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            The Eyes in the Dark

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Eyes in the Dark

          

          (Tales of Crow #1)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Jun Matsumoto, a school trip to the remote study camp of British Heights is hardly his idea of a good time. Akane, the love of his life, hates him, and he’s rooming with Ogiwara, the school bully.

      

        

      
        Things get even worse when a dose of bad Christmas turkey makes most of the students sick, and suddenly Jun and a handful of others are left cut off from civilization as the snow closes in. Soon the power has gone off, and a strange, birdlike creature begins terrorising the guests.

      

        

      
        If Jun thought the school trip could get no worse, he’d be wrong. As the students group together with the other remaining guests, suddenly their understanding of danger turns on its head.

      

        

      
        There are creatures out in the woods, and they’re hungry for human flesh…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The Eyes in the Dark is a horror-thriller set in Japan. It’s laced with a tracing of dark humour, and a little suspension of belief will help with its enjoyment. In terms of context, assume the characters are speaking in Japanese unless otherwise noted, even though the dialogue intentionally uses a lot of British and American slang. This was inspired by the wonderfully colourful English subtitles you get for some Japanese teen movies, but just assume the characters are using their native language equivalent.

      In addition, any Japanese words or terminology are noted in italics. Prices are usually noted in yen, and in general a good conversion is 100yen = $1.

      While the book is the first of an ongoing series, it is very much a standalone story and can be read as one.

      I hope you will enjoy my little book about crazy happenings up in the Japanese mountains. Now, if you’re ready, strap yourselves in for the ride…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Wooden Knees takes a walk

        

      

    

    
      The clacking branches of the leafless trees beat out the kind of tune that the old man the local kids called Wooden Knees might have made if, before he followed his father inevitably into rice farming, he had decided to take up tap-dancing instead. As it was, Masanori Kojima paused, put his hands on the accursed parts of his body, and looked up at the grey sky with something like trepidation.

      It was a little late in the year, but he knew a stand of red pine deep in the woods where he’d been claiming the sparse crop of matsutake mushrooms as his own since he was barely more than a sapling himself. None of the other farmers knew its location, but the fungi he could sell for as much as twenty thousand yen apiece came late in the year because of the orientation of the hill. No one ever thought to search once the snow had begun to fall. While he despised the taste of the nasty, musty little things himself, the profits from his secret crop would keep old Wooden Knees drunk for the rest of the winter.

      But the weather was turning. It was December the sixth, as the calendar read, but closer to New Year by the look of the sky, almost groaning above him as it ached to dump its load of accumulated moisture down upon his head. Masanori glanced upslope towards the last crest before he reached his secret spot, wondering whether it might be better to cut his losses and run. Getting caught out here in heavy snow didn’t bear thinking about.

      For a few minutes he stood in contemplation, staring upslope for a while, then looking back the way he had come, through a skeletal glade of leafless trees, the brown curls of their shed skin heaping up on either side of the trail he had made with his heavy boots and heavier bag. He could be home and stretched out under his heated table in a couple of hours, a glass of sake in front of him and some quiz show playing on the television. But if he soldiered on for just another hour there could be a basket of money sitting inside the front door.

      In the end it came down to simple economics. This was almost certainly his last foraging trip of the year. A good crop now and he could rest easy for the winter. His mouth curled up in a thin, wrinkly sneer as he considered the other uses for the money.

      ‘A reward,’ he muttered, in that reedy whine that ended conversations quickly. ‘A little reward for my efforts.’

      He’d make this one count, put in an extra half an hour to really go over the ground, then splash out on one of the younger girls who hung around at the end of the shopping arcade late on Saturday nights. The younger ones wouldn’t touch an old bag of bones like him unless he could pay way over the going rate, but even the prettiest girls had their price, and perhaps if he took a trip to the pharmacy beforehand he could get something that would make him able to do a little more than just leer as they took their clothes off. Yes, he thought, it’s time for old Wooden Knees to do some proper knocking.

      Feeling a little bulb of arousal bouncing around down in his pants, he slung his bag back over his shoulder and started up towards the rise.

      His legs started to shake and his knees to knock together long before he reached the crest of the hill, but, huffing and puffing like an old steam locomotive, he finally made it, leaning against a tall sapling to catch his breath. The stand of pine was just ahead; hopefully with it several dozen litres of sake and a couple of lustful nights reliving his youth.

      He started off, stumping through the trees towards a large boulder poking out of the ground that marked the edge of the red pines. Just beyond it, also benefiting from the prolonged warmth of the hillside’s westward-facing orientation, was a thicket of bamboo. It stretched around the area of pine, a natural barricade, making this the only way in.

      Spotting a small hump in the undergrowth at the foot of the nearest pine, Masanori grunted in satisfaction, dropped his bag down on the rock, and got down on his knees to brush away the pine needles and humus beneath.

      The flat head of a matsutake mushroom peered up at him. ‘Huh,’ old Wooden Knees muttered. ‘A hand job and a litre of sake to wash it down with. Good start.’

      As he cupped a hand underneath it to work it out of the ground, something moved in the undergrowth to his left.

      Masanori froze. A bear, maybe? It was rare that Japanese brown bears attacked hikers unless they were suckling young, but breeding season came in the spring and the summer had been plentiful, so unless it had some kind of disease…

      Behind him came the crunch of a footfall, lighter than a bear but too heavy for a deer. Masanori let out a slow breath. Could someone have followed him? He cursed under his breath. ‘If that’s one of you fuckers…’

      A sudden zipping sound, like a jacket being undone in a hurry, came from just beyond his shoulder. His head jerked around, his vision blurring as his old eyes took a moment to catch up, then something heavy and black was swinging towards him out of a background of bare forest. Like black wings it seemed to open out to fill his whole world, then something was closing over his head, drawing in around his neck. Masanori scrabbled at his face and tried to roll backwards, but strong hands on his back shoved him forward, his knees knocking together with that familiar wooden clump.

