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Prologue: 

How It All Began 

First things first, Grandpa’s gone.

The tale that follows is pretty outrageous, but he knows that one fact is absolutely real.

It’s as real as the sun rising in the morning, and his stomach rumbling with hunger at lunchtime. He’s tried closing his eyes, blocking his ears, pretending he doesn’t know anything, but his grandfather isn’t coming back.

Rintaro Natsuki stands there silent and still in the face of this harsh reality. On the outside, Rintaro seems like a calm, collected young man. But some of the people at the funeral find him eerie. He seems too composed for a high-school student who has suddenly lost his closest family member. Sticking to the corner of the funeral parlour, Rintaro’s eyes stay locked on the portrait of his grandpa.

In truth, Rintaro isn’t calm and collected at all. The very idea of death is unfamiliar to him; he can’t make the connection between it and his grandfather, a serene man who seemed to exist in a different realm. He never thought death would come for Grandpa, who relished his simple, almost monotonous lifestyle. As Rintaro looks at him lying there, not breathing, he feels detached, as if watching a badly performed play.

Now, lying in his white coffin, his grandfather looks just the same as ever – as if nothing has happened at all; as if any moment he might just get up, mumble, ‘Right then,’ light the paraffin heater, and make his usual cup of tea. It would have felt perfectly normal to Rintaro, but it doesn’t happen. Instead, the old man remains in his casket, his eyes closed and a solemn look on his face.

The chanting of the sutra drones on and mourners pass by in ones and twos, occasionally offering Rintaro their condolences.

First things first, Grandpa’s gone.

Reality gradually begins to take root in Rintaro’s heart. He finally manages to squeeze out a few words.

‘This is messed up, Grandpa.’

But there’s no reply.

*

Rintaro Natsuki was an ordinary high-school student. He was on the short side, pale with rather thick glasses, and rarely spoke. There was no subject at school he particularly excelled at, and he wasn’t good at sports. He was a completely average boy.

Rintaro’s parents had split up when he was just a baby. And when his mother passed away around the time he started primary school, he went to live with his grandfather. It had been just the two of them ever since. Such living arrangements were a little unusual for your typical high-school student, but to Rintaro it was just a normal part of his dull everyday existence.

But now that his grandfather had passed away too, the story became more complicated. His death had been very sudden.

His grandfather was an early riser, but on that bitterly cold winter morning, he wasn’t in the kitchen as usual. Thinking it strange, Rintaro poked his head into the dim tatami-matted room where his grandfather slept. The old man was still tucked inside his futon, having already breathed his last. He didn’t look as if he’d been in pain – he seemed to Rintaro more like a sculpture of a person sleeping. In the local doctor’s opinion, he’d most probably suffered a heart attack and died quickly.

‘He passed away peacefully.’

If you combined the kanji character for ‘go’ with the one for ‘live’, you got a strange-looking word meaning ‘to pass away’. Somehow seeing this word was what had shaken him the most; it struck him as out of place.

The doctor quickly grasped the difficulty of Rintaro’s family situation, and in no time an aunt from a distant city turned up.

A kind-hearted and efficient woman, she dealt with everything from the paperwork related to the death certificate to organizing the funeral and all the other formalities. As he watched her, Rintaro didn’t forget to make sure he looked a bit sad, despite the lingering sense that none of this was real. But no matter how much he thought about it, he just couldn’t bring himself to sob in front of his grandfather’s funeral photo. It felt absurd to him, and it would be a lie. He could just imagine Grandpa grimacing in his casket, telling Rintaro to stop carrying on.

In the end, Rintaro bade farewell to his grandfather in total silence. All he had left now was a concerned aunt . . . and a bookshop.

Natsuki Books was a tiny second-hand bookshop on the edge of town. The shop didn’t lose enough money to be considered a liability, nor did it make enough to be considered a fortune. It wasn’t much of an inheritance.

*

‘Hey, Natsuki, you’ve got some great books here.’

The male voice came from behind Rintaro. He didn’t turn round.

‘Really?’ he asked, his eyes fixed on the bookshelves in front of him. The shelves ran from the floor all the way up to the ceiling; they were filled with an impressive number of books.

