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CHAPTER 1
THE PLAN

The late afternoon sun streamed through the window of
Momoka’s small apartment, casting warm golden light on the
chaos overtaking her bed. Clothes were scattered everywhere—
shirts, skirts, jackets, and a pair of hiking boots she hadn’t worn in
years. A suitcase sat open on the floor, halt-packed and already
bulging at the seams.

Momoka stood in the middle of it all, surveying her work. A
satisfied smile tugged at her lips as she checked the list in her
hand.

“Okay,” she said aloud to no one in particular. “Clothes, toiletries,
charger, passport..” She ticked each item off the list with a
flourish. The thrill of anticipation bubbled in her chest. This was
it. Her first real adventure.

The thought made her heart race. She’d dreamed of traveling for
so long, and now she was finally doing it. No parents hovering
over her, no professors piling on assignments—just her and the
open road, or rather, the open train tracks.



Her phone buzzed, and she grabbed it from the nightstand. It was
Kodai.

“Hey,” she said, propping the phone between her ear and shoulder
as she folded a sweater.

“So,” he began, his tone teasing. “You're really doing this, huh?”
“Of course I am!” she replied, a little too eagerly. “Why wouldn’t
[?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe because it’s the middle of the
semester? Or because you've never done anything like this
before?”

Momoka rolled her eyes. “You sound like my professors.”
“Because they're right,” Kodai shot back. “You've always been one
of the most responsible people I know. This isn’t like you.”
Momoka paused, her hands stilling over the sweater. Kodai wasn't
wrong. She’d always been the one to submit assignments early,
attend every lecture, and plan her days down to the minute. This
trip was wildly out of character for her—and that was exactly why
she had to do it.

“I need this, Kodai,” she said, her voice quieter now. “I've been
stuck in the same routine for years. I just.. I need to do something
different.”

“Ditferent, huh?” Kodai's voice softened. “Well, I guess I can
understand that.”

“Good,” she said, her confidence returning. “Because I'm going,
and nothing’s going to stop me.”

Later that evening, Momoka sat cross-legged on her bed, her
laptop open in front of her. She was scrolling through travel blogs,
soaking up tips for solo trips. A video about navigating train
stations played in the background, but her mind was elsewhere.
Her gaze drifted to the suitcase on the floor and the small pile of
essentials she had yet to pack. For a moment, a flicker of doubt
crept in. Was she really ready for this? Traveling alone sounded so
freeing, but it also sounded...territying.

She shook her head and straightened her back. “No,” she muttered
under her breath. “I can do this.”

Her phone buzzed again. Kodai had sent her a text: You sure
about this?



Momoka stared at the message, her thumb hovering over the
keyboard. She typed out a quick reply: Totally. I can’t wait!

Then she set the phone down and sighed. The truth was, she
wasn't totally sure. But she couldn’t admit that—not to Kodai, and
definitely not to herself.

The next morning, she found herself staring at her reflection in
the bathroom mirror. Her toothbrush dangled from her hand as
she studied her face. She looked the same as always—messy black
hair falling into her eyes, dark circles from another late night of
overthinking.

“You're doing this,” she told her reflection.

But even as she said the words, her stomach churned.



CHAPTER 2
THE GOODBYE

The train station was bustling with early-morning activity. The
scent of freshly baked pastries from a nearby bakery mingled with
the crisp autumn air, and the rumble of trains echoed through the
plattorms. Momoka stood near the entrance, clutching the handle
of her suitcase with both hands.

Kodai arrived a few minutes later, looking half-asleep but still
managing a grin.

“Morning,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “You ready for
this?”

“Of course,” Momoka replied, forcing a smile. “I've got everything
I need.”

Kodai raised an eyebrow. “You sure? Because you're gripping that
suitcase like it’s going to run away.”

She loosened her grip and let out a nervous laugh. “I'm fine.
Really.”