      He pushed his hands down on the cool, grainy turf and started to rise.

      Something heavy struck the back of his head and his senses switched off like the last electric bulb in a dark hallway.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      His knees seemed far too close to his face. As he came to, Masanori realised he was clutching his legs to his chest and pushed them away, stretching out the old muscles in his back as he peered into the gloom around him.

      He felt floorboards under his feet; the absence of a breeze suggested he was inside. Groaning, he pushed himself up into a sitting position. His eyes slowly adjusted to reveal the insides of a single-roomed log cabin. There appeared to be no windows and only a single night-light in the ceiling, pushing back the darkness with a dim, orange hue. A tiny red LED light flickered alongside it.

      Behind him was a wall, so he leaned back against it, pulling his knees up in front of him again. Directly opposite him was a closed door. He lifted one hand and touched the back of his head, immediately pulling his hand away as a blunt pain shuddered through him. Gingerly touching it again, he found no blood but a thick, meaty lump.

      ‘Where am I?’ he shouted. ‘Someone let me out!’

      In answer, there was a click and the door swung open, letting in a chill wind that swirled and wrapped itself around him. Masanori gasped and tried to shrivel up into the wall, but the door stayed open. After a few seconds he climbed to his feet, hobbled across and tried to close it, but it was stuck firm.

      He peered out into the gloom and saw the shifting shadows that were the nearest trees of the forest outside. He felt a great sinking feeling that this was some sort of a game. Few people in the town liked him, but Masanori didn’t much care. He didn’t make trouble, or spread gossip, or screw people over. He just did what he did with a sneer instead of a smile.

      It was also quite clear that he couldn’t stay here. A cabin in the woods where the doors opened of their own accord … nope. Not his idea of a good time.

      If whoever had jumped him and left him here wanted him dead, he would be dead already. Whatever sick kind of a joke this was, it was clearly meant to rattle him. ‘Won’t get the better of me, you bastards,’ he muttered. ‘When I find out who’s behind this there’ll be trouble.’

      He leaned out into the dark. The grey cloud had departed to reveal a partial moon smiling down on him, giving him just enough light to see. Glancing to the right, he could make out a shadowy ridgeline some way above him. So, they’d taken him down into the valley. The stupid fools. Masanori knew this forest better than he knew the varicose veins on his thighs. It was dark and it was cold, but he was hardy inside the battered suit age had left him with. It was only a mile or so downhill towards where he had left his little truck. The key was inside the rim of the front right tire, waiting for him. The angle of the moon told him it was past midnight, but in a couple of hours he could be home having a hot bath.

      And in the morning he’d start figuring out who was behind this.

      Masanori lurched out into the dark.

      He’d gone no more than a few feet when he heard a rustling sound over the wind, and a deeper, thicker sound that could only be…

      A pair of shining crimson lights appeared through the trees ahead of him, bobbing at a height that was above his head. Masanori didn’t stop to consider the impossibility of it. He turned and rushed back towards the cabin as something huge and fearsome charged out of the trees.

      He was within a couple of feet of the door when it slammed shut on him. He heard something whirring and looked up to see a blinking LED light just above the door. Then it was gone as something thick and sharp and furry gripped his legs and wrenched him backwards.

      He didn’t see the bear’s teeth as they closed over his waist, because his eyes were shut against the pain, but he felt the sensation of one body becoming two as the creature separated his chest from his hips, and for a moment he felt a strange sense of weightlessness. Then the pain washed over him like a tsunami, and the snarling, ripping claws and the glowing crimson eyes became Masanori Kojima’s last memory.
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            Clouds Roll In

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The students arrive at British Heights

          

        

      

    

    
      The bus stopped on the corner of the winding mountain road. To their right the forested hillside rose steeply upwards; to their left it dropped away, pencil-straight pine trees poking out of sparse undergrowth, branches already laden with early season snow. The driver and Kirahara-sensei were getting off, pointing and talking in loud voices about something in front of them on the road. Jun Matsumoto leaned back in his seat, sighed, and tried not to think about Akane. He could hear her voice near the back of the bus, telling that meathead clown Ogiwara to stop doing whatever he kept trying to do. Beside Jun in the third row seat, Kaede reached out and pulled his hand towards her thigh. He went through the motions as he always did, running his fingers over her soft, pliable skin, wishing he felt the same desire as all the other boys, especially knowing firsthand how quick she was to take off her clothes.

      ‘I hope I’m rooming with Michiko,’ Kaede whispered into his ear. ‘I can pass her off easily. Then we can be alone.’

      Jun forced a smile. ‘I can’t wait,’ he said.

      Kaede’s face turned sour, her narrow eyes bunching forward into a frown, her lips curling up. She had one of those faces that drew boys like a magnet, bitter and unforgiving, but knowing … so, so knowing. Yet Jun, who had seen the other side of that sneering smile, knew what lay there, and it was nothing. She was a good lay, but once the sex was over … their relationship was hollow, empty. She had nothing to talk about, no opinions on anything other than who was hip right now in the gossip magazines, which pop star was cheating on which actress.

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ she spat at him. ‘You not interested all of a sudden?’

      ‘It’s been a long journey. I’m just tired, that’s all.’

      Kaede glared at him a moment longer. ‘You better not be tired later. Long journeys have an effect on me too. And if you aren’t interested, Jun—’

      Kirahara-sensei was back on the bus and tapping on the microphone for attention. ‘Sorry about that,’ the teacher said. ‘We’ll be continuing on now.’

      He put the microphone down and started whispering to the driver again as the bus pulled off, steering out and around whatever had caused them to stop.

      ‘Fucking hell!’ shouted Ogiwara from the back of the bus, thumping on the window. ‘Look at that! The whole fucking mountain is about to come down!’

      ‘Ogiwara, that’s enough!’ Kirahara-sensei shouted into the microphone, causing a boom of feedback that made the students groan and cover their ears. ‘Sit down.’

