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​Chapter One — The Man Who Kills Stories
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The meeting room on the fourteenth floor of Shuumei Publishing had no windows. This was either an oversight of the building's original architect or a deliberate cruelty, and Miura Sei had long since stopped caring which. Windows would have given people somewhere to look other than him.

"The numbers haven't recovered in six months," he said. "Readership is down thirty-one percent from the serialization high. Merchandise revenue is negligible. The digital platform data shows average read time declining week over week, which means readers are not dropping the series — they're skimming it." He paused, just long enough. "Skimming is worse than dropping. It means they used to care."

Across the table, the mangaka — Fujino Kenji, twenty-four years old, whose debut series Iron Meridian had been, two years ago, one of the more promising action titles in Shuumei's lineup — was very still. His hands were flat on the table in front of him. He'd come to this meeting in a jacket that was slightly too large for him, the kind of jacket someone puts on when they want to be taken seriously. He had not been told this meeting was a cancellation.

Sei could tell he understood now.

"The editorial department's recommendation is to conclude Iron Meridian at Chapter 72. We'll work with you on a satisfying close — there's time in the schedule to give the arc a proper ending. We're not pulling the plug. We're writing a final act." He set down the report. "This is not a reflection of your talent. The story ran out of road. These things happen."

Fujino nodded. He nodded three times, very slightly, as if practicing.

Then his face did something complicated, and he looked down at the table, and his shoulders moved in a way that wasn't quite crying but was the thing that comes just before it.

The other editors in the room found things to look at. The report. Their phones. The middle distance above Fujino's left shoulder. Kusunoki Ran, seated at the far end of the table in the junior chair that all junior editors occupied while they were still learning that junior chairs existed for a reason, looked at Sei. Her pen was very still above her notepad.

Sei looked at Fujino.

"The collected volumes will remain in print," he said. "Chapter 1 through 36 are strong. Readers who find the series after it concludes will start from the beginning. That story still exists. We're not unmaking it." He let a breath of silence settle. "You drew two years of a good series. That's not nothing."

Fujino pressed his lips together. He nodded again, this time once, which meant he was finished practicing and had arrived somewhere steadier.

"Okay," he said. "Okay. Thank you, Miura-san."



The meeting ended at 3:47 PM.

Ran fell into step beside Sei in the hallway, matching his pace with the slightly-too-fast stride she'd adopted in her first week and never fully abandoned. She was holding her notepad against her chest like a shield.

"He didn't cry," she said, which wasn't what she'd meant to say, he could tell.

"He almost did," Sei said. "Give him the elevator."

She glanced back. Fujino was still in the meeting room, reorganizing papers that didn't need reorganizing. "Should someone—"

"Give him the elevator," Sei repeated. "He doesn't want an audience for the next five minutes. You'd know that if you stopped watching his hands."

Ran's mouth closed. She filed that away somewhere — he could tell she filed everything; it was her best quality and would eventually make her very good at this job. She matched his pace to the elevator bank without looking back.

"The transition timeline," Sei said. "I want a draft to Fujino by end of week. He should know what the final arc looks like before the announcement goes internal. Last thing any mangaka needs is to hear it from someone in the break room."

"I'll have it to you by Thursday morning."

"Wednesday."

She wrote something. "Wednesday."

The elevator arrived. Sei stepped in. Ran did not, because she'd apparently remembered something she'd left in the meeting room — or she was giving Fujino the elevator and being diplomatic about whose idea it was. He watched the doors close and felt the specific, clean satisfaction of a decision made correctly and efficiently and now complete.



The fourteenth floor of Shuumei Publishing smelled like ink and recycled air and, on Fridays when someone brought pastries to the editorial bullpen, a ghost of butter that dissipated by noon. The bullpen itself was organized chaos — the kind that looked messy to civilians but had its own precise logic, where every buried manuscript could be located in under forty seconds by the person who'd buried it. Sei's office was adjacent to it, separated by a glass partition that he kept clear because opacity suggested someone was hiding.

He did not hide.

His desk was perpendicular to the window, which faced a gray slice of Tokyo sky and the concrete flank of the building across the alley. On it: his monitor, his keyboard, two stacked manuscript trays — one marked in progress, one marked decision pending — a cup of pencils that he did not use because he edited in red ink, a red pen, and his phone, which was parallel to the desk's edge by habit so ingrained it had become invisible to him.