They walked to the platform together, Kodai keeping up a steady
stream of chatter about their mutual friends and an upcoming
party she was going to miss. Momoka nodded along, but her mind
was elsewhere.



When they reached the platform, she stopped short. The train was
already waiting, its sleek silver carriages gleaming in the morning
light.

“This is it,” Kodai said, turning to her.

Momoka nodded but didn’t move.

“Hey,” he said, his voice softening. “You okay?”

“I...” She hesitated, her fingers tightening around the handle of her
suitcase. “I don’t know if I can do this, Kodai.”

“What?”

“I mean, it’s crazy, right?” she said, her words spilling out in a
rush. “Leaving in the middle of the semester? Traveling alone? I'm
going to mess everything up.”

“Momoka,” Kodai began, but she cut him off.

“I don’t even know if I'm ready for this,” she continued, her voice
rising slightly. “What if I get lost? What if something goes wrong?
What if—"

“Hey,” Kodai interrupted, placing a hand on her shoulder.
“Breathe.”

She stopped, her chest heaving. The train doors slid open, and a
few passengers stepped off.

“You've been planning this for months,” Kodai said. “You're ready,
even if you don’t feel like it. Just trust yourselt, okay?”

Momoka swallowed hard and looked at the train. Her heart was
pounding, but she nodded.

“Okay,” she said softly.

She took a step forward, then another. Before she knew it, she was
on the train, her suitcase stowed in the luggage rack. Kodai stood
on the platform, waving as the train began to move.

“You're going to be fine!” he called out.

Momoka waved back, her stomach still churning with nerves. But
as the city blurred past the window, a small smile crept onto her
face. Maybe, just maybe, she could do this.



CHAPTER 3
LOST IN TRANSLATION

The train rattled along the tracks, the rhythmic clattering almost
hypnotic. Momoka gazed out the window at the passing
countryside, her thoughts drifting between excitement and
unease. Fields of golden rice swayed in the wind, and clusters of
houses came and went like fleeting memories.

This was supposed to be the adventure she’d always dreamed of.
But now that she was finally here, the weight of being completely
alone was starting to settle in.

Her stomach growled, pulling her attention back to the present.
She glanced at her phone, where she’d saved a list of
recommended restaurants in the area. Her first stop, a small rural
town tucked between the mountains, was still an hour away.

She opened her guidebook and flipped to the page about the local
area. The town was famous for its handmade soba noodles and
scenic hiking trails. Just reading about it made her stomach
tighten with excitement.But when the train announced the next
stop, Momoka froze. The station name didn’t match the one in
her guidebook. She frowned and checked it again, but the kanji
scrawled on the digital display was unfamiliar.



“Wait,” she muttered, her heart racing.

She looked up in a panic, realizing she might have boarded the
wrong train.

As the train slowed to a stop, Momoka had a sudden realization:
No one else 1s going to fix this for me. If I want to figure this out, I have
to do 1t myself.

The train doors opened, and passengers shutfled on and off.
Momoka scrambled to gather her things, her hands shaking. She
pulled out her phone and tried to check the train schedule, but the
app was in Japanese, and the quick, unfamiliar terms made her
head spin.

“Okay, okay,” she whispered, gripping the phone tightly. “Think.”
She glanced around and noticed a uniformed train attendant
standing near the door, helping passengers board. Summoning
her courage, she approached him.

“Um, excuse me,” she said in halting Japanese. Her voice wavered,
but she pressed on. “This train..does it go to..?” She fumbled for
the name of the station.

The attendant smiled kindly and gave her directions in rapid-fire
Japanese. Momoka blinked, only catching a few words. But she
nodded anyway, pretending to understand.

“Thank you,” she mumbled, stepping back to her seat.

By the time the train started moving again, she realized she hadn’t
understood a word of what the man had said. She slumped into
her seat, her frustration bubbling over.

Momoka sat back, staring out the window. I'm going to make
mistakes, she thought. But that’s part of the process. I can’t let one slip-
up ruin everything. I just need to slow down and figure 1t out.