      ‘Sir, we’re all going to die!’

      Ogiwara’s fellow judo club members, taking up the back two rows of the bus, joined in with his Satanic laughter, thumping the armrests and stamping their feet like a crowd of hungry monkeys.

      ‘Sit down, boy!’

      ‘What’s he shouting about?’ Kaede said, leaning over Jun’s front to peer out of the window as they moved around the obstruction. Jun found himself staring down her cleavage at the mounds of two pert breasts. Trying not to stare, he turned towards the window.

      A huge rent in the tarmac ran right down the middle of the road. It looked like an earthquake fissure, but up here in the mountains it was much more dangerous. The bus had been winding its way up the twisting and turning mountain roads for what felt like hours, and they had seen several scree slopes dipping away from the road, held up by walls of thick concrete. When the rain got into the earth and froze in the winter, great sections of the hillsides could just slew away. Every year there was something on the news about some mountain village or other that had been wiped off the face of the earth by a rushing wave of mud and vegetation.

      The crack was subsidence.

      Kaede’s hand was on his thigh, just inches from his crotch. He didn’t feel remotely aroused, which made it lucky she was more interested in the situation outside. Break up with her, a little voice whispered to him. You don’t even get along. Do it now and save yourself the trouble of doing it later.

      ‘Look,’ she said. ‘There are no cones, nothing. It must have just happened.’

      The bus rounded a corner, leaving the huge crack in the road behind them. A collective sigh of relief went up from the judo boys in the back, and several began to laugh. Within moments, they were making macho remarks and crude puns about cracks and crevasses and filling holes, while the girls whined at them to shut up. Jun looked back between the seats to see Akane roll her eyes at something Ogiwara had just said.

      When he turned back, Kaede was glaring at him. ‘What are you looking at? Something more interesting than me?’

      ‘No, nothing.’

      She shrugged and twisted around to face the front. ‘Good.’

      Jun suppressed a sigh and looked out of the window.

      Twenty minutes later the bus crested a rise and a lumpy line of snow-covered hills appeared in front of them as the road flattened out. A sign reading BRITISH HEIGHTS appeared on their left, and the driver swung them in through a cast iron gate and down a long, wide avenue between several Medieval-style British buildings. Three or four storeys tall, they were all wooden-framed with overhanging eaves and ornate doors and windows. The students began to um and ah as they passed a building that resembled a castle, complete with a cannon outside standing in a few inches of snow, and a tumbledown church on the other. Jun knew from the guide leaflet each student had received that it was all fake—bought in England, dismantled and shipped over before being rebuilt up here in the Japan Alps—but the look of authenticity was impressive. Glancing up at a wood-framed building that looked similar to pictures he’d seen of Shakespeare’s birthplace, Jun couldn’t help but wonder how romantic the rooms might be … except he was sharing a twin with Ogiwara. He wouldn’t even be able to toss one off in peace.

      The bus turned a corner, drove past a large Christmas tree sitting on a traffic island in the middle of the cobblestone road, and pulled up in a courtyard outside another building that looked like a castle. A main turret in front of them housed the entrance, with two-storey arms reaching around to encircle them on either side.

      Kirahara-sensei stood up, the microphone in his hands. ‘We have arrived,’ he said. ‘Take your bags and head into reception, straight up the stairs there.’

      Kaede’s hand had found its way into Jun’s, and he found himself jerked into the aisle, right in front of Akane, with Ogiwara pushing her from behind. Akane gave him one quick look with those lovely oval eyes, her mouth opening slightly as if to sigh, then she looked down at her feet as she waited for him to move.

      ‘Come on, lovebirds, hurry up,’ Ogiwara laughed. ‘You can do some porking later. Let the rest of us get off the bus first.’

      Jun glared at him but kept his mouth shut. He had despised Ogiwara even before Akane had fallen leave of her senses and taken up with him, but the other boy outweighed him by several kilograms and was captain of the judo team. Picking a fight now—or indeed at any time—was an especially bad idea, particularly as they had to spend the next three nights in each other’s company.

      A wide set of stone steps led up to the main entrance, a Medieval-style stone arch with Japan’s Rising Sun flag fluttering alongside the Union Jack above it. As they started up, a rotund middle-aged Western man with receding hair, a red-tipped nose, glowing cheeks, and comically large fluffy white sideburns came bursting out of the doors, strode to the top of the steps and spread his arms wide.

      ‘Welcome, welcome! Welcome, friends! Welcome to British Heights!’

      Kirahara-sensei led the students up the stairs as the bus drove off to park in a corner of the courtyard. ‘We are from Kagawa Commercial High School,’ the teacher said, in passable English that was good enough to draw whoops of surprise from several of the boys. ‘My name is Kirahara Makoto. It’s nice to meet you.’

      ‘Rutherford Forbes,’ the blustery man said, scooping up Kirahara-sensei’s hand in two hairy, liver-spotted paws of his own and shaking it like a dog ragging a beloved toy. ‘I am the owner of British Heights. Its founder, its beacon, its architect.’

      Jun knew the words but the meaning was starting to lose itself. Kaede was hanging on to him with one hand and sniggering into the other, so he tried to glance back towards Akane, but she had her back to him in the middle of a group of other girls. He sighed and looked back at Forbes, who looked like an out-of-costume alcoholic Santa Claus as he huffed and puffed his way through a conversation which, from the confused frown on Kirahara-sensei’s face, had already out-Englished their teacher.

      A few minutes of formalities later, they found themselves crowded into an ornate reception area, all wood-paneling and intricate carving, the walls adorned with old paintings of British countryside scenes. A sweet-smelling log fire burned in a wide grate opposite a more modern reception desk, while at the back of the entrance room a wide staircase wound up past a mock stained glass window to the floor above. A large chandelier that looked plastic, and lights set into alcoves on the wall, left everything in a dim, twilight glow. Clearly a mixture of authentic British artifacts and carefully designed modern fittings, Jun had to look at the PCs on the reception desk to remind himself that he hadn’t stepped back into some Olde Worlde Britain.

