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            How It All Began

         
         Recently books had been disappearing. Or at least that’s what it looked like.

         
         Nanami folded her skinny arms and stared at the bookshelves in front of her. She mulled over the evidence. Books were apparently
            vanishing from the library.
         

         
         Her use of the phrases “looked like” and “apparently” was because it was hard to prove. This old library had a huge collection of books. And as the primary job of a library wasn’t to keep all the books neat and dust-free on the shelves, but to lend out as many to the public as possible, obviously not all of the books were there all of the time. If Nanami had been a librarian, she could have checked the books’ lending history, or if she’d been a brilliant detective, she might have been able to solve the mystery by her powers of deduction but, unfortunately, she was just an eighth-grade student who liked to drop by the library on her way home from school. 

         
         Nanami had been visiting this library ever since she was a little girl. Back then it was her father who used to bring her
            and, thanks to him, she had gotten into the habit of coming every single day. This meant that she was very familiar with the
            arrangement of books and had immediately spotted that something was different. When it came to her beloved library, she was
            confident that her memory was at least more accurate than the head librarian’s and possibly even more brilliant than a detective’s.
         

         
         The first thing that had caught her attention were the gaps here and there on the shelves. After a while she realized that
            those spaces were never refilled—they remained gaps for as long as she had been checking them. Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island was missing from the children’s fiction section. The beautiful white-spined copy of Anne of Green Gables and the adventure story of Captain Nemo and his Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea were also never returned.
         

         
         Over in the picture book section, two of Nanami’s favorites, Mr. Owl and Frederick, were nowhere to be seen.
         

         
         A stroll by the literary fiction shelves revealed that both Hesse’s Beneath the Wheel and Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea were gone.
         

         
         In fact, on every shelf throughout the library were empty spaces that hadn’t been there before.

         
         Nanami had wondered for a moment whether people had just started borrowing more books, then she swiftly dismissed that thought. This was a large-scale library with an extensive collection of books, but it was no modern state-of-the-art facility. The building itself was dilapidated; the air-conditioning barely worked; there were dark corners where the light bulbs had burned out; and here and there a musty smell assaulted your nose. In other words, there was no reason for the number of users to increase. And it was clear just from looking that the library’s spacious aisles were as deserted as ever. 

         
         What struck Nanami as curious was that none of the adults in the library seemed to have spotted anything. The staff were always
            too occupied with paperwork to have noticed any changes in their environment.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” Nanami mused out loud. Of course, just because she’d dared to ask the question aloud didn’t mean that she’d
            get an answer. She stood still in one central spot and swiveled slowly around to scan the whole floor. From a distance, the
            tall metal shelves seemed to be as tightly packed as ever, but when she walked along the aisles, she saw the gaps here and
            there like pulled teeth. Perhaps it was because Nanami was so familiar with the library that she noticed this phenomenon,
            to her the changes were undeniable.
         

         
         The books were definitely gone.

         
         *  *  *

         “You’re saying I need to check on the books?”

         
         The voice of elderly Mr. Hamura, the librarian at the main reception desk, wasn’t all that loud, but as the first floor had a high vaulted ceiling, his words reverberated through the whole library. Still, with so few patrons it wasn’t as if anyone was there to hear it. Just one older woman who happened to be passing by threw Nanami and Mr. Hamura a quick glance. 

         
         Nanami tried to keep her tone as casual as possible.

         
         “Yeah, some books are missing that should be there. More than just one or two.”

         
         Mr. Hamura peered over his reading glasses at the young girl in the school uniform.

         
         “I see. Well, that is a serious problem,” he pronounced, before turning his attention back to the file on the desk in front
            of him. He hastily scribbled something down before continuing.
         

         
         “If you’re going to make a fuss every time you can’t find the books you want on the shelves, then how are you going to be
            able to use a library?”
         

         
         For a moment, Nanami looked confused at the librarian’s logic, but she soon realized that it was the old man’s eccentric sense
            of humor. He snapped the plastic file shut and looked up at the junior high schooler.
         

