

She moved through the crowd, hair hanging in her face, feet dragging and catching with each step. The guests murmured, whispered, and parted around her. The gala opening of the Oceanview Resort was in full swing, and the speeches were just about to start.

Pupils over-dilated, eyes glittering too brightly, the young woman brushed past the startled wife in the pearls and the geeky teenaged son in the too-large suit.

None of these people really mattered. Not to her. To her, there remained only him—him and the resort.

Onstage, the manager of the Oceanview hesitated, microphone in hand, sweat beading his brow. It was high summer in Okinawa, and the glass-walled lodge had absorbed the humid, tropical heat, making the air inside thick and muggy. Making it difficult to breathe.

Behind his thick spectacles, the manager blinked rapidly, a nervous tic. 

“Tell them what we did.” The young woman spoke. Her voice was without power, a bird’s shrill warble, her chest hitching for breath. Reaching for the stone pendant she wore around her neck, she turned to the crowd. They murmured their alarm, a fluttering of fear.

“Tell them about the caves,” she demanded, veins pulsing in her neck as, with a jerk, she yanked the pendant free.  She held it high by its cord. “Tell them about the Utaki.”

The manager’s throat worked, his own neck flushing. “Security,” he pleaded, voice straining with effort. “Can someone please—"

“Darling, who is she?” the wife interrupted, and the young woman fought a sudden, terrible urge to laugh.

The wife knew who she was. It was clear from her face. The anger and embarrassment etched into her features.

“She’s no one. A crasher. One of those insane protestors,” the manager said, placating his wife, wiping his brow with the sleeve of his tuxedo. Blink. Blink.

“When you see the red smoke, you’ll know what this place is.” Finding strength beneath the fear, strength in her own anger, in her own betrayal, the young woman stepped forward. The guests closest to her stumbled backward, now openly afraid. “You’ll know what you’ve been part of. All of you.”

A tall man, reeking of hair cream, authoritative in a dark suit, took hold of her. He opened his mouth to speak and cried out instead. A curl of red smoke rose from the back of his hand, and he released her, reeling backward, hot, hungry flames licking up his arm. The crowd surged away, a ripple of panic catching and spreading. The air filled with the sweet smell of barbecuing flesh, the chemical stink of melting polyester.

The red smoke. She reeled backward, her vision blurring. It was inside of her now.

As the man rolled shrieking on the ground and several of the guests rushed to smother him with the confetti-strewn tablecloths, the young woman turned, stumbling as if blind, making for the doors at the back of the lodge.  

The dried-out husks of dead cicada shells crunched beneath her feet as she followed the meandering forest path through the dappled moonlight to the foot of the Ocean-Viewing Platform.

She tipped her head back, hot tears spilling into her ears. The platform rose high above the thick forest canopy, offering stunning panoramic views of Okinawa Island. The crown jewel of the Oceanview Resort. 

At least, that was what the brochure said. 

But the platform was still unfinished, webbed with scaffolding. Breath catching and crackling in her lungs, she started up the concrete steps, her knees locking as she climbed. She had to see it one last time. The island of her birth. The ocean. Everything he stole from me.

But the stiletto heel of her shoe slipped on the wet slab of the final flight, and she went down hard on her hands and knees. Head spinning, nauseous from vertigo and cloying heat, and exhausted by the vast fear that had long since taken root inside her, she clambered to her feet. The midnight Okinawan sky was above her, scattered with stars. 

She risked looking down at the forest. The burning light of the lodge was bright. The remaining guests milled around inside, ants in a formicarium. Little confused specks vibrating anxiously within its glass walls.

Indistinct, but shaky with alarm, a voice called out somewhere down below. 

Doubt tugged at her through the haze of her pain and confusion.

Was it him? Was he coming after her, even after everything? 

But she couldn’t stop. Not now.

It was too late.

She ascended the final few steps, emerging onto the top level. Up here, boat lights sparkled like jewels out on the oceans—two vast black seas on either side of the island, both visible in one panorama. 

The view. It was as breathtaking as he’d said it would be.

She gazed out, the resort spread beneath her, like a village in miniature, a child’s toyland. The ocean air tasted of salt, and a hot breeze blew, rippling the distant fields of sugarcane and drying the tears on her cheeks.

Reaching the edge, she peered, trembling, over its blunt lip. Below, in the gloom, clustered the frightened faces of the guests who’d followed her.

So there wouldn’t be any doubt, she stepped out of her shoes and nudged them side by side on the ledge. The cold concrete bit into the soles of her feet as she curled her toes over the side, the hot night wind whipping her red skirt around her legs.

She raised her fist and held the stone pendant tight against her chest.

The red smoke. She could sense it, the malevolent presence of it, billowing on the wind behind her. It was very close now and thicker, more distinct than it had ever been. In recent weeks, it had begun to infest the home she shared with her mother, to curl in the edges of the closets and seep through the gaps in the sliding paper screens. 

And now it had claimed her. 

The caves. The Utaki. Together, the two of them had unleashed something ancient, something terrible.

She owned her part in it. This place could have her soul. But he refused to believe. The deaths were accidents, he insisted. She was losing her mind, he said. He had never seen the red smoke.

But if she were gone, the smoke would surely come for him. 

It would come for them all. 

Her terror built to a crescendo and then evaporated. 

With a soft sigh, she tipped over the ledge. The watching guests whooped their shock as she plummeted. Her dark hair streamed behind her, her clothing a carmine blur against the inky blackness of the Okinawan night. In flight, she knew no more terror, no more guilt, no more fear. 

She was still clutching the stone pendant in her fist the next day as she lay supine on the stainless-steel table. The coroner had to break her frozen fingers with a ball-peen hammer to pry it loose.

So that it could be returned, in a sealed plastic bag along with the rest of her effects, to her next of kin. 
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THE OLD OCEANVIEW

“How could anyone who was not a god predict the future, shaped as it was by human psychology, human behavior, and pure chance?”