No photographs. No plants. No personal items of any visible kind, which some people interpreted as coldness and others interpreted correctly as control.

He sat down and pulled the top manuscript from the in progress tray.

Through the glass partition, the bullpen moved and murmured. Across the floor, one of the senior editors was on a call, his voice rising and falling with the particular rhythm of someone delivering bad news to a publisher's PR department. A new assistant tripped over a rolling chair and didn't fall but made the sound of someone who had considered falling as an option. Somewhere nearby, a kettle was reaching temperature.

Sei read the manuscript.

It was chapter eleven of a cooking-adjacent romance that was performing adequately, which was a thing Sei found himself thinking about more and more these days — adequate performance, the vast middle category of work that was not bad enough to cancel and not good enough to fight for, the enormous gray territory that most serializations lived in and died in without anyone marking the event. He made two margin notes. The pacing in the second act was front-loaded. The rival character's introduction was a chapter late.

He turned a page.

His phone buzzed with a message from Ran: Wednesday confirmed. Do you want me to loop in Fujino's literary rep now or after the internal announcement?

He typed back: After. Rep first means it's official. Give him forty-eight hours.

She responded with a thumbs-up. He put the phone down, parallel to the desk edge, and returned to the manuscript.

The kettle finished boiling.



Ogata Reiko caught him in the hallway at six-fifteen, which was later than her usual departure but not unusual enough to comment on, and which Sei suspected was deliberate.

She was sixty-three, though no one said so aloud, and she had survived thirty-one years at Shuumei Publishing by a combination of political intelligence, excellent instincts, and the specific brand of patience that comes from having outlasted three editorial directors and two full magazine relaunches. Her hair was silver-streaked black in a low chignon. She wore dark blazers the way other people wore armor.

"Fujino meeting?" she said, falling into step beside him without breaking stride, which was how Reiko conducted most of her conversations — as if they were already in progress.

"Concluded," Sei said.

"He took it well?"

"He took it professionally. Which is better."

"Mm." She glanced at him sidelong. "You told him his story had run out of road."

"He needed something to hold onto. An explanation with a shape." Sei pressed the elevator button. "It's true, as well."

"It is." Reiko considered this. The elevator arrived; they both stepped in. She pressed the lobby button. "I'm thinking about the Tōno slot."

Tōno. The name entered the air of the elevator and settled there, and Sei looked at the floor indicator and said, "The quarter lineup has room."

"It does. I'd like your thoughts by end of month. Something with legs."

"I'll put together a list."

She was quiet for the three floors between fourteen and the lobby. Then, just before the doors opened: "You used to argue with me about lineups. You had opinions." She stepped out. "Strong ones. Sometimes wrong ones." A brief pause at the threshold, the doors beginning to slide. "It was useful."

She was gone before he answered, which was also how Reiko conducted her exits.

Sei took the same train home that he took every night, the Odakyu line out of Shinjuku at 6:42, which put him at his stop by 7:09 if the service was running normally, and it was. He walked the eight minutes to his apartment at a pace that was neither hurried nor leisurely, which was the same pace he walked everywhere, because hurrying implied urgency and leisureliness implied ease and he didn't particularly feel either.

The apartment was on the fifth floor. It was clean, minimal, and organized in a way that visitors occasionally described as very you without specifying what they meant. He changed out of his work clothes. He made dinner — rice, grilled salmon, miso soup — from the components he'd prepped Sunday evening because he prepped Sunday evenings, and he ate it at the kitchen counter with a manuscript propped against the kettle because reading at the counter was efficient and because sitting at the table alone in the quiet of a weeknight felt like something he'd decided not to examine.

By nine he was in bed. By nine-fifteen he was asleep.

The alarm would go off at six. He would take the same train.

The silence of the apartment was enormous, and immaculate, and his.
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​Chapter Two — The Last Difficult Artist
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The call came on a Tuesday at 2:14 in the afternoon.

Sei was reading a manuscript — a fantasy series in its third year, solid midlist, the kind of work that would never win a Tezuka Award but would keep running quietly for another decade without anyone panicking — and the name on his phone screen was the editorial assistant from the business affairs department, which was unusual enough that he answered.