As the train rolled into the next station, she decided to get off and
regroup. The platform was quiet, with only a few people milling
about. She found a map near the entrance and studied it caretfully,
tracing the train lines with her finger. Eventually, she spotted her
intended stop.

Relief washed over her. She wasn’t as lost as she’d thought. It
would take a little longer to get there, but she was back on track.



CHAPTER 4
SMALL VICTORIES

By the time Momoka arrived in the small mountain town, the sun
was beginning to dip behind the peaks. The air was crisp and cool,
carrying the faint scent of cedar and earth.

She stepped off the train and onto the platform, her suitcase
bumping along behind her. The station was tiny, with only one
wooden bench and a single vending machine humming quietly in
the corner.

“Okay,” she said to herself, straightening her back. “First stop:
food.”

The narrow streets of the town were lined with wooden
storefronts, their signs painted with elegant calligraphy. Momoka
followed the sound of laughter and clinking dishes until she found
a cozy soba shop tucked into the corner of a side alley.

Inside, the air was warm and fragrant with the scent of freshly
made noodles. A cheerful older woman greeted her at the door
and led her to a small table by the window.



Momoka glanced at the menu, her heart sinking when she
realized it was entirely in Japanese. There were no pictures, just
rows of kanji and hiragana she couldn’t fully read.

“Great,” she muttered, rubbing her temples.

The waitress returned, her notepad ready, and Momoka panicked.
She pointed to one of the items at random, hoping for the best.
When the food arrived, it was a steaming bowl of soba noodles,
topped with thin slices of green onion and a perfectly soft-boiled
egg. Momoka's stomach growled again as she took her first bite.
The flavors were simple but rich, the kind of meal that warmed
you from the inside out.

As she ate, she noticed a group of tourists at the next table,
chatting animatedly in a mix of English and another language she
didn’t recognize. They looked so comfortable and confident, like
they belonged here.

She glanced down at her bowl. Why can’t I be like that?

Momoka suddenly realized something: Theyre not perfect, either.
The tourists had fumbled with their chopsticks, mispronounced
words, and laughed at their own mistakes. I don’t have to be perfect
to enjoy this experience. I just have to try.

After finishing her meal, Momoka paid the bill and stepped back
out into the cool evening air. The streets were quieter now, with
most of the shops closing for the night. She wandered for a while,
letting herself relax for the first time since she’d arrived.

When she reached her inn, a small traditional ryokan, she felt a
deep sense of accomplishment. She’d navigated the train system,
found her way into town, and even managed to order dinner—all
on her own.

It wasn’t perfect, but it was a start.



CHAPTER 1
THE PATH AHEAD

The morning sunlight streamed through the shoji doors of
Momoka’s room, illuminating the tatami mats in a warm, golden
hue. She sat cross-legged at the low wooden table, her fingers
tracing the edges of the map spread out before her. The town’s
winding streets and forested surroundings were marked with neat
annotations, but her focus was on the red circle she had drawn.
The small, weathered shrine she planned to visit had been
mentioned in the mysterious letter she’d found in her guidebook.
It hinted at a hidden treasure, tied to symbols that might be
inscribed somewhere at the shrine.

Momoka tightened her grip on the map. She had told herself she
wanted to solve this mystery because it sounded exciting, like
something out of a novel. But deep down, she wondered if her
intentions ran deeper.

What am I really trying to find here?

The question lingered in her mind as she folded the map and
slipped it into her bag. Her intention was clear—she needed to see
this through. But the weight of her uncertainty sat heavy on her
chest as she gathered her belongings and prepared to leave.



The streets of the town were quiet as she began her hike toward
the shrine. The cobblestones beneath her feet gave way to uneven
dirt paths as she reached the edge of the forest. The towering trees
stretched overhead like a protective canopy, their leaves
whispering in the cool breeze.

The air was fresh, but her thoughts were anything but.