—Yukito Ayatsuji, The Decagon House Murders

(Translation: Ho-Ling Wong)
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Yamaoku City, Shiga Prefecture, Japan

The evening of Saturday, July 6, 2019

This place makes me feel like I’m inside somebody’s womb, Eloise thought, ducking under the half-curtain and entering the bar. A womb that’s been pumped full of smoke.

It was cramped, dark, and humid inside. The tiny structure seemed to have started as some sort of shack. With zero insulation to speak of, even the best efforts of the wall-mounted air conditioner, its yellowed plastic casing furred with dust, weren’t enough to keep the place from becoming a hotbox every summer. This was Eloise’s third year working in Japan as a teacher on the English For All Program, but she still hadn’t gotten used to the immense, soupy heat of the Kansai summer. It never let up, even at night.

Especially at night.

She stood in the doorway, blinking for a moment, tears pricking her smarting eyes. Inhaling deeply, she let the sweaty-armpit stench of stale beer fumes seep in through her nostrils.

Kemuri was the rural town’s only real bar, and as the name in Japanese suggested, it was always filled, as it was tonight, with smoke. Smoke from the teppan grill, smoke from the patrons’ endless cigarettes. It floated about the high rafters and swirled around Eloise’s legs like dry ice.

Jaw grimly set, she threaded her way through the crowded space, squeezing past the bar. She was making for the outside. Eloise and her fellow English-teacher friends always opted to sit outside, even at the height of summer, when the hot night air was practically suffocating. They’d even brave the maddening itch brought on by the mosquitos, which seemed to have a particular taste for their foreign blood.

As she drew closer, the mellow crimson glow of the outside area filtered through the opaque plastic curtain. Over many years of business, a thick layer of brown oil appeared to have formed on most of the bar’s surfaces. The curtain, too, was foul and filmy with grease. She suppressed a shudder of revulsion, peeling the flap of plastic aside and squeezing through. Her pulse was pounding in her ears already, her hands numb and tingling at the same time.

I’ll be fine. I always am. Just as soon as I get some alcohol in me.

Outside, a string of naked red lightbulbs dangled from the canvas canopy overhead, illuminating drunken faces. In the center of each table sat a glowing mosquito coil, releasing an acrid, burning stink reminiscent of ceremonial incense. Tate was there, holding court at their usual bench with Linh, Steph, Satoko, and—

Kenji.

Swallowing, lips sticking to her teeth, Eloise tried to smile and managed not to fall down the trick step. Time appeared to stretch out, to become elastic, and it felt like an eternity had elapsed before she finally arrived at the table. Linh spotted her first and waved, knocking her disposable wooden chopsticks—the kind that always gave you a wicked splinter—off her plate and onto the dirt floor. 

Eloise took the bench seat opposite with a quick smile. There were calls for more beer, more grilled chicken skewers and salted cucumbers on sticks, another set of chopsticks for Linh.

The first frosty glass mug of beer tasted phenomenal. The cold burn hit the back of Eloise’s throat, and she gulped greedily, even as the freezer-chilled handle seared the flesh of her palm. Licking the foam off her upper lip, she tasted salt. Almost immediately came the familiar rush of relief that alcohol always brought to her in social situations, the tension slowly seeping out of her muscles.

It’s okay. You’re okay. Now focus.

“We shouldn’t have any real trouble getting access,” Tate was saying. “But just to be on the safe side, we can’t tell anyone what we’re up to. We gotta keep it on the Q-T. Urbex isn’t strictly legal. I mean, okay, technically, it’s trespassing. On paper, the old Oceanview is private property, but in reality, it’s completely abandoned.”

“How abandoned?” Steph gazed at Tate with glazed-over eyes, chin propped in her hand.

“Like nobody-even-gives-a-shit abandoned. The resort isn’t even guarded, no razor wire, no security cameras. There’s only the one road up the cliff, but we can hike it. My plan is, we stay at a cheap backpacker hostel near Naha and get the bus to the Takagusuku region of the island, hit up the resort early the next day. I need as much daylight as possible to get all the shots I need.”

“What’s Urbex again?” Linh asked, not looking up from her phone, her thumbs flexing across its surface. 

“Linh, I’ve explained this. It’s short for urban exploration. It’s a niche hobby where you explore disused buildings and structures, like hospitals and power plants, and just soak up the atmosphere. I document all my excursions on my blog. It’s a good way to present my photography, you know, pursuing a consistent theme.”

“Your blog?” Steph’s lips peeled back from her teeth in a grin. “Jesus, Tate, it’s almost 2020.”

Tate ignored her. 

“And Japan is pretty much the best place in the world to do Urbex due to how safe it is here—no drug addicts lurking in dark corners with needles poking out of their arms—and because of all the abandoned structures that’ve just been left lying around after the economic bubble burst in the eighties. Mostly extravagant venture capital stuff like hotels and amusement parks.” 

“Can someone fill me in?” Eloise took another sip, the fat lip of the glass mug chinking painfully against her front teeth. Tate held up a finger, shoveled the last of the grilled chicken into his mouth, then chased it with a gulp of beer.

“The Oceanview.” He licked sauce off his lips. “It’s this old luxury resort I’ve been dying to explore. Correction: it was a resort. Now, it’s just a junked-out heap of concrete, but it’s in this amazing location, high on top of these cliffs overlooking the sea in Okinawa. The story of it is insane. It was built when they expected all this tourism to come in for this ocean exposition they were holding in Okinawa in the mid-seventies.”

“Expo ’75? The World’s Fair?” Kenji looked interested, but Tate continued as if he hadn’t spoken.

“It was only open for one season. The whole project was doomed from its inception. There were all these bizarre deaths—suicides. The locals said the resort was built too close to a sacred burial ground, that the developers had angered the spirits of the people buried there. So, they shut down operations in 1975, the same year it opened. Crazy shit, right?”

Okinawa. Eloise had heard it described as a kind of mini-Hawaii, a string of beautiful subtropical islands located halfway between Japan and Taiwan. It had its own distinct history, culture, cuisine, language... 