         
         “Look, Nanami-chan,” he said, stroking his spindly white beard, “this is a library. If anyone coming here wants to borrow
            a book, it’s a very simple procedure. And that’s why sometimes books are there and sometimes they’re not. That procedure hasn’t
            changed since the time you were in preschool and came here with your father to borrow a copy of The Very Hungry Caterpillar. And if you’ve forgotten, you’re very welcome to check the terms of use up there on the wall.”
         

         
         It’s just not my day, thought Nanami, sighing inwardly.
         

         
         Old Mr. Hamura was more than just a librarian. He’d worked for decades in this library and had chosen to stay on at the reception
            desk even after retirement. You could call him a living encyclopedia of this ancient library. Although he was cynical, moody,
            and rather difficult, he wasn’t a bad person. He had introduced Nanami to all kinds of wonderful books. However, when he was
            in one of his moods, you risked getting on the wrong end of his caustic tongue. Today was clearly one of those days.
         

         
         “This library,” the old man went on, emphasizing his words by tapping the cover of his file with a bony finger, “is as old
            as I am. And old people get worn out and forget things. Young people’s job is to take care of the elderly and not to get caught
            up worrying about a few missing books.”
         

         
         How long is this going to drag on . . . ?

         
         Nanami’s mind had already wandered from this fruitless conversation at the first-floor reception desk up to the British Literature
            section on the second floor. She was probably going to finish her current read, Wuthering Heights, today or the following day, and she needed to choose her next book. Now was clearly not the best time to ask Mr. Hamura
            for a recommendation.
         

         
         “Although I do appreciate your concern, I’ve got a lot of work to do—”

         
         The librarian was interrupted by the sound of Nanami’s cell phone chiming softly in her pocket. It wasn’t a text message;
            it was her evening reminder alarm.
         

         
         She promptly pulled an inhaler from her bag, put it to her mouth, and took a deep breath. Nanami needed this treatment for her asthma several times a day, but she tended to forget her evening dose. It was her father who had suggested she set this alarm. 

         
         Mr. Hamura waited for her to finish.

         
         “I’ll take a look at the shelves later,” he said, in a somewhat gentler tone than before. “I’d rather you spend time taking
            care of yourself instead of worrying about books.”
         

         
         Naturally Nanami didn’t tell the old man to mind his own business. She simply nodded her thanks and turned to leave. As she
            walked away, she let rip her parting shot, albeit inside her head.
         

         
         Useless!

         
         She was well aware that she had just insulted the living encyclopedia—the withered old man who, some might say, embodied this
            whole library.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Nanami Kosaki was a short and skinny thirteen-year-old girl in the second year of junior high school. She was very pale because asthma had always meant she had limited exposure to the outside world. Her asthma was a bit like a wild horse, and any kind of exercise or physical or mental stress would set it off galloping around her respiratory system on its iron hooves. Too many times during her elementary school years she’d been rushed by ambulance to the emergency room. Because of her illness, she’d never experienced the joy of playing outdoors with friends, running about in the fresh air, and she had become used to spending time alone in the library after school. Many people sympathized with her plight, but Nanami didn’t feel disadvantaged at all. As long as she had no asthma attacks, a place where she could absorb herself in books and be free to read as much as she liked was perfect. And this was why she took the mysterious disappearance of library books very seriously indeed. 

         
         “He told me to check the terms of use!”

         
         Nanami was in the reading area on the second floor of the library, her head resting on a desk. She had a favorite among the
            large, well-worn desks. It was one by the window where the sunlight fell just right; it was the spot where she would sit and
            read after school. A book was open on the desk, but right now she felt too irritated to follow the words on the page.
         

         
         “Me, I’m a regular here, and I take the trouble to tell him I’m worried about the books, and that stubborn old man . . .”

         
         “What a nightmare. Well, good for you for trying.”

         
         The response came from the girl sitting across from her. Itsuka Imamura and Nanami Kosaki had been friends since they were
            little.
         

         
         Itsuka was tall and carried herself well, making her look at least a school grade above the petite Nanami. She wore her hair
            in a neat, short-cropped style, a contrast to the long black hair that Nanami tied back in a ponytail.
         

         
         Itsuka glanced down through the open space to the first-floor reception area and gave a sympathetic laugh.

         
         “Old Ham always looks so grumpy that it’s impossible to tell if he’s in a good mood or a bad one,” she remarked.