As she walked, her mind wandered to her parents. They had
always encouraged her to focus on academics, to stay on the “sate”
path in life. Her decision to travel alone—especially during the
semester—had been met with confusion and concern.

“Why now?” her mother had asked over the phone, her tone laced
with worry. “You're always so focused on school.”

Momoka had brushed off the question at the time, insisting she
needed a break. But now, as she trudged through the forest, her
mother’s words echoed in her mind.

Why now? she thought. Am I running toward something? Or am I
running away?

The forest path grew narrower as she climbed higher into the
hills. The sunlight filtering through the trees dappled the ground
in shifting patterns, but the beauty of her surroundings did little
to calm her racing thoughts.

She stopped to catch her breath, leaning against a tree and wiping
her brow. Her legs ached from the climb, and her backpack felt
heavier with each step.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered to herselt. “Why did I think I
could do this?”

But even as the words left her mouth, she knew they weren't
entirely true. She had made it this far, hadn’t she? The thought
sparked a flicker of pride, but it was quickly extinguished by
another wave of doubt.

When she finally reached the shrine, she stopped and stared. The
torii gate at the entrance was worn and covered in moss, and the
shrine itself was small and unassuming. It looked nothing like the
grand, mysterious place she had imagined.

Momoka hesitated at the base of the stone steps leading up to the
gate. She had built this moment up in her mind, envisioning it as
a turning point in her journey. But now, standing here, she felt a
pang of disappointment.



What if I've been chasing the wrong thing all along?

The thought hit her like a stone, and she clenched her fists at her
sides. She had come this far, and yet she couldn’t shake the feeling
that she had been fooling herselt.She climbed the steps slowly, her
legs heavy with exhaustion. At the top, she found the shrine’s
offering box and a small wooden plaque covered in faded writing.
She squinted at the characters, trying to make sense of them, but
they were too worn to read.

Momoka sighed and sank onto the steps, staring out at the forest.
The quiet was oppressive, amplifying the doubts swirling in her
mind.

Why did I think I could do this alone?

As she sat there, a memory surfaced—something her childhood
friend Kodai had once said.

“You always jump into things headfirst,” he had told her, laughing.
“You act like you have everything figured out, but you don’t even
stop to think sometimes.”

The memory brought a faint smile to her lips. Kodai wasn’t
wrong. She had always been impulsive, diving into challenges
without fully considering the consequences.

But wasn’t that part of what made her who she was?

The thought gave her a small sense of clarity, like the first ray of
sunlight breaking through a stormy sky. She wasn’t ready to give
up—not yet.

Momoka stood and took a deep breath, her resolve hardening.

She would search the shrine thoroughly. There had to be
something here—something she had missed.



CHAPTER 6
THE FIRST CLUE

The sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, casting long
shadows across the forest. Momoka lit a small flashlight and
resumed her search. The shrine was quiet except for the
occasional rustle of leaves in the wind. She scanned the area
carefully, looking for anything that might resemble the
inscription mentioned in the letter.

Her flashlight beam caught something etched into the base of the
torii gate. She crouched down, brushing away the dirt and moss
with her fingertips. There, carved into the stone, was a series of
unfamiliar symbols.

Her heart leaped. This was it—the first real clue.

She quickly took out her notebook and copied the symbols, her
mind racing with possibilities.

What do these symbols mean? she wondered. How do they connect to the
treasure mentioned in the letter?



For a moment, she felt a surge of excitement. But as the initial
thrill wore otff, a new thought crept in:

What i1f I'm wrong? she thought. What if this isn't a clue at all, just
some old carving that has nothing to do with the letter?

The question sent a chill down her spine. She had invested so
much time and effort into following this mystery, but now doubt
gnawed at the edges of her confidence.

As she stood, brushing the dirt from her knees, she gazed at the
quiet forest surrounding the shrine. The shadows stretched longer
now, and the air was growing colder.

Why did I think I could figure this out by myself? she thought. Her
chest tightened at the realization that she was entirely alone out
here.