Catching the interest in her eyes, Tate grinned, exposing perfectly straight teeth. She’d first met Tate at a welcome party during the EFA Program’s Tokyo orientation. The immediate culture shock had hit everyone pretty hard, and some of the new recruits were grappling with the revelation that their home country wasn’t the origin of the world, as they’d been led to believe. During an alcohol-infused conversation on cultural stereotypes, Tate had bragged that, despite his All-American smile, he’d never even had braces. Just naturally straight, he’d said, pausing for effect, eyebrows dancing. Ugh, Eloise remembered thinking to herself. Physically, Tate was her type. Built, strong jawline, confident. But Tate’s appeal had quickly faded once she’d noticed how he insisted on making everything, no matter how innocuous, sound like a reference to sex. Eloise suspected he was compensating in some way, that this was just a front for some deep-seated insecurities. And what was it Steph always said? Tate’ll sleep with anything that can’t run away fast enough. Despite Tate’s best efforts—he’d waged a serious charm campaign against her during his first few months here—gorgeous Steph had never been remotely interested in him. 

“Mmm. Thanks anyway.” Steph shook her head. “I’m not looking to get grudge-cursed in some crusty old ruin. Especially not with you.”

Linh was nodding along. “Besides, we’ve got plans for next weekend, right, El? We’re going to Nara. We’re going to feed crackers to the deer and go inside the big Buddha.” 

“You can visit Nara and go up inside a deer’s rear end any time,” Tate sniffed. “You do realize this is our last three-day weekend before our contracts are up for this year. In other words, before they’re up for good. Don’t you want to go to Okinawa for Marine Day? It’s so apropos! Come on! Oh! Kee! Nah! Wah!” He started pounding on the table, trying to get a chant going, but no one seemed willing to join in.

Eloise rolled her eyes along with Steph and Linh, but she already knew she was going to say yes. She knew it the second her phone pinged with Tate’s group chat alert.

Property of Kenji Ohkawa. That was the legend printed in spiky block letters inside every book in the immense pile left outside of her apartment. There were so many that when she’d opened her door to leave for work early that one morning, a few weeks into her fresh start in Japan, she’d almost caused a landslide. 

By that point, Eloise had been getting desperate. With suitcase space at a premium, she hadn’t been able to bring more than a few thin paperbacks over with her on the plane. Import books were murderously expensive, and the town’s small library had nothing in its tiny English section—technically, it was a shelf—save about twenty volumes of a manga about a robot cat, translated into English, and a variety of out-of-date travel guides. eBooks were a thing, yes. But staring at screens too long gave her migraines. And if you asked Eloise’s opinion, there was nothing that could replace the feeling of a book in her hands, the whisper of the pages, the buttery smell of old paper. 

She’d mentioned her love of reading to Kenji only in passing. Staffroom small talk at the junior high school where he taught Phys Ed and Eloise was the assistant language teacher. And the casual kindness of his gesture had taken her completely by surprise.

That first year on the Program, still raw from everything that had happened back in England, she’d isolated herself. Kenji’s books were her only real form of companionship, and through reading them, she’d gotten to know Kenji himself. His taste. His mind. He was sharp, with a dry sense of humor, writing little notes to himself in the margins that he’d apparently forgotten about.

When Steph arrived at the start of Eloise’s second year, she’d dragged Eloise out of her shell, brute-forcing a friendship. Steph would show up at her door with toaster oven-baked cookies, mind set on showing Eloise endless funny cat videos on her tablet. Thanks to Steph, Eloise gained a social life and started to see more of Kenji. Not just at stiff town events but more informally. Like when the foreign English teachers all got together at Kemuri. But Kenji never mentioned the books, and Eloise was never sure if she should bring them up. 

But even now, Eloise found herself spending an inordinate amount of time imagining being alone with Kenji. Just the two of them, in some intimate, dark setting. She spent hours mentally planning out every detail of how the evening would go, what she’d wear, and what they’d discuss. She would thank him for the books. Something stupid like that. When she saw his name in Tate’s group chat, the one proposing this excursion, she’d found herself hyper-focusing on the possibilities, obsessing over various what-ifs. 

“Have you two been to Okinawa?” Steph’s question was for Kenji and Satoko. 

“Like five times,” Satoko said. “A couple weddings. You know, it’s cheaper than Hawaii.”

Kenji nodded. “I go every year. It’s the pre-graduation class trip at school. We usually take the kids around the main sights. Shuri Castle, the Kaigungo...”

“The what?” Tate’s brow wrinkled.

“Uh. It was the Japanese Navy’s underground HQ during the Battle of Okinawa. There are still shrapnel marks on the cave walls from where they committed suicide with hand grenades.” Kenji interlaced his fingers atop the table. “There’s a war museum there now. And we also take the kids to the Himeyuri Peace Museum. You know, the Lily Corps? They were the schoolgirls mobilized as nurses during the conflict. When things got really bad, they were told to go home, turned out of the makeshift cave hospitals into an island in the grip of total war.”

“Jesus,” Steph said. 

Eloise swallowed, trying to imagine it, to see herself as one of those girls. How abandoned they must have felt. How betrayed. The enormity was hard to grasp, like trying to pick up sand with chopsticks.

“Yeah. Okinawa’s a beautiful place with a very somber history.” Kenji looked down at his hands, his floppy black hair falling over his eyes.

“That’s awful.” Tate exhaled, steepling his fingers below his lips, pausing. He seemed, to Eloise, to be counting the beats, not dwelling on the topic at hand like the others. Just waiting it out until he could safely continue talking without being thought an asshole. 

“There was another thing I wanted to bring up regarding the trip,” Tate said finally before slurping the dregs of his beer. “Safety. Urbex is a dangerous sport, so if you’re coming, you’ve got to come prepared. The old Oceanview is falling in on itself. I read that the construction was all messed up, to begin with, like the architect was a total nut job. There’s supposed to be all these staircases that lead to nowhere and doors that just open out onto dead drops. Oh, and, uh, we should make sure we’re prepared for possible dangerous animal encounters. I’m talking wild boar, snakes, bears. After all, this is extreme tourism.”

Extreme tourism. Those words would have been pure catnip to Chris.

No. Please. Don’t think about Chris now.

Eloise took another sip of beer. Her hand was shaking. 