      ‘It’s romantic,’ Kaede whispered in his ear. ‘If you steal me some flowers from somewhere I might be nice to you later.’

      He nodded, thankful that he didn’t have to reply as a man came out from behind the reception desk and called them to order, this time in a language Jun could understand.

      ‘Welcome to British Heights,’ he said in Japanese. ‘My name is Tomoya Mitsui. We hope you will enjoy your stay here and get the chance to practice your English with the foreign staff.’ A collective groan went up from the group, causing Kirahara-sensei to snap at them for silence.

      ‘English sucks!’ one of the boys near the back shouted, drawing an angry frown from the teacher.

      ‘You can leave your luggage here,’ Mitsui continued. ‘In the main hall down the corridor you will be formally welcomed and then watch a video presentation. After that you will be assigned to your rooms.’

      Jun glanced around as the students trailed Kirahara-sensei down the corridor towards an open door at the end. The owner had disappeared. At the other end of the corridor a tall, lithe Japanese woman stepped out of a doorway, glanced up as she crossed the hall, and disappeared into another. Jun frowned. She had seemed vaguely familiar.
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      ‘…founded in 1995, British Heights has been the only place for students looking for a deeply cultural experience in the middle of the Japan Alps for almost two decades. Every dormitory building represents a different period in British history, from the early 14th through to the 17th century, while the Grand Mansion is an authentic representation of an 18th century British stately home, with all furnishings and contents shipped from Britain. Beyond our living British history, our classes take in numerous aspects of British culture, from cooking scones to Shakespearian language. Here at British Heights we hope you will find all of your dreams fulfilled…’

      The voice on the video droned on and on. Jun, sitting near the back, tried to concentrate on the pictures flicking past on the projector screen, but all he could think about was being somewhere else. With someone else.

      Akane was sitting in the second row, between a couple of her girlfriends. Ogiwara was with the meatheads over on the left. Kaede was playing with her phone under the desk, scowling as she failed to pick up any signal.

      ‘It’s like, where the hell doesn’t haven’t a phone mast these days?’ she muttered. ‘Like, where the hell are we? Africa?’

      ‘The Japan Alps,’ Jun whispered.

      ‘Yeah, I know that.’

      ‘Everything all right back there?’ came a voice from the front of the hall, and Jun looked up to see one of the foreign staff teachers staring in their direction.

      ‘Um, yes, fine thank you,’ Jun answered in his best English. Beside him, Kaede’s cheeks had reddened. A few rows in front of him, Akane briefly looked back then turned away again. Jun gave the teacher a regretful smile and allowed a dirty wave of embarrassment to wash over him.
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      An hour later the students had been allocated their rooms and Jun found himself sitting on the edge of his bed, looking through an explanation booklet about British Heights while a shirtless Yohei Ogiwara flexed his muscular arms in front of the big desk mirror on one wall of their room.

      ‘I expect you want me to dish the dirt,’ Ogiwara said, not turning around.

      ‘What?’

      ‘About how Akane is in the sack?’

      Jun groaned. ‘No.’

      Ogiwara turned around. ‘Come on, Matsumoto,’ he said, a smug grin on his face. ‘You must want to know! You can’t have lived next door to her for your whole life and not wondered?’

      ‘Shut up.’

      Ogiwara throw back his head and gave an exaggerated snort of laughter. ‘You’re so transparent, Matsumoto. Everyone knows that.’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

      Ogiwara turned and gave him a smirk. ‘I’ll let you figure it out.’

      Before Jun could reply, Ogiwara grabbed a shirt from his bag and pulled it over his head. ‘Hurry up, won’t you? We’re late for class.’
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      The groups for the classes were mixed, so Jun was spared the company of either Kaede or Ogiwara. According to his map, his class was in the upstairs lounge room of the dormitory nearest to the main entrance, named Elizabeth I. The ground was icy and a light snow had begun to fall, so he pulled his jacket around him, ducked his head, and soldiered on. Jun hated the stuff, but luckily his town rarely had more than a light scattering once or twice each winter. Why did they have to come here? The rest of his grade had taken a trip down to Kochi on Shikoku Island. That city had palm trees. Even though it was December, they were probably still going to the beach.

      Jun, having not had a chance to go since they arrived, ducked into the toilet just inside the main door as the other students filed up the stairs. He sat down for a few moments, then checked his hair in the mirror. He looked like he hadn’t slept for a week. He picked at a spot on his forehead and rubbed his eyes.

      Outside in the corridor, a bell chimed. ‘Shit,’ he muttered, and hurried for the door.

      The door opened into a flurry of flying papers and a curse of frustration. Jun stared as the fluttering sheets came to rest in a circle around him, then looked up into Akane’s angry face.

      ‘Be careful, Jun!’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered, leaning down to scoop them up, shuffling them into some kind of order. ‘I didn’t see you there.’

      ‘You weren’t looking.’

      Akane sighed. Jun held out her sheets of paper and she put them into her bag. ‘I’m sharing a room with Ogiwara,’ he said, not able to meet her eyes.

      ‘How nice for you. I bet you have lots to talk about, sharing notes and all that.’

      ‘He hasn’t said anything about you.’

      Akane rolled her eyes. Jun wanted to reach out and touch her, to pull her into his arms.

      ‘Don’t lie to me. I know what he’s like. He’s an asshole.’

      Jun couldn’t hold himself back. ‘Then why are you with him?’

      Akane shrugged. ‘Why are you with Kaede? Oh, I forgot. Everyone knows why you’re with her. The same reason anyone gets with Kaede.’

      ‘It’s not like that. She’s … deeper than anyone realises.’

      Akane rolled her eyes. ‘I don’t care about you and your pervert fantasies.’

      Jun blushed. ‘I didn’t mean that! I meant–’

      ‘Save it.’