Shaking her head, she forced herself to focus. She couldn't afford
to let fear or doubt distract her. She had found something—she
just didn’t know what it meant yet.

The next morning, Momoka woke early and made her way into
town. Her first stop was the library, a small but charming building
nestled between two shops. The librarian, a middle-aged woman
with a warm smile and glasses perched on the edge of her nose,
greeted her politely as she entered.

“Can I help you with something?” the librarian asked, her voice
soft and patient.

Momoka hesitated for a moment before pulling out her notebook.
“I found these symbols,” she said, her words slow and deliberate
as she navigated the unfamiliar Japanese terms. “Do you know
anything about them?”

The librarian adjusted her glasses and leaned in to study the
notebook. Her eyes lit up with interest. “These are fascinating,”
she said. “They look like they might be connected to local folklore
or historical landmarks.”

“Do you know where I can find more information?” Momoka
asked eagerly.

The librarian thought for a moment before disappearing into a
back room. When she returned, she handed Momoka an old,
dusty book filled with sketches and descriptions of local
landmarks.



“This might help,” the librarian said. “It has information about
many shrines and historical sites in the area.”

Momoka flipped through the pages eagerly until she found a
section about the shrine. There, among the faded illustrations, was
a diagram of the torii gate with the same symbols she had copied
into her notebook.

“This is amazing,” Momoka muttered, her excitement bubbling
over.

The librarian smiled at her enthusiasm. “If you find anything else,
let me know,” she said. “I'd love to hear about it.”

Momoka nodded, carefully tucking the book under her arm. She
left the library feeling lighter, as though the weight of her doubts
had been lifted, even if only slightly.



CHAPTER 7
A SECOND LOOK

The morning sunlight filtered through the trees, casting shifting
patterns of light and shadow on the forest floor. Momoka stood at
the base of the stone steps leading up to the shrine, her backpack
slung over one shoulder. This was her second day at the site, and
although her legs ached from the previous day’s climb, she was
determined to find something she had missed.

The shrine had seemed lifeless the day before, but today it felt
different. Birdsong filled the air, and the sunlight gave the
weathered torii gate a warmth she hadn’t noticed before.
Momoka climbed the steps slowly, her eyes scanning every detail.
She had searched the shrine thoroughly the day before, but
something her teacher had once said in class echoed in her mind:
Mistakes aren’t fatlures—they’re lessons.

She knelt by the torii gate again, tracing her fingers over the
carvings at its base. The symbols were faint, their edges worn
smooth by time, but they were there. She had copied them into
her notebook, but now she wondered if she had missed something
in their placement or arrangement.



“You've been here before,” she muttered to herself. “Look closer
this time.”

As she moved toward the back corner of the shrine, she spotted a
small wooden plaque partially hidden beneath an overgrown
bush. Her heart raced as she crouched down and carefully cleared
away the foliage. The faded characters etched into the wood
matched the symbols on the torii gate.

“This... this wasn’t here yesterday,” she whispered. “Or maybe I
just didn’t notice it.”

Her mind flashed back to something her teacher had said early in
the semester during one of their English classes.

“If a problem seems impossible, change the way you're looking at
it,” her teacher had advised. “Sometimes, a new perspective makes
all the difference.”

Momoka smiled faintly as the memory surfaced. She had always
thought the advice was about solving tricky exam questions, but
now it seemed to apply to so much more.

She copied the characters into her notebook, her mind racing.
The placement of the plaque suggested it was part of a larger
pattern, but she couldn’t decipher its significance just yet.

As she stood, she felt a pang of doubt creep in. The clues she was
finding felt fragmented and incomplete, and she had no idea how
to piece them together.

Her thoughts wandered to Kodai, her oldest friend. He had once
teased her during a group project when she became obsessed with
getting every detail perfect.

“Momoka, you make everything harder than it has to be,” he’'d
said, laughing. “Not everything needs to be solved all at once.
Start with what you know, and the rest will follow.”