“I don’t think there are bears on Okinawa. You’re thinking of Hokkaido.” Satoko had been gazing at Tate as he was making his pitch, the string of bright bulbs reflecting in her dark eyes like a constellation of stars. Eloise wouldn’t have minded being friends with Satoko. She had long, fawn-like eyelashes and always dressed elegantly, hiding her prominent, childlike eye teeth behind her hand whenever she laughed. Satoko worked for the Board of Education at the city hall, so her face was a familiar one to all the local EFA Program teachers. But she was always so formal, so businesslike, that the opportunity for any kind of personal conversation had never presented itself. 

Tate sniffed. “Right, well, what I’m saying is, we should make sure to go prepared. We’re not going to be assholes about this. Urbex is all in the preparation. Flashlights, hiking boots, long pants, maybe gloves, though it’ll be hot as balls.”

“It’s hot as balls here, too.” Linh groaned. “Can’t we just go hang out at the beach?” 

Tate closed his eyes briefly. “All right, listen. I’ll level with you. This trip isn’t just fun and games for me. I’m applying to film school in LA next year, right? And I need to submit a ten-minute short. I was thinking documentary-style, and this place would be freaking perfect. Otherwise, my life’s going to end up like a Norman fucking Rockwell painting. Law school, like my dad wants, then before you know it, I’m trapped. The third Caldwell boy to join the family firm. I don’t want to be remembered in history as a fucking nepo baby. I may as well kill myself right now. Is that what you want, Linh?”

Linh stared at Tate, chopsticks in her mouth. Slowly, she lowered them to the table.

“Look,” Tate said, swiping his tablet to life. “I found scans of the resort’s old seventies brochures online.” He flipped the screen, and Eloise caught a glimpse of geometric-print wallpaper, models in colorful tights posing on banana-yellow leather chairs. A chandelier sparkled above their heads, and they held their champagne glasses high, faces frozen in eternal laughter. 

“Just look at this place. It must have been a seriously ambitious venture, with tons of money poured into it. The height of opulence, a great place for a getaway—until it all went downhill, and the guests started checking out of existence, one by one...”

Tate’s enthusiasm wasn’t catching. The group was again displaying subtle signs of disinterest: shifting in their seats and checking their social media accounts under the table.

“Come on, guys,” Tate said, a hint of desperation in his voice. “You still haven’t heard the best part. The resort’s haunted by a presence. The locals call it the Red Maiden. Legend has it that her soul is attached to the ancient gravesite somehow. There’s been all kinds of sightings of her over the years.”

“Ah, here we go,” Steph said, locking her phone with a snap. She looked up at Tate. “I knew it was gonna be haunted.”

Tate grinned. “Yeah, so the local legends claim the Red Maiden appears every year on Marine Day. Mostly, she appears in the form of a beautiful young woman in a red dress. Sometimes, she crawls on the ground, dragging her long, black hair through the dirt. If you encounter her, she’ll ask you what time the party starts. Tell her you don’t know, or panic and give her a random time, she’ll slit your throat. The only way to escape her is to tell her: “It starts before it ends.” Then she disappears in a cloud of red smoke.” Tate sat back on the bench, triumphant. 

Kenji smiled, shaking his head. “Yurei? Every middle-school kid in Japan has heard ghost stories like that. And that one’s not even original. It’s a total rip-off of Kuchisaké onna and Teké-Teké onna.”

“A total rip-off,” Satoko repeated, her eyes suddenly glittering with what looked to Eloise like excitement. “I love ghost shit.”

“What’s Kuchisaké onna?” Linh asked Satoko.

“Kuchisaké onna is the legend of the split-mouth woman. You encounter her on a dark street at night. She carries a pair of scissors and wears a surgical mask. She asks, “Am I pretty?” Say yes, she kills you with her scissors. Say no, and she reveals her mouth, slit from ear to ear. Then she asks again. If you say yes this time, she cuts your mouth to match hers.”

Linh grimaced, hands hovering over her ears as if she could hardly stand to hear anymore. “And the other one?”

Satoko’s grin widened. “Teké-Teké onna is my favorite. She’s the ghost of a girl who died in an accident. Her legs were cut off by a train. All she can do is drag herself around by her arms, making a scraping sound. We call it teké-teké. If she catches you, she cuts off your legs, too.”

“Jesus.” Steph lowered her chopsticks, mouth hanging open. 

“They’re both types of onryo. That means vengeful ghost. They’re trapped between this world and the next. They can’t move on. And that makes them...angry.”
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“Hey, hey, hey, American boys and girls!”

Linh shrieked, and Eloise’s heart clamored with sudden terror, adrenaline spurting through her in hot bursts.

The middle-aged man who’d just slammed his beer mug down on their table grinned, leering at them. The naked bulbs bathed his face in a bloody glow. He was quickly joined by an entourage of salarymen from the next table over. This sort of interruption wasn’t uncommon, especially at Kemuri. The foreign contingency of Yamaoku City often drew the attention of locals. 

Tables were pushed together. There were calls for more beer, grilled chicken skewers, and salted soybeans in furry green pods. Soon, a drinking game got underway, one with intricate rules that the salarymen struggled to communicate. Not that it seemed to matter. 

Later, the salarymen began interrogating them. What exactly did they think of Yamaoku, and what exactly was it that had brought them to the remote valley town in the first place? Their shared answer: “Teaching English,” seemed to dissatisfy, but what other answer could they be expected to give? 

No one comes to Japan to teach English. They come to see Japan. Or to escape from something.

El grew silent, withdrawing into herself as she tuned out the shouting and laughter and focused instead on Kenji, who was leaning in to talk to Steph, his mouth close to the curved shell of her ear. He was deeply tanned, skin a rich brown under the lights. 

The first time Kenji came out drinking with their group, Steph pulled Eloise aside, her breath hot and beery, and hissed, “He’s gorgeous, isn’t he? You could hang your jacket on those cheekbones.” Eloise had shrugged Steph off, mumbling something about sweaty gym guys not being her type, but she’d caught the glint in Steph’s eyes.

“What say we decamp?” Steph suggested as Tate, roaring, hooked an arm around Kenji’s neck. Eloise felt a rush of relief. 