There was Shakespeare and Wordsworth, Dumas and Stendhal, Faulkner and Hemingway, Golding . . . too many to name. Some of the greatest masterpieces this world has seen – majestic, dignified tomes stared down at Rintaro. They were all seasoned second-hand books, but none of them too used or worn, no doubt thanks to his grandfather’s loving care.

By Rintaro’s feet, the similarly seasoned paraffin heater glowed orange, but despite its best efforts, the shop was draughty. Still, Rintaro knew it wasn’t only the temperature that was making him feel chilly.

‘So, how much for these two together?’

Rintaro turned his head and squinted at the books being held out to him.

‘3,200 yen,’ he said quietly.

‘Your memory’s as sharp as ever.’

The customer was a boy from the same high school, one year ahead of Rintaro, by the name of Ryota Akiba. He was tall and slim with a cheerful expression, and a calm, self-assured air about him that was quite likeable. Along with his strong physique, built up by years of basketball training, he had one of the best brains in his year. In addition, he was the son of the local doctor. This was a boy who had a huge number of extracurricular activities – in other words, he was the exact opposite of Rintaro in every way.

‘And these are a bargain.’

With that, Akiba began to pile five or six more books next to the cash register on the desk. Mr Jack-of-all-trades was a surprisingly avid reader, and one of Natsuki Books’ regular customers.

‘You know, this is a really great shop.’

‘Thank you. Please take your time looking around. It’s our closing-down sale.’

It was hard to tell from Rintaro’s flat tone if he was serious.

Akiba fell silent for a moment.

‘It must have been awful for you,’ he began cautiously, ‘losing your grandfather.’

Akiba swiftly returned his attention to a nearby bookcase and pretended to scour the shelves.

‘Seems like just yesterday he was sitting there reading,’ he continued, casually. ‘It was so sudden.’

‘Yes, I feel the same way.’

Rintaro sounded as if he was just trying to be polite; even if he did feel the same way, there was no hint of friendliness or sociability in his voice. Akiba didn’t seem particularly bothered. He turned to look at the younger boy, who was still staring at the bookshelves.

‘But as soon as he passed away, you stopped coming to school. That’s not cool. Everyone’s worried about you.’

‘Who’s “everyone”? I can’t think of a single person who would be worried about me.’

‘Oh right, you don’t have any friends. Must make life simple. But seriously, your grandpa must be worried sick about you. You’ve probably got him so anxious, his ghost’s still wandering around. How’s he supposed to rest in peace? Your grandpa’s too old to get this much grief.’

His words were harsh, but there was something gentle about the way Akiba spoke them. Because of their shared connection to Natsuki Books, Akiba had a soft spot for the younger boy and his hikikomori shut-in tendencies. Even at school, he’d sometimes stop Rintaro for a quick chat. Now his concern was obvious; Akiba had dropped by the bookshop just to check up on him.

Akiba watched Rintaro, who remained tight-lipped. Eventually, Akiba broke the silence.

‘So I guess you’ll be moving.’

‘I suppose so,’ said Rintaro, without taking his eyes off the bookshelves. ‘I’m going to move in with my aunt.’

‘Where does she live?’

‘I don’t know. Before my grandpa died, I’d never met her.’

The tone of Rintaro’s voice never changed; it was impossible to get a read on him.

With a slight shrug of the shoulders, Akiba dropped his gaze to the books he’d put on the counter.

‘Is that why you’re having a closing-down sale?’

‘Yes.’

‘Pity. This bookshop’s collection is one of a kind. These days you rarely come across stuff like a whole set of Proust in hard cover. I finally found those volumes of Romain Rolland’s The Soul Enchanted I was looking for here.’

‘Grandpa would be happy to hear that.’

‘If only he was here to hear it, it would have made his day! You know, being your friend helped me get my hands on so many great books. And now you’re going to move.’

Akiba’s bluntness was his way of expressing concern. Rintaro didn’t know the right way to respond, so he just stared over at the wall where there was a huge pile of books. Even for a second-hand bookshop, it was amazing that they could stay in business with the kinds of books they stocked, most of which were far from the current trend, and many of which were out of print. Akiba’s compliments about the bookshop were not only said to be kind to Rintaro – there was a lot of truth in them.

‘When are you moving?’

‘Probably in about a week.’

‘ “Probably”? Vague as usual!’

‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t have any choice anyway.’

‘I guess not.’

Akiba shrugged again, and looked up at the calendar that hung behind the counter.