"Miura-san." The assistant's voice had the quality of someone who had been given the task of making a call they didn't want to make. "We've received a notification from Tōno-sensei's emergency contact. His brother." A pause that lasted exactly long enough to be significant. "Tōno-sensei passed away this morning. It was sudden. The brother — Tōno Sōma-san — asked that the publisher be informed."

Sei said, "I see."

"We're — yes. We're very sorry. Is there anything you need—"

"I'll call you back," Sei said.

He hung up.

He set his phone on the desk. He aligned it parallel to the edge, which it already was, because it was always parallel to the edge, but he did it anyway — the small deliberate adjustment of an object already in its correct position. Then he looked at the manuscript in front of him.

The fantasy series. Third year. Solid midlist.

He didn't move for two hours.

At some point Ran knocked on the glass partition and leaned in and said, with the particular careful register she used when she was trying not to show that she was alarmed: "Miura-san. Do you want me to reschedule the four o'clock?"

He said, "What time is it."

"Four-ten."

He had missed the four o'clock. He had never missed a four o'clock in eight years at this desk.

"Reschedule it," he said. "Thursday. Morning."

She hesitated in the doorway. He could feel her looking at him — the same precise, quiet attention she applied to manuscripts, which he'd taught her and which now turned on him like a lens he hadn't consented to. "Are you alright?"

"Tōno-sensei's serialization will need to be addressed," he said. "I'll handle the preliminary communications."

A beat. She heard something in it; he could tell she heard something in it, because she was twenty-six and perceptive in that raw, unguarded way that people were before they learned to protect it. She said nothing. She wrote something on her notepad.

"Should I—"

"That's all," he said.

She went.

He looked at the phone on his desk.

Tōno Haruki had been, in the professional assessment of every editor who had ever worked with him, a nightmare. Not maliciously. Not even consciously. He was a nightmare the way weather was a nightmare — large and ungovernable, moving according to its own internal logic, leaving wreckage not out of cruelty but out of sheer force of presence. He argued about everything. Panel composition. Dialogue rhythm. Chapter breaks. The width of a gutter margin, once, for forty minutes, during which Sei had become so genuinely enraged by the man's refusal to concede a point he was factually wrong about that he'd had to step outside and stand in the cold for two minutes before returning. He had returned. He always returned Tōno Haruki's calls. He was the only mangaka Sei could say that about.

The first time they met had been an editorial pitch meeting, six years ago. Haruki had come in with three concept proposals — Sei remembered all of them, which was itself unusual. The first was a supernatural thriller about a cartographer who mapped places that didn't exist. The second was a battle series set in a feudal Japan that had never historically occurred. The third was something half-formed, barely a paragraph, about a man who received letters from his past self.

Sei had rejected all three. He'd been diplomatic about the cartographer, decisive about the battle series, and genuinely unimpressed by the letters concept, which he'd called "a framework dressed as a story." Haruki had sat across from him with the expression of someone who had prepared for rejection and been surprised anyway by how much it stung, and then — this was the part Sei remembered with specific clarity, the way you remember the moment before a thing changes — Haruki had pulled out a fourth concept. One he hadn't planned to pitch. A rough draft he'd been carrying in his bag, unfinished, just in case.

"This one's different," Haruki had said. "I haven't figured it out yet. But it's the only one of these that keeps me up at night."

Sei had read it in the room. Haruki had waited, which was unusual for him — he was not, as a rule, good at waiting. When Sei finished, he'd set it down on the table and said: "Come back in two weeks. Have the first three chapters drafted. Not thumbnails. Chapters."

Haruki had grinned. Sei had thought, This man is exhausting, and then, underneath that, something he hadn't examined: I want to hear every word he says for the rest of my career.

The series was called Pale Transit. It ran for four years, won two awards in its third, and had been, by every metric Sei had developed over a decade of editorial work, a once-in-a-career find. Not because it was commercially dominant — it wasn't; it was critically beloved and its readership was fervent rather than massive — but because it was the kind of manga that made readers put it down partway through and sit quietly for a moment before picking it up again. The kind that left marks.