The memory made her pause. Kodai had always been blunt, but
he was rarely wrong. Maybe she didn’t need to figure everything
out right away. Maybe all she needed to do was focus on the
pieces she already had.

With her notebook in hand, Momoka stood at the edge of the
shrine’s courtyard, staring out at the forest. The sunlight filtering
through the trees gave the scene an almost magical quality, but
her mind was already racing ahead.



The plaque and the carvings were pieces of something larger—she
was sure of it. She just didn’t know what.

As she made her way back down the stone steps, she felt a
renewed sense of determination. She didn’t have all the answers
yet, but she wasn't ready to give up. Not now.



CHAPTER 8
HIDDEN WISDOM

The streets of the town were quiet as Momoka walked back to her
inn. The faint glow of lanterns illuminated the narrow alleyways,
their light retlecting off the cobblestones. The notebook in her
bag telt like it weighed a thousand pounds, filled with unanswered
questions and half-understood symbols.

As she stepped into her room and slipped off her shoes, she sank
onto the tatami mat, her exhaustion catching up with her. She
stared at the symbols she had copied into her notebook, willing
them to make sense.

But the more she stared, the more her frustration grew. She
needed help, but the thought of reaching out to someone else
made her chest tighten.

Her thoughts wandered to Kodai again. He had always been the
one to push her out of her comfort zone, and his advice—

sometimes blunt, sometimes teasing—had a way of sticking with
her.



She remembered something he had said during one of their high
school debates, when she had been reluctant to share her opinion.
“Momoka, no one’s going to hand you the answers,” he’'d said. “If
you want to get somewhere, you've got to ask the questions first.”
The memory made her pause. Kodai had always challenged her to
speak up, to take initiative. Maybe it was time to follow his advice
again.

Momoka stared at her phone, her fingers hovering over the
screen. She had the librarian’s number—she had asked for it
before leaving the library earlier that day—but calling felt like
admitting defeat.

She took a deep breath and dialed the number before she could
second-guess herself. The librarian answered after the second
ring, her voice warm and polite.

“Um, it’'s Momoka,” she said hesitantly. “The girl with the
notebook full of symbols?”

“Yes, of course!” the librarian replied with enthusiasm. “Did you
find something new?”

Momoka explained what she had discovered at the shrine, and the
librarian listened intently. When she finished, the librarian
promised to look into the symbols further and even suggested
contacting a local historian who specialized in ancient
Inscriptions.

Momoka hung up the phone feeling lighter, as though a weight
she hadn’t realized she was carrying had been lifted.

That night, as she lay on the futon, staring up at the wooden
beams of the ceiling, she felt a strange sense of peace. The puzzle
was far from solved, but for the first time, she didn’t feel like she
had to solve it all alone.

“Maybe Kodai was right,” she murmured, a small smile tugging at
her lips. “I don't have to be a superhero.”



CHAPTER 9
THE PATTERN EMERGES

The forest was alive with the sound of rustling leaves and distant
bird calls as Momoka stood at the foot of the shrine’s stone steps.
The librarian’s words still echoed in her mind: “The symbols might
be connected to the surrounding landscape.”

She had spent the morning tlipping through the old book the
librarian had given her, carefully studying its faded diagrams and
handwritten notes. The word “symbols” seemed to appear on
almost every page, as though they were the key to everything.
Now, as she gazed up at the worn torii gate, Momoka’s thoughts
raced. Symbols. She had found them before, carved into the gate
and hidden near the stream. If they were part of a trail, then there
had to be other markers nearby—ones she hadn’t noticed before.
She adjusted her backpack and started climbing the steps.

At the top, she paused to catch her breath and pulled out her
notebook. She tlipped to the page where she had copied the
symbols and studied them carefully. The shapes seemed familiar
now, like they were trying to tell her something.



Her mind drifted back to her first visit to the shrine, when she had
found the carvings at the base of the torii gate. She remembered
the mix of excitement and uncertainty she had felt as she traced
the faded lines with her fingers.