‘Next week’ll be Christmas. That’s rough.’

‘I don’t really care about Christmas. Unlike you, I don’t have any special plans.’

‘Thanks for reminding me. Yeah, my schedule really keeps me busy. It’s packed. You know, one of these years I’d really like to try staying up to see Santa Claus on my own watch.’

Akiba cracked up laughing, but Rintaro didn’t.

‘Oh really,’ he replied quietly.

Akiba pulled a face and sighed.

‘I guess if you’re moving, there’s no point in making an effort to go to school, but don’t you think you should leave on a good note? There are people in your class who worry about you, you know.’

He glanced at the pile of printouts and the notebooks on the counter. Akiba hadn’t brought them; a little earlier, Rintaro’s class president had dropped them off.

Her name was Sayo Yuzuki, and she lived nearby. She’d known Rintaro since primary school. She was a strong, no-nonsense type, and not particularly close with the silent hikikomori Rintaro. When she’d turned up at the shop and seen Rintaro staring blankly at the shelves, she’d let out a pointed sigh.

‘You look like you don’t have a care in the world. Guess the hikikomori life’s treating you well, huh? You doing OK?’

Rintaro had shrugged. Sayo frowned, then turned to Akiba instead.

‘Should you really be hanging around here? The basketball club were all looking for you.’

She then turned and strode right out of the shop.

She was completely unafraid to be direct with an older boy. That was typical Sayo Yuzuki; it was her way of showing that she cared. Rintaro admired her for it.

‘Your class rep is always so driven,’ Akiba remarked. ‘She must feel responsible for you. She didn’t need to bring you your homework herself . . .’

Though Sayo didn’t live far away, Rintaro realized it still must’ve been a pain to go out of her way when the season was cold enough to see your own breath.

‘You can have those for 6,000 yen,’ he said, finally getting to his feet. Akiba raised an eyebrow.

‘That’s kind of pricy for a closing-down sale.’

‘Ten per cent off. Can’t do more than that. These are literary masterpieces that you’re buying.’

‘Classic Natsuki,’ Akiba said, laughing. He pulled several notes from his wallet, and picked up his scarf and gloves from the counter. As he secured his bag over his shoulder, he added:

‘Come to school tomorrow.’

And with his trademark cheerful smile, Akiba left the shop.

Natsuki Books was thrown into silence. Beyond the door the sunset gave off a reddish glow. In the corner, the heater, almost out of paraffin, was beginning to complain.

It was about time to go upstairs and make some dinner. Even when his grandfather had been alive, it had been Rintaro’s job, so it wasn’t a big deal.

And yet, Rintaro remained motionless, staring at the shop door.

The sun sank lower in the sky, the heater gave out, and cold air began to fill the shop. Still, Rintaro didn’t move.




Chapter 1: 

The First Labyrinth –
 The Imprisoner of Books

Natsuki Books was a tiny shop tucked away on a street in the old part of town. It had a rather peculiar layout.

Leading from the front entrance straight through to the back was one single long aisle. Each side of this aisle was lined with towering stacks of bookshelves reaching all the way to the ceiling, and every shelf was crammed full of books. Retro-style lamps hung overhead, their soft light reflecting off the polished wooden floor.

About halfway down, there was a simple wooden desk for handling sales, but besides that and a couple of wooden stools, no other furniture or adornment of any kind. At the back of the shop, the aisle ended at a simple wall of bare wood, but when you entered through the front door from bright daylight, you had the impression that the whole place was much deeper than it actually was. Surrounded by walls of books, it felt like entering an endless passageway that disappeared into the darkness beyond.

The image of his grandfather quietly reading a book under a lamp placed on the small desk was seared into Rintaro’s memory; its lines drawn simply but with care, like an oil painting by a master artist.

‘Books have tremendous power.’

That was his grandfather’s mantra.

To tell the truth, the old man wasn’t much of a talker, but when he got on to the subject of books he would suddenly burst into life. His narrow eyes would crease into a smile, and words flew out of his mouth with passionate energy.

‘There are timeless stories, powerful enough to have survived through the ages. Read lots of books like these – they’ll be like friends to you. They’ll inspire and support you.’