The salarymen barely even looked up as the girls picked up their drinks and plates. Eloise assumed the main draw for them had been Tate’s floppy blond hair and muscles, anyway. It was like how the moths flittering around the naked bulbs overhead were attracted to the light.

Settling down at their new table with their heavy beer mugs, they watched as Tate received back slaps and fist-bumps and posed for a round of selfies. His white face was luminescent in the gloom, smushed between those of the grinning salarymen, who all seemed to have gone alarmingly red. A bout of arm-wrestling ensued soon after. Rolling her eyes, Steph was the first to look away.

“It’s like a frat boy kegger out here. Jesus wept.” She crossed her arms on the table in front of her. They were very tanned and covered in soft blonde hair that glinted gold in the light. Eloise looked down at her own arms. White. Skinny. Spattered with freckles.

Only the one scar, though. Maybe she hadn’t been as serious about it as she’d thought. It was hidden, anyway, by the thick band of her watch, the sweatband she wore underneath it. Who freaking wears a watch these days? Steph had said once, laughter in her voice. 

“I’m glad we moved out of splash range before the barfing begins,” Linh said, grinning. “Also, I think I’m done. Does anyone want my beer? Any more, and my Asian Glow’s going to be bright enough to power the whole town.”

Eloise blinked and nodded, pushing away the darkness that threatened to wash over her. She reached for Linh’s glass and drained it. How many was that? She’d lost count. Not enough. Not yet.

“...So, we’re going on this Okinawa trip, then?” She heard the impatience in her voice. She was tired and getting a headache. Who cared about the drunken salarymen who’d hijacked their evening? She came here tonight for two reasons—to bask in Kenji’s presence and to find out who else was going on the trip.

“I might,” said Steph. “Linh?”

“Eh, maybe. Why not? I guess the Nara deer aren’t going anywhere.” Linh smiled, showing the deep creases in her cheeks that weren’t quite dimples. 

Eloise’s heart leaped a little. She’d been hoping Linh would go. Unlike Steph, Linh could be relied upon not to ditch her and go off with some random guy. Linh didn’t seem to be into guys. Eloise actually wasn’t sure what Linh was into. It had never come up.

“Satoko?” Steph prompted.

Satoko opened her mouth to respond, but she was interrupted by the arrival of Tate.

“You’ve gotta come with, Satoko. I need Japanese speakers to do the talking for us in case we get into any trouble for trespassing.” Tate wedged his bulky body onto the bench beside Linh, who hastily scooched over to avoid having to get too snuggly. “Native Japanese speakers,” he added, this remark directed at Eloise.

What happened to his fan club, she wondered idly, and she could feel herself spacing out. Disassociating? Is that what they called it?

I want to go home. Not home-home, of course. That was six thousand miles away. But back to her tiny one-room apartment. The cocoon of her futon. The blissful escape of a book.

“Do your own bullshitting,” Steph said. “Use those patented gaijin charms of yours, and you’ll have the local police eating out of your hand and kissing your ass at the same time.”

“That doesn’t sound physically possible,” Linh mumbled. Knowing Linh, she was probably picturing it.

“Kenji’s coming, though...aren’t you?” Steph looked up at Kenji, who nodded vaguely. He stood behind her, waiting for her to scooch over and make room for him. He rested his hand briefly on her shoulder before taking a seat. Eloise looked at the two of them side by side, chewing on the inside of her bottom lip. Kenji, tall and muscular, with those soft, understanding eyes, and Steph, with her lovely, bright face, her bubbling confidence. She always had at least two guys seriously pursuing her at any one time, and she seemed to have exciting plans every weekend. She was messy and scatterbrained, forever running late but never apologizing for it. And Eloise had seen the little red bubble on her phone indicating her unread message app notifications. Inexplicably, the number ran to triple digits. 

Why is someone like Steph friends with someone like me? 

It wasn’t the first time she’d pondered that question. Her hunch was that they had a symbiotic relationship. On some level, Eloise used Steph for social interaction, something she was still afraid of after what had happened back home. At the same time, though, she knew it had to be good for her. As for Steph? Well, maybe she was using Eloise, too. Using her to make herself look better, to boost her own ego. Not that it required any further boosting. Every guy wanted to date Steph. And Steph was very male-oriented. All she ever seemed to want to talk about was men and her favorite variation on the theme, Eloise and men. 

“Why don’t you ever go for any of the guys? Tons of them show interest in you, but you’re so quick to reject them,” Steph said to her once after one of the get-togethers she’d engineered. Eloise had declined to swap numbers with a guy, and for some reason, Steph seemed annoyed about it. “It’s like, they do or say one thing that doesn’t fit your lofty ideals, and you cut them dead. What’s with the sky-high standards, Els? You take everything so seriously. You should have some fun. You don’t need to keep them around after they’ve provided their services, of course. Just do what I do—use and recycle.”

Steph consumed men like a praying mantis. She was always hungry for male attention. She fed on it. Steph might have had confidence to spare, but her attempts to draw Eloise out of her shell often had the opposite effect, leaving Eloise feeling hounded, frigid, defective.

Sometimes, I hate her. 

Eloise tightened her grip on her mug of half-drunk beer, the glass handle slippery with condensation. She saw herself lifting the heavy mug high, bringing it crashing down against Steph’s temple, the dull thud, the shocked yelps of the others, the bench scudding backward as Steph toppled onto the table face-first. 

Eloise gasped, suddenly breathless. 

What the hell is wrong with you? Normal people don’t have thoughts like that. They just don’t. If you can think something like that, then you really must be evil. As evil as everyone back home said.

She closed her eyes, trying to regulate her breathing. In for three, hold for three, out for three.

The mind is its own place, she told herself shakily, lifting the beer mug very gently to prove that she could. As she tried to take a sip, her teeth clinked against the fat glass lip again. Thoughts are just visitors, let them come and go. She fought the intrusive image down into the murky depths of her mind swamp, letting it sink beneath the silt layer.

Calmer, Eloise opened her eyes, blinking against the harsh red glow of the bulbs. Her eye fell on their original table, where the salarymen had been carousing. The table was empty. 