Symbols, she thought again. I need to find more symbols. Momoka
walked slowly through the shrine’s courtyard, her eyes scanning
every surface. She moved beyond the shrine itselt, following a
narrow dirt path that wound deeper into the forest. The sunlight
filtering through the trees cast shifting patterns on the ground,
reminding her of how the symbols on the torii gate seemed to
shift in meaning the more she studied them.

The sound of running water reached her ears, and she followed it
until she came to a small stream. There, on a moss-covered rock
near the water’s edge, she spotted another carving.

Her heart raced as she crouched down to examine it. Another
symbol. The lines were nearly identical to the ones she had found
before, but they were slightly different—Ilike a variation on the
same theme. She quickly copied it into her notebook, her mind
buzzing with questions.

The word “symbols” echoed in her mind as she stood by the
stream. Each time she found one, it felt like a small victory, but it
also raised new questions. What did they mean? How many were
there?

She noticed a faint trail leading away from the stream. She
hesitated for a moment before deciding to follow it. The path was

narrow and overgrown, but she pressed on.



CHAPTER 10
THE HIDDEN PATH

The trail wound deeper into the forest, the trees growing denser
with each step. Momoka’s feet crunched softly on the fallen
leaves, and the air grew cooler as the sunlight dimmed. She
couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched, though she
knew it was probably just her imagination.

After what felt like an eternity, the trail opened up into a small
clearing. In the center stood a stone pillar, its surface weathered
and cracked.

Momoka froze, her breath catching in her throat. The pillar was
covered in carvings—symbols just like the ones she had been
finding.

She approached slowly, her hand trembling as she reached out to
touch the stone. The carvings seemed alive, as though they were
whispering secrets she couldn’t quite hear.

Her fingers hovered over one carving in particular, tracing its
shape. The rough texture of the stone reminded her of the torii
gate, the moss-covered rock, and the groove at the base of the
pillar. Stone, she thought. It’s all carved in stone.



The word lingered in her mind as she studied the pillar. Stone
pillars, stone gates, stone trails—everything was tied to the earth
itself, as though the answers were rooted deep beneath her feet.
As she studied the pillar, she noticed something strange. One of
the carvings was highlighted by a faint groove that seemed to lead
to the base of the pillar. Following it, she discovered a small
compartment hidden in the stone.

Her hands shook as she opened it, revealing a folded piece of
paper inside. She unfolded it carefully, her eyes widening as she
read the handwritten note:

“The path 1s never straight. Trust the connections.”

The word “path” jumped out at her. It reminded her of the narrow
trail she had followed to get here, the winding steps leading to the
shrine, and the journey that had brought her to this moment.

The path 1s never straight, she thought. But 1t’s still a path.



CHAPTER 11
THE FINAL STEP

The clearing was quiet except for the faint rustle of leaves in the
breeze. Momoka stood before the stone pillar, her fingers lightly
brushing the carvings. The note she had found still rested in her
hand, its words echoing in her mind: “The path is never straight.
Trust the connections.”

She glanced around the clearing, searching for anything else that
might guide her. The pillar, the carvings, the note—they all felt
like pieces of a puzzle whose solution was just out of reach.

As she paced, her thoughts drifted to the librarian’s words: “The
symbols might be connected to the surrounding landscape.” She turned
in a slow circle, letting her eyes trace the edges of the forest.

And then she saw it—just beyond the clearing, partially hidden by
overgrown vines, was another stone pillar. Her pulse quickened as
she hurried toward it, the weight of her backpack forgotten.



This pillar was smaller but just as intricately carved. The symbols
on its surface seemed to mirror those on the larger pillar, though
they were arranged differently.

Momoka knelt beside it, her breath catching as she spotted
something carved into the ground near the base of the pillar. It
was an arrow, faint but unmistakable, pointing toward a narrow
trail that led deeper into the forest.

The path s never straight, she thought. But 1t’s still a path.