Rintaro stared around at the tiny bookshop with its walls of books. Its shelves held none of the current bestsellers. No popular manga or magazines. These days, books didn’t even sell the way they used to. Regular customers often expressed concern about the survival of Natsuki Bookshop, but the frail old shopkeeper would just nod a brief ‘thank you’. The complete works of Nietzsche and well-thumbed collections of T. S. Eliot’s poetry remained on display by the front door.

This space that his grandfather had created was the perfect refuge for a boy who tended to be something of a recluse. Rintaro, who had never really fitted in at school, got into the habit of coming here and immersing himself in books, voraciously reading anything he could find on the shelves.

In other words, this was Rintaro’s safe space, a place where he could find shelter from the outside world. But now, in a few days, he would be forced to leave Natsuki Books for ever.

‘Grandpa, this is messed up,’ he whispered.

At that moment, he was brought back to reality by the cheerful ring of the old-fashioned bell that hung on the front door. Normally, it would mean that a customer had come in, but the door had its ‘Closed’ sign up. Outside the sun had set, and beyond the glass door there was nothing but darkness. It felt as if Akiba had only just left, but somehow a great span of time had slipped by.

Deciding the bell had been a trick of his imagination, Rintaro turned his gaze back towards the bookshelves.

‘Kind of gloomy in here.’

The voice startled him. But when he turned to check the doorway, there was nobody there.

‘Pity – you’ve got quite the collection here, but these books are just fading away in this dingy old place.’

Rintaro realized that the voice was coming from deeper inside the shop. He spun back around to see . . . nobody. Except, that is, for a tabby cat. It looked like your average ginger tabby; a rather large, plump cat with an orange and yellow striped coat. This particular cat had distinctive stripe markings running from the top of its head down its back and tail – typical of a tabby – but its stomach and legs were pure white. Against the dimly lit background, its eyes were two gleaming jade stones. And they were fixed directly on Rintaro.

Rintaro watched as the cat flexed its long, graceful tail.

‘You’re a cat!’

‘Got a problem with that?’ asked the cat.

There was no mistaking it – the cat had just spoken.

Although he was shaken, Rintaro managed to scrape together an ounce of calm. He shut his eyes tightly and counted to three. Then he opened them again.

A furry coat, bushy tail, two piercing green eyes, and two neat triangular ears – there was absolutely no doubt about it. It was a cat.

The tabby’s whiskers twitched.

‘Hey kid, something wrong with your eyes?’ it asked. This was a creature who didn’t mince words.

‘No, I . . . er . . .’ Rintaro scrabbled around for the right thing to say. ‘My eyesight isn’t all that good, but I can see that there’s a talking cat sitting right in front of me.’

‘Splendid,’ said the cat, with a nod. It continued:

‘The name’s Tiger. Tiger the tabby.’

There was nothing more bizarre than a cat suddenly introducing itself to you, but Rintaro somehow managed to reciprocate.

‘I’m Rintaro Natsuki.’

‘I know. You’re the new proprietor of Natsuki Books.’

‘New proprietor?’

Rintaro was confused. This was the first he’d heard of it.

‘I’m sorry to say I’m just a high-school boy, a hikikomori,’ he explained. ‘My grandpa knew all about books, but he’s not around any more.’

‘Not a problem,’ announced the tabby. ‘My business is with you, the new proprietor.’

The cat fixed Rintaro with slightly narrowed eyes.

‘I need your help.’

‘My help?’

‘Right. Your help.’

‘Help with . . .?’

‘There are books that have been imprisoned.’

‘Books?’

‘Are you a parrot? Stop repeating everything I say like some halfwit.’

The words landed like a slap across Rintaro’s face. The cat, however, paid no attention to his reaction.

‘I need to rescue those books.’ The jade eyes flashed. ‘And you have to help me.’

Rintaro sat for a moment in silence, watching the ginger tabby cat. Then he slowly lifted his right hand and began to fiddle with the frame of his glasses. It was his habit whenever he was thinking.

I must be really tired, he thought.

Rintaro closed his eyes, his hand still on his glasses’ frame.

His grandpa’s death and the stress of the funeral, it had all left him exhausted. He must have drifted off to sleep without realizing it and now he was dreaming. Convinced by his own logic, he opened his eyes again. But there was still a tabby cat sitting calmly right in front of him.

OK, now I have a problem.

Come to think of it, I’ve been sitting staring at these bookshelves for days now.

I’ve really fallen behind on my reading . . .