Working with Haruki was an act of sustained combat. Every editorial note was a negotiation. Every deadline was a conversation about the philosophical nature of deadlines. Sei had once received a chapter twenty minutes before it was due, with a message that read: the extra time made it better. you're welcome. He had written back: it was due at noon. Haruki had responded with a photo of the finished page and nothing else. It had been exceptional work. Sei had said so, briefly, in the next call, and Haruki had been quiet for a moment in a way that suggested the compliment had landed somewhere real, and then immediately pivoted to arguing about the next chapter's panel count.

Sei's phone calls — from mangaka, from assistants, from literary reps negotiating on behalf of clients — went to voicemail approximately sixty percent of the time. He returned them within twenty-four hours, as a professional courtesy.

Tōno Haruki's calls he picked up on the first ring.

He had never articulated why, even to himself. It was simply a fact about his behavior that he had noticed and filed and not examined, the way you file a thing you suspect might be significant but are not ready to be significant yet.

"There's been some confusion in business affairs about how to proceed," Ran said the next morning. She was standing in his office doorway, notebook open, doing the thing she did when she wasn't sure how much to say — the slight pause before each sentence, the sense of words being weighed before deployed. "The serialization contract is still technically active. There are clauses about death and creative incapacity but legal wants a senior editorial decision before they trigger anything."

Sei looked up from his desk. "I'll handle the studio closure personally."

A pause. A longer one than usual.

"The studio closure," she said.

"Haruki — Tōno-sensei's studio. Someone from the editorial side should catalog the manuscript materials, assess the tablet and equipment, archive the working files before the estate makes decisions about the space." He turned back to his desk. "I'll do it."

"I can send an assistant—"

"I'll do it."

She was quiet again. He could feel her doing the math — the fact that Sei had not, in the months she'd worked under him, personally gone to a mangaka's studio for anything. He sent assistants. He sent junior editors. He conducted his work from his desk and from meeting rooms and from the phone, which was where editorial work was actually done.

"Should I coordinate with the brother? Tōno Sōma-san?"

"I'll contact him directly."

"Alright." She wrote something. Then, carefully, her eyes on her notebook: "He was your longest collaboration. Tōno-sensei."

Sei said, "Yes."

"Four years."

"Four years and three months."

She looked up at that. Just briefly. He met her eyes and looked back at his desk and said, "The Fujino transition document. Did you send it?"

"Yesterday evening."

"Good."

She left.

Sei looked at the manuscript in front of him. The fantasy series. Third year.

He closed it and put it in the decision pending tray.

The week moved forward the way weeks do — with the grinding mechanical indifference of scheduled obligations. He attended four meetings, approved two cover designs, rejected a pitch for a new serialization about competitive swimming that had strong character work and insufficient plot architecture, and wrote eleven editorial letters, all of them precise and most of them useful. He ate lunch at his desk. He took the same train.

On Wednesday evening, the business affairs assistant called again to ask whether he'd had any thoughts on the Tōno situation, and Sei said, "I'll have a preliminary recommendation by end of week," which he wouldn't, because he hadn't thought about it yet, which was also unusual. He generally had preliminary thoughts on things before they became preliminary recommendations. He was someone who thought ahead. It was, professionally speaking, his primary value.

He was not, that week, thinking ahead.

He was, instead, thinking about a phone call from three years ago. He and Haruki had been arguing about chapter breaks — specifically, about where to end a chapter so the reader felt the pull toward the next one — and Haruki had said, in the middle of an increasingly convoluted metaphor about doorways and thresholds, "The ending of a chapter is a promise, Miura-san. You're saying to the reader: stay. There's more. Don't put me down."

Sei had said: "That's a description of manipulation, not storytelling."

Haruki had laughed — the full, unguarded laugh that he deployed indiscriminately and often, as if he'd never learned that laughter was something you were supposed to ration. "Everything good is manipulation. The difference is whether you keep the promise."

Sei had not laughed. He'd said, "Keep the promise then. End the chapter at the right place."

"I always do," Haruki had said. "You just don't always notice."

He thought about that. He thought about it on the train and at his desk and in the shower and in the nine minutes it took to fall asleep. He thought about whether it was true. He was not accustomed to not knowing whether things were true. He dealt in certainties — the chapter is weak here, the pacing is front-loaded, the story has run out of road. These were assessable. These were things you could measure.