      Jun sighed. Why am I defending her? I’m defending a girl I don’t like to a girl I do. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I just say it?

      ‘If you must know, Ogiwara and me have broken up. I got a little tired of his childishness and the idiots he hangs around with.’

      Jun frowned. ‘It didn’t sound like you’d broken up.’

      ‘Oh, so you were talking about me?’

      ‘No! I mean, he was. I was just trying to get ready for whatever stupid class it is I’m late for.’

      Akane sighed again. She lifted a hand as if she was about to say something important, then she let it drop to her side. ‘Look, Jun. I’m sorry, but you’re right. We’re both late for class.’

      Before Jun could reply, she turned and hurried off down the corridor, slipping through the door and skipping down the road towards the next building. He watched her until she was out of sight, then put both hands up on the nearest wall and went to headbutt it, stopping just a couple of centimetres short.

      He’d grown up on the other side of a three-foot wall from her. He’d seen her grow from a dorky, gap-toothed kid obsessed with the piano into a talented young woman who could break hearts with a single glance. That she seemed to seek out the biggest goons in school to date was irrelevant; at times her choice in men was akin to charity, but nothing could hide the truth: Akane Yamaguchi was a woman to be desired and swooned over.

      Jun, who had spent his childhood pushing her off slides, putting bugs down the back of her shirt, and slamming mud pies into her hair, had come into that knowledge in the final year of junior high school. He had spent the three years since trying to convince himself otherwise, that the messy-haired, muddy little kid with whom he had played with train sets and hunted for butterflies was in actual fact the only person he could ever imagine himself being with.

      Why can’t I just tell her? This time he did thump his head against the wall. He winced, rubbed his forehead, and headed off to find his class.
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            The band takes a wrong turn

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Okay, where is he now?’

      Ken Okamoto slammed a fist down on the hood of the van. He held it there a moment, his eyes squeezed shut, letting the violent surge pass. One day it would take him over like a puppeteer shoving a gloved hand up into his cloth ass, but for now he felt it subside. He opened his eyes and looked up at Bee, standing nearby, his long pale face and huge, almond-shaped eyes watching him with a wide-eyed innocence, like a little kid watching his brother beat a puppy to death.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Bee said slowly, his strange, echoing voice muted by being outside. ‘I don’t know at all.’

      Ken glared at him a moment, then let his gaze drop. After all, it wasn’t Bee’s fault that O-Remo was a raging junkie. Nothing was Bee’s fault; it never had been and never would; he was just the bass player after all, and bass players were designed by their very nature to be the ghosts of rock bands, forever in the shadows, neither claiming nor rejecting the adulation and the fame as it came, bloomed, and faded. They were merely a background, a cardboard cutout of a stable scene behind a nativity play. While Ken and Dai fought and battled alongside O-Remo as he faced up—and usually lost—to his personal demons, Bee was just a silken sheet draped over everything, soaking up the blood as it was spilt.

      Dai came running around the side of the gas station, shaking his head. Big, muscular and square-jawed, it was impossible for Dai to ever look concerned, but the eternal look of concentration on his face had cracked a little. One curl of gelled hair was sticking up, and his eyes scanned the forest across the road.

      ‘He’s in the can,’ he said.

      ‘I thought we checked there?’

      ‘The ladies.’

      Ken sighed. ‘I guess we should have thought of that. What’s he doing?’

      ‘What do you think? I don’t know where he got it, but he has some stuff.’

      ‘Did you flush it?’

      Dai shook his head. ‘He tried to scratch out my eyes.’

      Ken slammed his fist back down on the van’s hood, and this time his rage bloomed. He punched the scratched bodywork over and over until the side of his fist ached. It was lucky tomorrow was a day off, as his hand would probably now be too bruised to play.

      ‘Fuck him. Fuck him!’

      ‘All right, calm down. Not like it’s anything new, is it?’

      ‘He promised.’

      Dai grinned. ‘And like you don’t break promises, Ken? Like there aren’t a hundred girls out there who you’ve lied to?’

      Ken scowled. ‘Lying to girls won’t break up our band. Taking a junkie lead singer on the road might.’

      ‘Hey! Where’s the party, comrades?’

      They all looked up as O-Remo Takahashi, charismatic lead singer of doom metal titans Plastic Black Butterfly, came prancing around the side of the gas station, his arms spread wide, a huge grin on his anorexic, pockmarked face. Despite the cold he was wearing just a t-shirt and skintight trousers under a thin cloak that looked stolen from the set of a vampire movie. His face had once been angularly beautiful, but the drugs had turned graceful curves into sharp, irregular contours that made him look like a robot trying to burst out of a net of human skin. At the age of thirty-six, the looks that had once soaked the panties of stadiums full of screaming girls were just a memory.

      As, Ken reflected sourly, were a lot of things.

      O-Remo laughed, aimed a couple of mock punches at Dai’s stomach, fired a finger-pistol at Bee’s face, and clapped Ken on the shoulder. ‘You fill her up ready? Let’s hit the road, boys.’

      ‘Where did you find it?’ Ken muttered, feeling deflated, as he often did beneath O-Remo’s natural star power. ‘You said you were clean.’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, my old friend. I was just powdering my nose. And a fine nose it is, wouldn’t you agree? Not a single minute of surgery.’

      Ken sighed. ‘Get in the van and let’s get out of here.’

      Dai was the designated driver, Ken the navigator. O-Remo usually took up a casual observer’s position from the sofa-bed wedged into the space behind the front seats. They had cut a hole in the awning separating the front from the back compartment for him to see out, although within a few minutes of the van setting off he was usually asleep. Further back, behind the sofa which doubled as a buffer for their gear in the event of a crash, Bee sat on a beanbag in the middle of a miniature New York skyline of amplifiers, mike stands, drums, and guitar cases. That he preferred to sit in the dark and peer into the screen of whatever electronic device was this month’s toy of fancy was one reason for the extreme pallor of his skin. The other, of course, was the make-up. They were a doom metal band after all.