         
         “Today was really bad. Seems he was busy or something. I misread him completely.”

         
         Nanami lifted her head and rested her chin on her hand.

         
         “Old Ham” was the nickname that Itsuka had given Mr. Hamura. Nanami thought it suited the librarian perfectly with his tough
            old wrinkly face.
         

         
         “Are there really books going missing?” added Itsuka, scanning the bookshelves in the vicinity. “It looks to me as if the
            place is full of them.”
         

         
         Across a narrow aisle from the reading corner were rows of plain steel bookcases. At the end of each case was a label indicating
            the contents—Japanese Literature, Economics, Philosophy, History, Folklore—giving a sense of a vast and varied collection
            of books lining the shelves. Beyond those bookshelves, not visible from their current location in the reading corner, were
            more sections organized by country of origin, containing meticulously arranged shelves of literature from all around the world.
            From the girls’ viewpoint in the sunny reading corner, the long rows of towering bookcases stretching into the gloomy half
            darkness was a magnificent sight.
         

         
         “With all those books, how can you even tell that any are missing?”

         
         “Well, there aren’t any new releases or bestsellers missing, so probably most people wouldn’t even notice,” Nanami explained. “But plenty of older books that were borrowed a long time ago—Gauche the Cellist as well as Knight’s Fee—have never been returned.”
         

         
         “So only people like you, who practically live around here, would ever notice?”

         
         “You’re saying I hang out here too much?”

         
         “Well, you’ve spotted what’s going on, and Old Ham has no idea, so that’s proof that he’s no more than a kind of landlord
            around here. You’re like a proper tenant.”
         

         
         The two girls were really close and teased each other this way all the time. Their houses were right in the same neighborhood,
            and they’d gone to the same elementary school. Now that they were in junior high, Itsuka had joined the archery club, which
            met before and after school. Because of this, the two no longer walked to and from school together. However, on the days she
            had no club activity, Itsuka would turn up at the library with her archery bow wrapped up in a black cloth. She was devoted
            to practicing her draw at home and was a highly respected member of the archery club, popular with older and younger students
            alike.
         

         
         “Why would books just disappear like that?” Itsuka asked. “Even if someone’s stealing them, in the end they’re no more than
            battered old used books. You’d get nothing if you tried to sell them online.”
         

         
         “I’ve no idea,” replied Nanami, “but . . .”

         
         She stopped and looked around a moment, dropping her voice to a whisper.

         
         “I’ve seen this really shady-looking guy in here.”

         
         Itsuka’s expression changed and she followed Nanami’s gaze around the reading corner, but there wasn’t another soul at any of the desks. A little farther away an elderly woman sat in a seat by the window, staring vaguely outside, and in the picture book corner they saw a mother with a baby stroller. Needless to say, there weren’t any shady-looking characters hanging around. 

         
         “Are you really sure he was shady?”

         
         “I can’t say yet, but I know that I’ve seen this one really freaky guy hanging about. I haven’t said anything to Old Ham yet
            though.”
         

         
         “Well, you’ll have to be careful how you bring that up. If you pick the wrong moment, he’ll flip out at you.”

         
         “Deep down he’s not so bad. He’s always suggesting good books to me.”

         
         “Is that one of them?”

         
         Itsuka looked down at the book Nanami was reading. Nanami nodded.

         
         “It’s Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë. One of his top recommendations.”
         

         
         “Really? It’s so thick and the font is so tiny. Is it any good?”

         
         “It’s really interesting. They call it a love story, but it’s so much more than that. It’s about this man who is really poor
            when he’s young and is bullied by this rich man. Anyway, he becomes rich himself and comes back to get his revenge. Old Ham
            said it was one of the greatest revenge stories in literary history.”
         

         
         “The world of literature sounds really dark,” said Itsuka, frowning.

         
         The old woman who’d been staring out of the window picked up her walking stick and began to make her way toward the elevator. Itsuka got up too. 

         
         “I’d better get going,” she said.

         
         “Aren’t you going to do your homework first?” asked Nanami.

         
         “My parents are both working late so I’ve got to get dinner for my little brother. I got a text earlier.”