Whether you had noticed something, and when, and what it meant that you had or hadn't — these were not things you could measure. He set them aside. He put them in the decision pending tray. He took the same train.

On Friday afternoon, he called the number Tōno Sōma had left with business affairs.

The voice that answered was lower than Haruki's, steadier. "Tōno speaking."

"Tōno Sōma-san. This is Miura Sei from Shuumei Publishing. I worked with your brother."

A pause. "Miura-san." Something shifted in the voice — not warmth exactly, but recognition. "Haruki mentioned you."

Sei adjusted his glasses. "I'm sorry for your loss," he said. He meant it, which was not always true when he said it.

"Thank you." Another pause, shorter. "You want to discuss the studio."

"Among other things. I'd like to come in person, if that's convenient. There are manuscript materials that will need to be cataloged, and I'd prefer to assess the situation directly."

A beat of silence. Then Sōma said, "Of course." And then, before Sei could close out the call: "Can I ask you something, Miura-san?"

"Yes."

"Were you friends? With Haruki?"

Sei looked at the phone in his hand. Outside the glass partition, Ran was at her desk, reading something, her pen moving. The bullpen moved and murmured. The city was out there somewhere, running.

"I was his editor," Sei said.

The silence on the other end lasted exactly long enough to mean something. Then Sōma said: "I see. I'll send you the studio address."

Sei hung up.

He put the phone down on the desk. Parallel to the edge.

He sat there for a while.

That night he ate dinner at the kitchen counter — rice, grilled chicken, the miso soup he'd made too much of and would finish over the next two days. He had a manuscript propped against the kettle but he didn't read it. He looked at the wall above the kettle, which was white and blank and had nothing on it.

In the break room at Shuumei, there was a board where people sometimes pinned covers — first issues, award-winning chapters, pieces that had meant something to someone. He'd never contributed anything to it. He thought it was a form of sentimentality that served no editorial function.

Haruki's first cover had been on that board for two years. Someone had put it up after the first Tezuka nomination. A night scene — a figure at a window, Tokyo below, the kind of cityscape that only worked in manga because real cities were never quite that luminous. He'd drawn it in four days because Sei had told him the cover concept wasn't strong enough and given him a week. He'd delivered it in four days to prove a point.

It had been exceptional work.

Sei put his bowl in the sink. He turned off the kitchen light.

By nine he was in bed. By nine twenty-three he was still awake, which was unusual.

He lay in the dark and did not think about whether he had noticed something, and when, and what it meant. He did not think about the first ring. He did not think about a phone call about chapter breaks and whether the promise had been kept.

He was very good at not thinking about things.

Eventually, he slept.
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​Chapter Three — What the Dead Leave Running
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Haruki's apartment was in Shimokitazawa, on the third floor of a building that had been old when the neighborhood was young and had become, through some alchemical process particular to that part of the city, charming rather than dilapidated. The stairwell smelled like old wood and someone else's cooking. The door to apartment 3C had a small ceramic plaque that said Tōno in blue glaze, the kind of thing you bought at a market stall on a sunny afternoon when you were feeling domestic.

Tōno Sōma opened the door before Sei had finished knocking.

He was younger than Sei had assembled from the phone call — twenty-seven, he'd learn, two years younger than Haruki had been at the time of his death — and he resembled his brother with the particular cruelty of family genetics. The same jaw, the same warm coloring, the same build that had probably been called lanky in adolescence and had never quite decided what to become afterward. He was wearing a plain gray sweater and holding a cardboard box, which he shifted to one arm to shake Sei's hand.

"Miura-san." His grip was firm. His eyes were the same warm brown as Haruki's and, unlike Haruki's, they assessed you directly without performing anything. "Thank you for coming."

"Thank you for the time."

Sōma stepped back to let him in.

The apartment was the inside of Haruki's brain made physical, which was something Sei had suspected and was now confirmed. Every surface had something on it — stacks of reference books, rolled character sheets, a collection of small figures Sei didn't recognize that were lined up along the windowsill in a way that suggested a hierarchy only their owner had understood. The walls had sketches pinned to them, loose pages from what looked like concept work, a printed photo of Shimokitazawa in autumn light that had been there long enough to curl at the corners. There were two coffee mugs on the table, which struck Sei as an odd thing to notice, but he noticed things. He always noticed things.