      ‘The sat-nav says left,’ Ken said.

      ‘Are you sure? The last sign said Toyama straight on.’

      ‘It’s probably a quicker route.’

      Dai peered out of the van’s windscreen towards a rising highland area to their right. He frowned. ‘Maybe, I guess. I haven’t changed the tires to the winter ones yet, though.’

      Ken shrugged. ‘It’s not that cold. I imagine we’ll be out of the mountains before the roads ice over again. It’s only a couple of hours.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      Dai turned them off the main road, following the little mountain road as it wound up towards the distant peaks of the Japanese Alps, first through dry rice fields dusted with a light covering of snow, then into stands of pine that gradually drew in around them. The road began to head up, and twenty minutes later the verges were twenty centimetres deep in snow as the pines leaned over the van, cutting off the sunlight.

      ‘I’m not so sure about this,’ Dai said, adding ‘Shit!’ as the van bumped into a pothole.

      ‘Watch out, fool!’ O-Remo shouted. ‘I’m trying to get a little shut-eye before tonight’s show.’

      Ken turned to glare at him, but the singer had already lain back down on the sofa, skinny hands behind his thin, scrawny neck.

      We should have broken up years ago, he thought, giving a small shake of his head, and it would be hard for any of them to argue with his logic. They should have put themselves down like a two-legged, diseased dog, ended the misery. The days of arenas and playing the Budokan, the finest venue in the country, weren’t coming back, and while they could make a steady living driving around the country in their van, playing to three hundred people every night in forgotten little towns, the shadow of their former success hung heavy over their shoulders, like a thundercloud forever waiting to douse their fading fire. They weren’t getting any younger, and, much as it pained Ken to admit it, they weren’t getting any better. Perhaps it was preferable to let it go, get a job in a convenience store or some part-time work teaching guitar to kids, and quietly reminisce on cool autumn evenings about the days when they had ruled the land.

      ‘Road is getting worse,’ Dai said. ‘Perhaps we should turn back.’

      Ken ran a couple of fingers over the sat-nav’s touch-screen, widening out the map. He peered at a thin line winding up, flattening out a bit, and then winding back down.

      ‘I’d say it’s as far to go on as it is to go back. We’ve made our choice.’

      ‘Who set the sat-nav? I always take the major roads.’

      ‘Thought you boys might like the scenic route,’ O-Remo laughed, his voice slightly slurred as the drugs began to wear off.

      ‘You dumb bastard. It might not look far, but these kinds of roads are often more trouble than they’re worth.’

      ‘Shit! Look at that!’

      Dai was pointing out into the road ahead. A huge crack had opened up down the length of the asphalt, at least six inches wide, splitting the road in two like a cracked crust of bread.

      ‘Um, I think we’d better go around.’

      Dai groaned and pointed at the dashboard. ‘The fuel’s going down. I thought you filled it up?’

      Ken grimaced. ‘Just enough to get us to Toyama,’ he said.

      O-Remo laughed again. ‘Scrimping on fuel again, were you?’ he said, his voice nasally, his words bookended by two bloody sniffs. ‘Just like the good old days, huh?’

      Ken closed his eyes, feeling that familiar rush of blood. He thought about saying something back, but it was better to stay quiet. O-Remo was unpredictable at the best of times; high, he was as random as the free prize draws at the 7-Eleven.

      ‘There’s a third option,’ came Bee’s voice. The bassist was standing over O-Remo’s sofa, so pale against the darkness of the back of the van that he looked almost translucent. Ken shivered. Bee’s eyes were huge and alien, flicking from his, to Dai, to O-Remo and back again.

      ‘What option?’

      He held up his tablet. That satellite navigation system of yours is so old this van was built around it. When you all started to catfight I had a look at the map on my tablet. There is no road ahead. It’s been closed for five years. The only way is back the way we came and then north up around to the coast. However, there’s a storm coming in. We passed some kind of study village a kilometre back, so I suggest we overnight there, see if we can get some fuel or even get our van fixed if they have a mechanic.’

      ‘But we’ll have to cancel the gig,’ Dai protested. ‘What about the fans?’

      Bee rolled his huge eyes. They seemed to take a few seconds to come around again. ‘The last email from the promoter said we’d sold thirty-seven tickets. I’m pretty sure it won’t end our career any more than the last three years has been doing.’

      ‘But I was going to meet someone!’

      Ken sighed. ‘Can’t you just toss one off like the rest of us for once?’

      Dai said nothing. He thumped a hand against the dashboard and jerked the van into reverse, spinning them backwards so fast Ken gasped as he thought for a moment that they would smash straight through the low, rusty crash barrier and plummet down into the ravine below. Bee looked unconcerned and O-Remo just laughed.

      ‘You never know, there might be some hot doom metal fans at this place,’ Ken said.

      ‘Fat fucking chance,’ Dai muttered. ‘There’s hardly any left in the whole country. We should have broken this band up years ago.’

      ‘No one’s stopping you,’ O-Remo said. ‘Drummers are like persimmon trees. You don’t notice how many there are until winter comes along and strips away the leaves. And then they’re everywhere. And they all look the same.’

      ‘Shut the fuck up,’ Dai said.

      Bee disappeared back in among the equipment and the others lapsed into silence. A few minutes later they came to the small turning on their left, almost hidden by overhanging foliage. Dai turned the truck into the thin lane and ahead of them appeared an ornate corrugated steel gate announcing BRITISH HEIGHTS.

      ‘Oh, Jesus,’ Dai muttered. ‘I hate the fucking British. All they listen to is whiny indie shit and pop crap.’

      The others were quiet as Dai steered the van down a little street with mock Medieval buildings lining both sides. He reached a small roundabout with a Christmas tree tied up with fairy lights on a little central island, and took the first left turn up to a large castle-like structure with a car park at the front.