         
         “Ah, it sucks that they’re always so busy.”

         
         “Yeah, I guess,” said Itsuka lightly, grabbing her archery bow, which was propped up against the wall. “But I know it must
            be worse for you.”
         

         
         Itsuka had a point. Nanami’s mother had passed away when she was still young, and Nanami lived alone with her father. It was
            a sign of how close the two girls were that they could speak so matter-of-factly about this.
         

         
         “I can’t imagine what it would be like if there was just me and my father,” Itsuka added.

         
         “It’s not bad at all,” Nanami replied. “When Dad’s busy he eats out, so I just have to make my own meals. And if I don’t feel
            like cooking, I stop by the bento shop.”
         

         
         “You’re always so upbeat about things.”

         
         When Nanami was in elementary school, her father used to come home early to make dinner; by the time she was in junior high,
            he’d gotten busier at work, and now he regularly got home late.
         

         
         “Being an only child might be easier,” Itsuka sighed. “At my house, if my mother works late two or three days in a row, the
            house ends up a total mess. My brother is useless—all he does is eat, and he never cleans up after himself.”
         

         
         Nanami laughed, although she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of envy. It was truly hard on Itsuka that she had to prepare meals, but at least she got to sit down at a table and eat with her brother. In Nanami’s case, whenever her father was late, she had to eat alone. 

         
         “See you later!”

         
         Itsuka had already started walking away. Suddenly she stopped and turned back to Nanami.

         
         “Now don’t go getting mixed up in anything too crazy, okay?” she warned her friend. “You’re not strong enough.”

         
         And with that she raised her bow in a parting gesture and strode away.

         
         Nanami was happy to have a friend like Itsuka who would talk to her so frankly.

         
         In elementary school she’d been in and out of the hospital because of her asthma and, to make matters worse, the fact that
            she had no mother meant that she had been bombarded by exaggerated expressions of sympathy both at school and in the hospital.
            She truly appreciated a friend like Itsuka who would simply say “Hi” or “Hey there” to her and treat her like a regular person.
         

         
         I should invite her to dinner sometime, she mused. She wasn’t sure how her father would feel about two junior high schoolers eating dinner together, but Nanami
            thought it was a great idea.
         

         
         She turned her attention back to Wuthering Heights. Heathcliff’s revenge was about to reach its climax.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            The One Who Walks Beside Us

         
         Nanami was absorbed in her book and barely noticed the reddish glow that had crept across her reading desk. When she finally
            looked up, she saw the sun was low, tinting the sky over the roofs of the houses. The air by the window was cooling off rapidly.
         

         
         It seemed only a few days ago that the trees lining the streets had taken on their autumn colors; now it already felt on the verge of winter. Sunny days were pleasant; then, once the sun began to set, the temperature would plummet. Nanami didn’t mind the cold itself, but the dry air of winter was a nightmare for an asthma sufferer. It didn’t really matter if the weather was hot or cold, her activity was always restricted anyway. After switching to the school winter uniform, she would just add a coat or a scarf as the season progressed. 

         
         Wuthering Heights had reached its dramatic conclusion, and she realized now that she had been reading for a long time. As she watched the lengthening
            shadows of the trees, she heard children’s voices coming from the elementary school playground next door. Even in the twilight
            she could make out a group of boys chasing after a soccer ball.
         

         
         That late already . . .

         
         The sun shone into the library at a deep, almost horizontal angle, and there wasn’t a soul to be seen. Both the old woman
            at the window seat and the mother in the picture book section were long gone. But it wasn’t unusual for the place to be deserted.
         

         
         Nanami checked the clock and saw that it was almost six o’clock—closing time. She shut her copy of Wuthering Heights and put it away in her bag. It was as she turned to leave that she noticed a man standing in front of one of the bookshelves
            a short distance away. The man was solidly built and dressed in a gray suit. He had his back to Nanami, and although she couldn’t
            see his face, a voice in her head shouted out an instinctive warning.
         

         
         That’s him!

         
         She’d seen him here many times before. The perfect, wrinkle-free suit and the old-fashioned deerstalker peaked cap in the same shade of gray as the suit gave him the appearance of someone of higher rank than a regular salaryman. Although there was nothing particularly odd about his behavior, Nanami had noticed that it was invariably after his visits to the library that books would disappear. This was the shady-looking guy whom she had mentioned to Itsuka. 