"Sorry about the state of it," Sōma said, which he said the way someone said it when they didn't entirely mean it — the apartment's state clearly predated any grief-related disorder. "He was mid-chapter when it happened. I've been trying to sort through what needs to stay and what can be boxed, but I keep — " He put the cardboard box down on a cleared corner of the table. "There are a lot of things that seem important until you try to explain why."

"There's no rush," Sei said.

"The building wants a decision by the end of the month. The lease was in his name."

"I understand."

Sōma looked at him — a direct, unhurried look that did not have the quality of assessment so much as the quality of attention. Haruki had looked at things with his whole face. Sōma looked at things with his whole self, but quietly, like someone who'd learned that quiet was more useful than noise. They were very different, Sei thought, and then immediately thought: they were not very different at all.

"Sit down," Sōma said. "I'll make tea."

The tea was barley — mugicha, cold from the fridge, poured without asking. Sei had a vague memory of Haruki mentioning this, years ago, on a late call: Sōma keeps mugicha in his fridge year-round. Even in January. It's deranged. I love it.

He sat at the table and held the glass and didn't say so.

Sōma sat across from him. He didn't have a notebook, didn't have a phone on the table, didn't have anything in front of him at all — just his hands and his tea and his attention.

"The studio," he said. "Haruki's working studio. It's separate from this — it's a rented space, ten minutes from here on foot. Smaller than this place but better light." He paused. "I've been going by every couple of days to check on it. Water his plant."

"He had a plant."

"He had one plant, which is a miracle given that he could barely remember to eat during crunch." A brief, complicated expression that was not quite a smile. "Cactus. He said it was the only thing he couldn't kill. I think he was relieved to have found something in his care that didn't need much from him."

Sei thought about the image of Haruki buying a cactus. It was exactly the kind of impractical-practical decision Haruki would make. He said, "I'll need to assess the studio materials. The tablet especially — there may be in-progress files that should be preserved for the archive."

"I thought you might want that." Sōma reached into the pocket of his sweater and produced a key — a small one, the kind that came with the kind of studio lock that was mostly symbolic. He set it on the table between them. "He had two copies. I have the other."

Sei looked at the key. He didn't pick it up yet.

"Were you friends?" Sōma had asked, on the phone.

He said: "When should I contact you about what I find?"

Sōma's head tilted slightly. An infinitesimal angle. "Whenever you find it." He curled both hands around his glass. "Can I ask — was Haruki difficult to work with?"

"Extremely."

The corner of Sōma's mouth moved. "He said you were the only editor who didn't let him get away with things."

"He got away with things constantly."

"He said that too." Now it was an actual brief smile, the kind that didn't quite reach the eyes because the eyes were doing something else. "He complained about you a lot. Like — a lot. The kind of a lot that is its own information." He looked down at his tea. "He said you once made him redraw a chapter because the protagonist's hands were slightly wrong in panel seven. Three hundred and sixty panels, and you found the one where the hand was wrong."

"The hand was wrong."

"He redrew it."

"He always did."

Sōma was quiet for a moment. Then: "He respected you. I want you to know that. He would never have said so directly — Haruki thought if he told you the balance of power would shift, and he needed to believe the balance of power was negotiable." He met Sei's eyes steadily. "But he respected you. I think it was important to him that you existed."

Sei adjusted his glasses.

He said: "He was the most talented artist I've worked with." Which was true. Which was also not the thing he was being asked, and he knew it.

Sōma looked at him for a moment. Then he nodded, once, and let it settle.

"Take the key," he said. "He would have wanted you to have it. I don't know why exactly — I don't know what it means in practical terms — but he would have. I'm certain of it."

Sei picked up the key.

On the other side of Tokyo, in an apartment over a convenience store, Kusunoki Ran was on the phone.

The call had taken her forty-five minutes to work up to. She'd done the research first — she always did the research first — going through the serialization records for Pale Transit, cross-referencing the masthead credits, finding the name in the acknowledgments of volume two: Natsume Yuu, assistant. The contact information wasn't in Shuumei's system because Natsume Yuu had never been a Shuumei employee, just someone who'd shared
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