“So, everyone else is in, right?” Tate looked around at them all. There were some noncommittal murmurs.

“You said it’s technically trespassing? You said it’s...what was it, again? Oh, illegal?” Steph smiled, not really serious, just yanking Tate’s chain. Realizing this, he grinned with delight.

“Come on. Nobody’s going to care about a bunch of gaijin poking around some old unattended ruin. So. All in favor of getting out of this tinpot town and having some actual fun this three-day weekend?” He raised his own hand high.

“Tate,” Eloise gasped. Not only was he being rude, he was hanging her out to dry. Ordinarily, Tate would say something American like podunk town. “Tinpot town” was an Eloise-ism he’d obviously co-opted. 

“No worries. It is a...what did you say? Tinpot town?” Kenji smiled, his soft eyes on Eloise. “I like it. I never heard that one before.”

“Okay, so provisionally, let’s say everyone’s in.” Tate slapped his palms down on the table, sucking air through his teeth.

“Shall we call it, then?” Kenji was the one who got up from the table first, even though he’d been the last one to sit down. “I have to be at school early tomorrow. Got to coach baseball practice.” 

“Right, right. How are we splitting this? Per person? Eloise, can you spot me? I promise this is the last time. I’ll get it back to you next week. After payday. Cool?” Tate raised his brows in her direction.

Not cool, Eloise thought, irritated. You’re the one who organized this night, and you don’t even have enough on you to cover your share? Really?

God, Tate really reminded her of that guy in The Secret History.

The one who gets murdered by all of his friends.

“Great! Okay, I need a final headcount by, let’s say, Wednesday. El, can you book the flights and find us a hostel?”

“Just tap the big icon that says English, Tate.” Eloise wanted to smack him. It wasn’t in her job description—at least not officially, on her contract where it was supposed to matter—but as a third-year EFA who by that point spoke halfway decent Japanese, she found herself performing extra duties as a de facto babysitter for every clueless gaijin that came to this town. The EFA Program liked to pluck fresh graduates, and some of them arrived in Japan barely functional. Tate was the worst of them all. There’d been the debacle with the heated toilet seat in Tate’s first month here. A low-temperature burn, and he’d needed a medical interpreter to accompany him to the town’s small clinic. It had been left to Eloise to explain to the elderly doctor just how the clueless American had managed to create the ruddy stripes that banded the backs of his upper thighs. Then there was the incident at the dry cleaners...

“Come on. Be a good egg, Eloise,” Tate said, treating her to one of his most winning, most infectious smiles, and she smiled back, traitorous mouth twisting in reciprocation despite herself.

“Maybe you guys should get some travel insurance, too.” Steph grinned, slinging her backpack over her shoulder. “I mean, it’s not like this excursion doesn’t come with risks. Structural collapse. Wild boar attacks. Death by yurei.”

Kenji signaled for the bill, but the bar’s owner waved away their money and leaned in to say something in his ear. Kenji translated: “It’s been covered already. By those salarymen guys.” 

Humming through his nose, the owner set about collecting their glasses.

“I love Japan.” Tate grinned as he got to his feet. “How could anything bad happen here?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3


[image: ]


Steph ran through the bamboo forest, leaves whipping her face. The ground was mulchy underfoot after the pre-summer rains. Tangled roots threatened to snag her, trip her. Lungs on fire, sweat stinging her eyes, face flushed from the heat, she stumbled to a stop in a moonlit glade. Bent over, hands on knees, she coughed hard until she caught her breath. 

At the mid-point of her run, she always played this little mind game. She conjured a dark figure from the shadows, a faceless man pursuing her with a sharp, glinting knife. If she couldn’t outrun him, he would drag her to the ground, stab her, and keep on stabbing until the last breath seeped from her lungs. It was a simple scenario, effective enough. There was no need to embellish. Perhaps it was a sick thing to imagine, but it was certainly effective. Just one of the mental tricks she’d developed over the years, tricks she used to push beyond her limits. 

Running was a habit she’d taken up in high school after Mom remarried and had the twins. Anything to get out of their cramped trailer and away from the surround sound screaming and endless shitty diapers. Anything to get away from the ever-watchful eye of her new stepfather, Don. Running was a ritual, Steph’s time to decompress and work through things, and as long as she carried bear mace, there was never any real need for concern. 

No need for bear mace at all in Yamaoku, though. If you asked Steph, one of the best things about Japan was the near-absolute safety she could take for granted here. She could stay out all night and fall asleep on the first train in the early morning light, unmolested. She could head to the convenience store at four a.m. when insomnia hit. Buy herself a hot can of coffee, sit in the park, and slowly sip it as the gray light of day seeped into the world. She could go running through the bamboo forest at midnight and encounter no one.

Eloise always said she was insane, that she was taking unnecessary risks. But Eloise was the type of person who kept the door on the latch whenever she was home. Her personal safety paranoia always amused Steph. People like El tended to see murders and rapes as random criminal acts, things that happen to the unfortunate few. The ones who just happen to cross paths with an unhinged individual. But Steph knew the statistics and that the majority of homicides and rapes are carried out by people known to the victim. The real creeps are always far closer to home than you’d ever expect. 

Speaking of creeps—

This trip that Tate was proposing. She couldn’t imagine actually going. Not now, not knowing what she knew about him. Could she? Gooseflesh crept along her flushed arms. She’d underestimated Tate. She’d thought he was just another rich, prep school pig, but she’d been wrong.

Dead wrong.

Was she going to do something about it, then? Talk to the school? The police? She’d be risking retaliation from Tate. Was he dangerous? Or just disgusting? Should she just stay quiet, let the semester end, and let Tate fly back home scot-free?

She could send an email to the Program. Anonymously. They were meant to be responsible for them, weren’t they?

She would have to do something. She was involved now. But she needed more time to think. And if Eloise was going on this trip with Tate, then Steph couldn’t let her go alone. Ever since they’d met, Steph had felt an odd sense of responsibility for Eloise, the same kind of responsibility she felt for her students. Eloise needed someone. Steph had to look out for her. And Steph had never had a real best friend who was a girl before. Other girls never seemed to like Steph all that much.