         
         Of course, there was no proof that he was actually a book thief . . .

         
         Nanami tried to calm her palpitating heart and growing sense of unease.

         
         As the man disappeared behind the bookshelf, she got to her feet and silently walked over to where he’d been standing.

         
         That particular shelf was filled with mystery novels aimed at YA readers, by authors such as Edogawa Ranpo and Arthur Conan
            Doyle. Nanami looked at the familiar titles and immediately spotted something. Right next to a row of the collected editions
            of Sherlock Holmes, there was a large empty space. It was where the complete set of Arsène Lupin, Gentleman Thief had been: the first ten volumes were gone. In other words, a third of the thirty-volume set was missing. This was the first
            time that she had seen so many books vanish at once. Never mind the sheer number of books, the man had some nerve taking these
            editions . . .
         

         
         Maurice Leblanc’s Lupin series was one of Nanami’s favorites. The main character was a master of disguise and of martial arts,
            a thief who helped the poor and the suffering. When Nanami had been in elementary school, Lupin was a hero to her. She’d been
            so obsessed with these books that she used to get into trouble with her father for reading them in bed in the dark. She knew
            practically every word of The Hollow Needle and 813 by heart, she’d read them so many times.
         

         
         Nanami looked in the direction the man had gone and saw him rounding the corner at the end of a long bookcase. And for a fleeting moment she also caught sight of a bulging black bag. 

         
         She began to walk faster.

         
         There was a break in the rows of bookcases; Nanami stopped to peek through, and this time spotted the man entering the aisle
            marked French Literature. She crept after him and noticed a strange feeling deep in her chest. She frowned.
         

         
         Sudden movements and exertion can trigger an asthma attack. The words of her doctor echoed in her ears. Overlapping this was a high-pitched whistling sound in the back of her throat,
            but Nanami didn’t stop. By the time she reached the sign for French Literature on the end of the bookcase, the whistle had
            increased to a whine that filled her lungs.
         

         
         “Oh no.”

         
         Her voice was already weak. A dangerous sign.

         
         From her right pocket she pulled out her inhaler, leaning back against a bookcase to try to calm her ragged breathing. She
            mustn’t panic. She carefully counted for ten seconds, during which she confirmed the attack wasn’t getting any worse.
         

         
         “I can’t run around playing detective.”

         
         As soon as the words were out of her mouth she sank to the floor, her back still against the bookcase. Nanami didn’t mind
            knowing that she couldn’t run around in the woods like Huckleberry Finn or hike along train tracks like Gordie in The Body by Stephen King. Still, it would be a lie to say she didn’t regret her inability to move at a crucial moment like this one.
         

         
         “I’ll just have to be as clever as Lupin,” she muttered, half in complaint, but at the same time to bolster her resolve. Nanami
            knew there was no point in letting herself get discouraged over every small setback. Her airways might be sluggish, but her
            mind was knife-edge sharp. The crucial point was that books had been secretly removed from the library. A large portion of
            the Lupin collection was gone, so many volumes that this time even the stubborn old librarian wouldn’t be able to snort with
            contempt.
         

         
         Who was the mysterious man? And why would he steal old books from a library? Surely there was nothing he could gain from doing
            that.
         

         
         As she thought this over, Nanami turned her head and peered down the aisle where she’d last seen the man, and let out an involuntary
            gasp.
         

         
         Throughout the library building, the bookcases were all constructed the same—tall steel structures, identical narrow aisles
            stretching between them. The ceilings were all the same dreary gray, with dull fluorescent lights evenly spaced. Just because
            an aisle was filled with shelves of French literature didn’t mean that it was decorated in the style of the Palais de Versailles . . .
         

         
         Right now, what Nanami was seeing was not the familiar dimly lit aisle; nor was it a gorgeous example of baroque architecture. Instead, the far end of the aisle was infused with a soft bluish-white light. In the foreground were the familiar well-worn complete works of Baudelaire and Flaubert, but farther down, the shelves themselves seemed to have taken on a blue glow. What’s more, the walls at the far end of the library had vanished and the bookshelves appeared to continue endlessly into the light. 