The trail was narrow, winding through dense trees and rocky
terrain. As she moved, Momoka’s steps slowed. The sound of the
rushing stream faded behind her, replaced by the crunch of dried
leaves beneath her feet. She glanced up, and the sunlight filtering
through the canopy reminded her of another moment—one she
hadn’t thought of in years.

She remembered being ten years old, climbing a tree in the
backyard of her childhood home. The tree had been tall and
sturdy, with thick branches that created a natural staircase. But as
she climbed higher, her foot slipped, and she had nearly fallen.
She had clung to the trunk, her heart racing, tears stinging her
eyes. But instead of climbing down, she had taken a deep breath,
steadied herself, and kept going. When she reached the top, the
view had taken her breath away. She could see the entire
neighborhood, the rooftops below shining in the afternoon sun.
The trail grew steeper as it led into the hills. The dense forest gave
way to rocky terrain, and the air grew cooler. Momoka'’s legs
ached, but she pushed forward, her determination outweighing
her exhaustion.

When she reached the top of the hill, she gasped. Before her was a
wide plateau, and in the center stood a towering stone arch. It was
unlike anything she had seen before—massive and ancient, its
surface covered in intricate carvings that seemed to glow faintly
in the fading light.

Momoka approached the arch slowly, her heart pounding.



Beneath the arch, she spotted a small stone pedestal. Resting on
top was a wooden box, its surface worn but intact. Momoka
hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward and opened the
box.

Inside was a scroll, its edges frayed with age. She unrolled it
carefully, her eyes scanning the faded characters. Though she
couldn’t read them all, one phrase stood out clearly:

“The journey 1s the treasure.”



CHAPTER 12

THE TREASURE
REVEALED

The phrase echoed in Momoka’s mind as she sat beneath the arch,
the scroll resting in her lap. “The journey is the treasure.”

At first, she felt a pang of disappointment. She had expected gold,
jewels, or some kind of artifact—something tangible to prove that
her etforts had been worth it. But as she sat there, the meaning of
the phrase began to sink in.

She thought about everything that had brought her to this
moment: the letter in the guidebook, the symbols at the shrine,
the librarian’s help, and the countless steps she had taken through
the forest. Each piece of the journey had taught her something,
pushed her to grow, and brought her closer to understanding
herself.

The sound of the wind carried her back to another memory. She
was thirteen, standing on the beach during a family vacation. Her
younger brother had begged her to help him build a sandcastle,
and though she had started reluctantly, she had soon found
herself lost in the task.



They had worked for hours, shaping the walls and towers, digging
moats, and collecting seashells for decoration. But just as they
finished, a wave crashed onto the shore and swept the castle away.
Momoka had been furious, but her brother had only laughed.

“It’'s okay,” he had said, shrugging. “We can always build another
one.”

She hadn’t understood his calm acceptance at the time, but now,
sitting beneath the stone arch, she realized something: the value
of the sandcastle hadn’t been in its survival. It had been in the joy
of creating it.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, Momoka stood and took
one last look at the arch. The carvings seemed to shimmer in the
twilight, as though they were alive. She felt a strange sense of
peace, as though she had found what she was looking for—even if
it wasn’'t what she had expected.

On her way back down the trail, she paused by the stream where
she had found the first symbol. She crouched by the water’s edge,
watching the current rush over the rocks, and a memory surfaced.
She was nine years old, playing by the riverbank near her
grandparents’ house. She had spent hours skipping stones,
watching them bounce across the water before sinking into the
depths. She had been determined to make a stone skip five times,
but no matter how hard she tried, she could only manage three.
Her grandfather had watched her in silence before finally
speaking. “It’s not about how many skips you get,” he had said.
“It’'s about enjoying the throw.”

By the time she returned to the shrine, the stars were beginning to
appear in the sky. She stood before the torii gate, her notebook
tucked under her arm, and smiled.

The path had never been straight, but it had led her exactly where
she needed to go.