All right. That simplified things. If El went, Steph went. And if she got the chance to talk to Tate alone—

Suddenly, she stiffened. She wasn’t alone in the clearing. There was some kind of creature crouched a few feet in front of her. It reminded her of a raccoon, only with brownish-grey fur and no rings on its tail. A tanuki, then. But why hadn’t she scared it off?

The tanuki watched her, its dumb, dog-like eyes glowing red in the beam of her phone’s flashlight. The bamboo forest had grown preternaturally silent, as if cut off somehow from the rest of the town. Even the cicadas had paused their singing. There was just silence. And the tanuki. And Steph.

Animism, she thought wildly. Japanese spiritual beliefs. Gods, or kami, that exist within all aspects of nature. Rocks, trees, rivers, animals. 

A second later, the tanuki turned and scurried off into the darkness. There was nothing spiritual about the undignified sight of its furry rear undulating from side to side, its little hind paws propelling it away. 

Steph blew out the breath of air she’d been holding, the loose hairs lifting off her forehead. Her phone needed charging, and she needed a shower. Badly.

But as she dropped her hands to her sides, preparing to set off, something stopped her.

A flash of moonlight, reflecting off something smooth, off to the side.

She waited, breath held, eyes narrowing, trying to focus. Somewhere beneath the swelling din of the cicadas’ encore, there was something odd. Something artificial.

Dink. 

She listened, confused. She tried to place the sound. It was something familiar. She knew that much. The kind of noise you never think much about. Like a microwave ping or a doorbell chime. 

There was no fear. Fear would come a moment later when the night air broke around her with an explosive crack, and hot adrenaline flooded her veins.

Run, Steph, you need to run...you need to go...Now!

Then she was running. The ground squelching beneath her feet, branches clawing at her eyes, her breath coming in short hard bursts. The crack had been a branch snapping under someone’s foot. Now there was breathing, panting, excited. Just feet behind her.

Dink.

The road opened up ahead of her, the indistinct blur of a passing car whipping by up ahead. The road was public. The road was safety. 

Something snagged in her hair, tugging her head back hard. A tree branch? Or a hand, grabbing?

Grunting in terror, Steph went down to her knees, clawing at the back of her head. She grabbed a hank of her hair and ripped it loose from the branch it was tangled in. Then she struggled to her feet, emerging under the bright streetlights onto the supposed safety of the road.

Please, please, just let me get home!

Chest bursting with white-hot pain, she ran up the gentle slope, finding the open culvert where the stormwater rushed away, spotting the house with the white siding and the third-floor window that always housed the same sleeping cat. Oriented now, she broke left at the bank of humming vending machines and cut across the parking lot of the walk-up apartment building where she, Eloise, and Tate all had studio units.

She thought, for a second, about banging on El’s door, but her lights were off, and all Steph could focus on was getting inside. Drawing the lock against the night, making herself safe. She fumbled with her keys, dropped them, and risked a glance over her shoulder before bending to scrape them up off the floor with clawed, shaking fingers.

The parking lot was empty.

Stabbing the lock with her key, she let herself in and slammed the door. Jamming a hand against her mouth, she tried to slow her breathing, which sounded much too loud in the inky silence of her hot, dark apartment. With numb fingers, she threaded the metal chain clumsily across.

Just breathe, Steph, you’re okay, you’re all right, just stay very quiet and breathe.

She was still slumped against the blissfully cold metal some minutes later, her breathing steadier, heart rate almost normal again, when she thought she heard footsteps crunching across the gravel outside. 

The door to the apartment two down from hers clacked open and then quietly closed.

She knew whose apartment it was.

Jesus fucking Christ.

Still too afraid to turn on the lights, she used her phone’s screen to investigate a throbbing on her shin. A shallow half-circle had been cut into the soft flesh, its shape a perfect replica of the hacked-off bamboo stem she must have fallen on.

As she hissed and prodded at the black, glistening cut, her brain finally placed the strange noise she’d heard in the forest just before the attack.

Dink. 

It was the sound of a phone camera recording.

The creep had been filming her.

ROYAL OCEANVIEW HOTEL AND LEISURE RESORT SET TO OPEN THIS SUMMER

The Daily Okinawan, June 17, 1975

By Miyoko Fujiwara

A new luxury hotel and leisure resort is due to open in the former Takagusuku Park nature preserve next month. The ambitious resort project is one of a number of new ventures launched to capitalize on the upcoming Okinawa Ocean Exposition and World’s Fair. The exposition, which will run from July 20th through January of next year, will commemorate the return of the Okinawan islands from America to Japan. With a central theme of “Oceans” and a catchy slogan: “The Sea We Would Like to See,” the exposition is certain to bring fresh tourism to the main island of Okinawa.

The new resort complex is the brainchild of businessman Satoshi Imamura. Imamura, a hotel magnate from Osaka, dreamed up the concept of the luxury resort during a family snorkeling vacation to Okinawa. An avid surfer and lover of the ocean, Imamura selected the resort’s location, a plateau high atop the bluffs of the Takagusuku Park nature preserve, for its stunning views. 

A press release quotes Imamura: “What better place for ocean lovers to relax than Okinawa, with its emerald seas and sugar-sand beaches? I envisioned a hotel and leisure resort where families can vacation together, enjoying the island’s lush nature and sea breezes. The name Oceanview is apt, as both the East China Sea and the Pacific Ocean are viewable at the same time from the vantage point of the resort’s Ocean-Viewing Platform. I hope that all guests will leave refreshed and imbued with a feeling of deep peace after a stay at our resort, which sparkles brighter than the seas themselves.” 

Despite Imamura’s words of confidence, the resort’s development has been marred by a series of setbacks. A construction worker was crushed to death in a structural collapse, and rumor has it that many of the resort’s facilities are still unfinished, including the aforementioned “Ocean-Viewing Platform,” and as such, are unlikely to be operational in time for the grand opening.

Furthermore, Imamura has faced harsh criticism from local residents and Buddhist monks from a nearby temple. They allege that the Takagusuku Park nature site is host to a cluster of ancient tombs, which the new resort infringes upon. 