      ‘I’ll go in,’ Ken said, just wanting to get away from the others. ‘Stay here. I’ll see what they say.’

      He climbed out of the van and went up a set of steps to a main entrance. Inside, a Japanese girl and a couple of blonde-haired foreigners were sitting behind a reception desk. The foreigners stared at him glumly, but the girl, whose nametag identified her as MIKA, offered him a nice smile.

      ‘Can I help you, sir?’

      ‘We lost our way,’ Ken said. ‘We were supposed to be in Toyama tonight but our van has a fuel leak and we heard there’s a heavy storm coming in. Do you have rooms or something? And ideally a mechanic who could have a look at our van?’

      Mika smiled. ‘Of course. She pushed a tariff card across the desk towards him. ‘These are our hotel rates. Three meals are included.’

      Ken glanced down the list. It wasn’t cheap, but it was just for one night. There were singles, twins and even quad rooms available, but the last thing he felt like right now was spending any more time with the others. He had a credit card, and he could charge it to the band account. It might or might not ever get paid off, but at least he could forget about it for a while.

      ‘Four singles, please. Just for tonight. We’ll be moving on in the morning.’

      ‘Certainly.’ She tapped away on the computer while the two foreigners just stared at him. After a few seconds she looked up. ‘And we do have an onsite mechanic who can have a look at your vehicle. There will be a small fee, of course.’

      ‘No problem.’

      Mika handed him four keys. ‘These are for your rooms. You’re all in the Lord Winchester building. Desmond will show you to your rooms.’

      She said something in English to one of the foreigners, and a dorky kid of about eighteen stood up. ‘This way,’ he said in English, leading Ken back out into the car park.

      The others had climbed out of the van. Dai was looking eagerly towards an annex building on the edge of the Grand Mansion titled The British Arms. A sign displaying a picture of a frothing beer mug stood outside. O-Remo was scratching at his face, while Bee stood silently and still beside him, like a wraith.

      ‘You can leave your van here,’ Desmond said in thickly accented Australian English which Ken could only just understand. Then he waved at them to follow as he headed off towards one of the buildings.

      They had just got inside, and Desmond was showing them to a quartet of antique but comfortable-looking rooms, when Ken heard a gaggle of laughter coming from a set of stairs that led up to the second floor. He turned around, his eyes widening as a cluster of schoolgirls came skipping down the staircase towards them.

      ‘Oh my,’ Dai muttered beside him.

      One or two of the girls looked up, and a flash of recognition crossed their faces. Then they were being bundled out of the door by others coming down the stairs behind them.

      Ken nodded slowly. Perhaps it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to be stuck up here for a day or two. Once, high school girls had been their bread and butter, filling the halls and the live houses, and often later their beds, as their popularity grew.

      They hadn’t appealed to the nice types. Nice girls didn’t like their kind of music. They appealed to the girls hanging on by a thread to respectable society, the girls destined to become hostesses, disillusioned waitresses in titty bars, factory floor workers, and pachinko parlour cashiers. The disaffected youth.

      And Ken had seen plenty of disaffection coming down the stairs. Bad girls stood out a mile—they wore too much makeup, their skirts were rolled up higher than school policy allowed, their shirt buttons were undone, they wore rings and earrings, their hair was tinted with dye.

      Beside him, Dai was smiling.

      ‘I hope that pub’s open late,’ the drummer said. ‘I think we’re going to enjoy staying here after all.’
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      Karin Kobayashi rolled over in bed, reaching out a hand to caress the sheets. She touched a wet patch where Rutherford had been lying and hastily withdrew her hand. She rolled back over, pulled the duvet down and hooked her arms over it, staring up at the ornate ceiling.

      What happened to me?

      Her body ached and her vagina still tingled from the sex. Rutherford had gone, throwing some clothes on and hurrying downstairs as a bus group showed up a little earlier than expected, leaving her alone in the Queen’s Bedroom, a mock-country home-styled room which was usually opened as a museum for guests. Today though, it was off limits—closed for “renovation”—as Rutherford was feeling a little kinky.

      She had discovered with Rutherford that foreign penises were only uniformly large in the porn industry, but what he lacked in size he made up for in effort, making use of his fingers and his tongue like some fifteen-year-old getting laid for the first time, doing just enough to satisfy her, making her forget for a few minutes that she was screwing someone more than double her age, who had probably never been attractive.

      Unfortunately, looks weren’t everything.

      She closed her eyes, dreaming of how she might utilise his money to revive her career once they were married. She could probably afford to finance a comeback album, pay for some good reviews in the press, maybe land a TV appearance or two. She was only thirty. She wasn’t quite past her best yet.

      Where did it all go wrong?
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      She had danced her heart out. Trying not to puff as her heart raced, Karin stood in line as the tall man with the slicked-back hair strode up and down in front of them. Some of the other girls were making eye contact, offering little smiles, one or two even winking, the little tramps. Karin just kept her eyes down, not daring to suggest anything. It would be or it would not be.

      ‘You,’ he said to a girl three down from her, and in a burst of giggling and excitement the girl jumped out of the line and ran over to the crowd of waiting parents and friends. A middle-aged woman with a weathered version of the same face swept her up in a hug, spinning her around.

      Karin didn’t even dare to sigh. The girl was not the best looking, not even the best dancer. Karin’s hopes rose.

      Six more times he picked girls out of the lineup of thirty. As their chances of selection become slimmer, so the euphoria of the selected grew. The seventh girl gave a high-pitched scream worthy of a horror movie victim and actually fell to her knees, slapping at the ground. The tall man gave a humph and moved on.

      Karin was beginning to despair. At sixteen, she still had time for other chances, other auditions for other singing troupes. But this was the big one. Girls Chorus was already established as an arena act; if she made the cut as a junior member she had a ready-made staircase up to stardom in front of her.

      ‘And … you.’

      Karin barely dared to look up, but the well-shined leather shoes had stopped in front of her, pointing in her direction. One foot tapped impatiently.