Now where did I leave that copy of Candide I just started?

All sorts of random thoughts began to pop into his head.

‘Are you listening, Mr Proprietor?’

The tabby cat’s sharp tone pierced the bubble of Rintaro’s thoughts.

‘Look, kid, I’ll say it one more time. I need you to help me save those books.’

‘You say you need me, but . . .’

Rintaro was struggling to find the right words.

‘I’m useless. Like I said, I’m just a high-school hikikomori,’ he said earnestly, from his seat behind the cash register.

For some reason, he couldn’t make himself lie to this talking tabby cat.

‘No problem. I already knew you were a miserable, good-for-nothing shut-in,’ the cat sneered. ‘But I still have a favour to ask you.’

‘If you already knew that, then why are you asking for my help? There must be millions of people who could do a better than job than me.’

‘Goes without saying.’

‘And I’ve just lost my grandpa. I’m feeling pretty depressed right now.’

‘I get that.’

‘So then why—’

‘Don’t you like books?’

The tabby cat’s deep voice brushed off all Rintaro’s protests. It was gentler now, but also filled with determination. Rintaro didn’t really understand what the cat was talking about, but its strong presence and the power of its speech seemed to rob him of all reason.

The jade eyes stared straight into Rintaro’s.

‘Yes . . . Yes, of course I like books.’

‘Then what’s stopping you?’

Everything about the tabby cat was bold and confident – so different from Rintaro himself. The boy began to fiddle with his glasses frame again, desperately trying to work out what was going on. But there was no explanation that made any sense.

‘The important stuff is always difficult to understand, Mr Proprietor,’ said the cat, as if reading Rintaro’s thoughts. ‘Most people don’t get that obvious truth. They just go about their everyday lives, and yet it is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.’

‘Well!’ Rintaro’s eyes widened. ‘I never expected to hear a cat quoting The Little Prince.’

‘Not into Saint-Exupéry?’

‘He’s one of my favourite authors,’ Rintaro replied, pointing to a nearby shelf, ‘but I think I like Night Flight best. And I couldn’t put Southern Mail down.’

‘Splendid,’ said the tabby with a grin.

The cat’s composure brought a strong wave of nostalgia over the boy. Somehow it reminded him of his grandfather, except Grandpa had never been this talkative.

‘So, you’ll help me?’

Rintaro shrugged.

‘Am I allowed to refuse?’

‘You are,’ replied the cat right away, and then added crankily, ‘but I will be bitterly disappointed if you do.’

Rintaro grimaced slightly.

So, this cat turns up out of nowhere, asking for help, then says it’s going to be bitterly disappointed if I don’t agree . . .

It just wasn’t reasonable, yet there was something appealing about the cat’s plain-spoken style – he couldn’t get too mad at it. Yeah, on reflection this cat probably was a lot like his grandpa after all.

‘So, what do you need me to do?’

‘Follow me.’

‘Where to?’

‘Come on!’

The cat turned around and headed not in the direction of the front door, but towards the shadows at the far end of the shop. Rather confused, Rintaro followed, but he’d barely taken more than a few steps before a very curious feeling of vertigo came over him. Natsuki Books was long and narrow; he had expected to run into the wall at the back in another few steps. But today, there was no dead end. The aisle lined with its towering walls of bookcases just kept going. The old-fashioned lamps overhead also seemed to repeat infinitely. As they walked, Rintaro noticed that the shelves were filled with books he’d never seen before. Many of them were different from the usual bound books of today. They’d left behind old second-hand books, and moved on to beautiful leather-bound tomes, embossed with gold; the passageway had become a gallery of gorgeous books.

‘Th . . . This . . . I, er . . .’

Rintaro began to ramble incoherently. The cat looked over its shoulder at him.

‘Are you frightened, Mr Proprietor? If you’re going to bail on me, then now’s your chance.’

‘I was just wondering when the shop got all these new books,’ Rintaro replied, peering into the distance, then looking down at the cat. ‘With all these new titles to read, I don’t think I’m ready to leave the hikikomori life just yet. Maybe I’ll ask my aunt if we can delay the move.’

‘Hmm. Your sense of humour leaves something to be desired, but your heart is in the right place. This world throws all kinds of obstacles at us, we are forced to endure so much that is absurd. Our best weapon for fighting all the pain and
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