Imamura, however, appears impervious to naysayers and went on record to dismiss concerns over the so-called sacred site, saying: “I hired a monk from a respected temple myself and had him flown over at great personal expense to bless the site and the construction process before we broke ground, so I have zero concerns about facing the wrath of any angry spirits. It is true that there is a gravesite complete with an ancient tomb of the traditional Okinawan “Turtle-Back” variety located close to the site. However, the insinuation that my beautiful resort is in any way culturally or spiritually disrespectful is nothing but slander, steeped in prejudice against mainlanders, and one that has no basis in theological or geographical fact.” 

The resort’s soft open will commence on July 14th, with the pool and waterpark facilities opening to the general public free of charge for one week only. A gala opening event will be held on Sunday, July 20th, with select VIP guests set to enjoy a banquet and musical performances. 

FAILED RESORT TO CLOSE FOLLOWING STRING OF BIZARRE DEATHS, HOTEL DEVELOPER STILL MISSING

The Okinawa Sun, October 18, 1975

By Jim K. Masunaga

The Royal Oceanview Hotel and Leisure Resort is to close its doors this winter after only a single season in business. The ambitious resort project, built at huge expense on the former Takagusuku Park nature preserve, was spearheaded by Osaka businessman Satoshi Imamura. At the time of this publication, Imamura has been missing for the past twenty-three days. 

The resort has been the site of a series of bizarre and unsettling incidents, beginning with a string of construction worker deaths and the shocking and very public suicide of a local young woman, rumored to be Imamura’s mistress. The tragic incident happened during the resort’s gala opening party when nineteen-year-old Nanoha Shimabukuro jumped to her death from an unfinished concrete structure. 

Another tragedy occurred when a child drowned in the resort’s waterpark. Facing a wrongful death lawsuit initiated by the child’s parents, the billionaire hotel magnate Imamura paid condolence money to the family. Additionally, he vowed to introduce more stringent safety procedures. However, his image suffered further irreparable damage when a string of apparent guest suicides occurred one after another during the first summer season.

“Lots of people check into hotels to kill themselves,” Imamura was quoted as saying, a prime example of the callous, self-serving nature that earned him the nickname ‘Ghoul.’ He went on to state: “These incidents, while regrettable, are not the responsibility of either The Royal Oceanview or its parent company, Imamura Lifestyle Developments.” 

With so much tragedy tarnishing the resort’s reputation, locals staged a protest on August 29th, blocking the only access road to the resort for several hours in an attempt to dissuade paying guests. They attribute the tragedies at the resort to a curse, which they claim has been triggered by Imamura’s selfish decision to build on grounds that infringe upon an ancient Utaki or holy site. 

Imamura was reported missing by his wife on September 26th, when he failed to appear at a family function in his home city of Osaka. According to friends and relatives, there had been great concern of late about his mental state. Described as being ‘paranoid’ and ‘distressed,’ there were fears that he may have taken his own life. A police search of the resort, however, revealed no sign of Imamura, who is now believed to have fled Japan in a desperate attempt to evade creditors.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART TWO


[image: ]


OKINAWA

“In order to induce the process of decay, water is necessary. I think that, in the case of women, men are the water.”

—Natsuo Kirino, Grotesque

(Translation: Rebecca Copeland)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4


[image: ]


Naha, Okinawa, Okinawa Prefecture, 

The evening of Saturday July 13, 2019

“Snake!” Linh gasped, eyes wide, horrified. “Oh my god, is that real?”

The waiter grinned, brandishing an enormous glass bottle that contained amber liquid and the coiled, intact corpse of a viper, fangs bared as if to strike. 

“You’ve got to be shitting me. People drink that?” Tate’s lip curled in disgust.

“The guidebook says it’s called Habushu,” Eloise said, flipping through the pages of the pocket-sized book she’d picked up at Naha airport. “It’s made of Awamori, an Okinawan distilled liquor, bottled with the body of a habu snake indigenous to the Ryukyu islands and aged until consumed.” 

“I don’t think so. No. Thanks.” Tate shook his head at the waiter, and Eloise felt a momentary rush of relief until Steph opened her mouth. 

“Are you kidding? We have to try it! Five glasses, please!” She flashed Tate a challenging look, and he backed down. 

“Habu snakes mate for up to twenty-four hours,” the waiter said conspiratorially in English, a twinkle in his eye. “Habushu will make you good in bed with the ladies.” Steph and Linh both cracked up over this, but Tate simply stared at the coiled corpse of the preserved snake, his mouth slightly open. The waiter poured five glasses and left, re-instating the bottle of snake wine on a high shelf behind the bar.

“It’s not poisonous, is it?” Linh asked, pushing her glasses up with her knuckle.

“Venomous,” Steph corrected her. “If you bite it and you die, it’s poisonous. If it bites you and you die, it’s venomous.” 

Linh narrowed her eyes at Steph. “Thanks for the biology lesson.”

“It is venomous,” Eloise said, turning the open guidebook around to show them a photograph of a yellow-brown snake resembling the one in the bottle. “The venom contains cytotoxin and hemorrhage...hemorrhagic components. Bites cause nausea, vomiting, hypotension, and potentially even death if you don’t get prompt medical treatment. As well as extreme pain in the afflicted area.” A bead of sweat slid down her spine, and the hairs on her arms prickled despite the heat of the night. 

She couldn’t stand snakes.

Tate grimaced, lifting his small glass of amber liquid to the light as if expecting to see venomous swirls floating there. 

“Hey! Save some for me, man.” 

Eloise’s stomach did a little leap, a sensation reminiscent of the slight chop turbulence they’d encountered on landing earlier that day. 

Kenji made it.

“Drink this,” Satoko said quickly, pushing her glass of habushu in front of Kenji as he took a seat. Kenji picked up the glass and knocked it back without hesitation, to the impressed gasps of the others. His eyes found Eloise’s, and he smiled, putting the glass down on the table with a muted thock.

They’d arrived on Okinawa Island around one in the afternoon and headed straight from Naha airport to the beach. It was
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