      Karin looked up over immaculately pressed Ralph Lauren slacks and a Versace smoking jacket to a chiseled face with cold eyes and a tight, thin-lipped mouth. He was frowning slightly like a teacher about to admonish a student.

      ‘Thank you, sir,’ was all she could say as she took a single step forward.

      Immediately there was chaos, as the girls not chosen exploded into dramatic displays of grief and failure, crying, shouting, wrapping each other up in hugs. Karin stood quietly, glancing up at the crowd of caring mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, wishing that just one of her family might have come.

      Only her boyfriend, Hiro, stood there, a smile on his face that had forced itself through the cloud of uncertainty. He put out his arms to embrace her as she walked slowly over, but she saw his thoughts in his eyes. They were over. He had come because he loved her and supported her, but they both knew that in the event that she was chosen—how unlikely she had thought it would be!—their relationship was dead. Hiro, captain of the baseball team at their school in Kanazawa, would have to wave goodbye as she moved down to Tokyo to spend the last two years of her high school days in a special stage school. They might play the game of a distance relationship for a while, but it wouldn’t last.

      ‘Well done, Karin,’ Hiro said, finally wrapping his arms around her. ‘I’m so proud of you.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she said into his shoulder, feeling a mixture of disbelief and regret. ‘I can’t believe I did it.’

      ‘I always knew you would. I can’t wait to see you up on stage performing,’ he said. ‘You’ll be on the TV and everything. I can tell people, “There’s my girl”.’

      She smiled, but it was sad, full of pain. Hiro was a nice guy, better than she was worth. But even if it wasn’t for the distance that would now open up a void between them, the very nature of her future would stamp their relationship out.

      The first rule for all the girls in Girls Chorus was the simplest: no boyfriends.
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      She climbed out of bed and pulled on her clothes. The showers in the Queen’s Bedroom were ornamental, so she would have to go back to Rutherford’s suite to clean herself up. She pulled on her dress, brushed out a few creases and went over to the window, peering out on the courtyard below.

      A bus had parked up in a corner of the car park, alongside it a shabby van with a faded logo on the side. From this distance Karin couldn’t read it, but the colours were vaguely familiar. Between the buildings at the bottom of a gradual slope away from the main hall, the distant peaks and hills of the Alps were visible, already coated in snow. White stripes like lines of paint angled down the hillsides through the trees, and if she squinted she could just about make out a few moving dots that were skiers and snowboarders.

      Karin scowled. She hated winter and everything that was associated it. She would never have left Tokyo if it hadn’t been for the scandal.

      She made her way down the corridor and through a door at the end. The Queen’s Bedroom suite, together with the King’s Bedroom and a vast study, made up most of the second floor. One door opened out on to the classrooms and a gymnasium on the second floor of the west wing, while the other way exited through a stairway that led down to the Grand Mansion’s main dining hall.

      Karin took the stairs down to the first floor and went into the swimming pool changing rooms. In winter the pool was hardly ever used, so she liked to have a swim on her own, partly to wash Rutherford off her and partly to keep in shape—if she ever did make a successful comeback she would have to look the part. Rutherford might be a doughy, balding mess, but his money was made and banked. Hers was still out there waiting for her, and unlike a businessman, in the entertainment industry you couldn’t earn it behind closed doors.

      She opened her private locker and changed into her swimming costume. Seeing herself in a floor to ceiling mirror, she couldn’t help but smile in approval. Thirty years old and she looked as good as at any time during her career. She had a tight, lithe figure and bright, seductive gaze that could grace any magazine cover across the land. It was just that in Japan, public betrayals ran deep.

      Swimming had always been part of her training regime. At the studios in Shinjuku there had been a twenty-five-metre pool which the girls used regularly to loosen up and stretch out their muscles before a hard day of dance training.

      Karin pulled herself effortlessly through the water, counting up lap after lap until after she had reached fifty she pulled herself up onto the side to take a break. Her body tingled with exertion, the muscles in her shoulders and back aching more than they might once have. She ran a hand through her hair and peered out at the courtyard.

      ‘What the…?’

      Four men were walking across the courtyard toward the van that was parked up alongside the bus. One of them went to the back door and pulled it open, revealing a bank of guitar amplifiers inside.

      Karin dropped back into the water, peering over the edge to watch. At this distance they would never recognise her; her hair was slicked to her scalp and the floor-to-ceiling windows facing the outside were steamed up.

      ‘What are you lot doing here?’ she whispered, as O-Remo turned around, his eyes scanning the buildings of the complex, as he might once have done when faced by a baying arena crowd.

      She couldn’t help but smile. They’d broken up years ago, but she still had a little fondness for the singer.

      After all, they’d once been engaged to be married.
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            Jun dreams of Akane

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful spring day. Jun’s family and Akane’s family had piled into their cars and driven down to the hot spring town of Kamiko Onsen, where they had a picnic under the blooming sakura trees in the grounds of an old castle. While their mothers gossiped and their fathers drank cheap beers and talked about baseball, Jun and Akane ran off to explore.

      Even at ten years old, Akane was a faster runner than Jun, skipping up the steps and along the wooden paths while Jun panted and puffed as he tried to follow. It was always the case; while he hadn’t wanted to admit it, he had also followed Akane into music by pestering his parents to get him an electric guitar for his tenth birthday. While he couldn’t do more than slap at the strings in discordant aspiration, he had immediately adapted to the lifestyle of a practicing musician: days and long evenings sitting in a darkened room, only moving to eat, sleep, and go to school. Akane’s legs were as active in gym class as her fingers were on the piano keys, so when she finally came to a stop inside a little glade, she was barely out of breath. Jun bent double, trying to force air into his aching lungs while Akane laughed and patted him on the back.

      ‘Oh, Jun, you’re such a slowcoach,’ she teased him.

      ‘I let you win,’ he gasped.

      ‘Oh, that was a
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