         
         “What’s going on . . . ?” Nanami was stunned.

         
         This library was like a garden to Nanami, a place she had roamed freely since she was a little girl. She’d even wandered into
            the office area and the storeroom and been scolded by Old Ham. But she’d never seen this glowing passageway before.
         

         
         As if the light were drawing her in, she scrambled to her feet, but just at that moment she heard a deep, rich voice from
            behind her.
         

         
         “Don’t. Better stay away.”

         
         Nanami spun around. There was nobody there. Nothing. Well, nothing except for a small, round shadow huddled under the Italian
            Literature sign on the opposite side of the aisle.
         

         
         From beneath two neat triangular ears gleamed a pair of jade-green eyes. Shining silver whiskers extended tidily on both sides.

         
         “A cat . . . ?”

         
         It was unmistakably a cat.

         
         As if in response, the cat got to its feet and padded slowly over to Nanami. It was a big sturdy cat, its fur a mixture of
            orangey brown, yellow, and white. It walked right up to her, its beautiful eyes flashed, and then it opened its mouth. Once
            again she heard the deep, rich voice.
         

         
         “Are you all right?”

         
         Nanami was too shocked to reply.

         
         “You looked as if you were struggling just now.”

         
         The sounds really did come from the cat’s mouth. Although the words themselves showed concern for Nanami, the tone in which they were spoken was intimidating. 

         
         Nanami blinked a few times before giving a tentative nod.

         
         “Yeah, I . . . er . . . think I’m okay.”

         
         “Splendid.”

         
         The cat gave a leisurely nod of its head, then turned to face the strange light.

         
         “There’s no point in trying so hard,” it continued. “You can chase him but you’ll never catch him.”

         
         It was such a deep, resounding voice that Nanami felt it in the pit of her stomach. As far as she was concerned, there was
            nothing wrong with a library and cat combination. It was just that when it came to talking cats, it was a whole other story.
         

         
         She put her hand to her chest and took one deep breath. The noises that she’d heard earlier in her body seemed to have subsided.
            There was no asthma attack. She’d read in some book that when an attack got really bad, sometimes the brain didn’t get enough
            oxygen, causing hallucinations. That wasn’t the case right now. She turned her attention back to the talking animal in front
            of her.
         

         
         “You’re a cat, right?”

         
         “Seriously? What do I look like? A dog?”

         
         A cat was standing there asking a human being if it looked like a dog. It was pure chaos. There was absolutely nothing reassuring
            about its response.
         

         
         “You see, none of the cats that I know talk,” Nanami ventured.

         
         “Well, that’s a stupid thing to say,” the cat declared. “We cats just don’t babble on meaninglessly like humans do. We speak when we need to speak, and we are silent when we need to be silent. That’s how cats are.” 

         
         It was the first time Nanami had heard this definition of a cat. She put her hand to her forehead, even though she didn’t
            have a headache. The cat continued calmly.
         

         
         “Anyway, there’s something I need to tell you. Stay away from that passageway.”

         
         “And what exactly is that passageway?”
         

         
         “It’s nothing.”

         
         “Well, it clearly isn’t nothing.”

         
         Nanami wasn’t going to let the cat’s poor explanation pass without a challenge.

         
         “However you look at it, there’s nothing normal about that.”

         
         “Then let me put it another way—it’s none of your business.”

         
         The harsh words were clearly intended to put her off.

         
         “The problem is much trickier than you might think. If you don’t tread carefully, then things can be really dangerous. Beyond
            this point—”
         

         
         “You know something about that man, don’t you?” Nanami interrupted.

         
         The blunt question seemed to catch the cat off guard. It was the first time that Nanami saw it lose its cool. A hint of bewilderment
            crossed its features.
         

         
         “Did he steal any books?” the cat asked Nanami.

         
         “Yes, he did, but—”

         
         “If you went to the end of that passageway, you’d find the books that he’s taken. But listen, kid . . .”

         
         The cat’s voice grew stern.

         
         “As I said just now, this isn’t a matter that concerns you. What you need to do right now is very simple. You
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