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  A Doomsday-Shaped Sabotage


   


  AAAND WE’RE LIVE! Welcome to Konarun’s Prophecy Channel! Bam-ba-bam. Greetings and salutations to everyone. On this channel, I, Konarun, occasionally fire up my live stream to deliver prophecies of the world’s destruction to all of you. How fun. I ask you all this question: Have you told your loved ones how you feel about them? Sooo, I launched this channel four months ago and this is our twentieth stream. We’ve already got eight viewers—thank you very much, you’re all so lovely. Last stream you all kept saying that, with my low numbers, I should do an IRL stream from an izakaya—and uh, I’m socially awkward, so that’s a hell no.


  Okay, we’ll start this stream like always with our motto: Why should I stay sober when the world is ending?! Yeaaah, let’s drink to that. So today, I’m drinking everybody’s favorite: sugar-free Hyoketsu Lemon. Wheee… If I could edit this, I’d add in some cool effects, but this is a live stream. This is the 7 percent alcohol version. Now you may be asking, why do you care about your sugar intake when everything’s gonna be annihilated? Well, it’s all because this drink slaps! You should totally try it. If you like dry alcoholic drinks, this one’s for you. Do yourself a favor and hit up your local convenience store the next time you get a craving. 


  See? This channel is more than nihilistic rants about nothing mattering because the world’s ending. And heeeeere’s the snack I’m pairing with it. Hey! Camera, can you focus? This’s some popcorn I just heated up. I’ve always wanted to try doing that, so I bought some. Ack! You know, I probably should have made this during the stream. Welp, the Internet’s a big place. I’m sure you can find somebody else showing you how to make it. I’ve also got some rice crackers!


  Ooh, we’ve got twelve viewers now. Hey, guuuuys. Ooh, hi, Kara-chan, thanks for watching. SomeRandomSpy69 says, “Is that popcorn good?” Meh, it’s pretty mid. Popcorn is best when it’s freshly made, y’know? So it’s like, film it next time, bitch? Ha ha ha.


  And now we’ve got twenty viewers. We’re on a roll today. Oops! Hi again, Sumidare! Sumidare says, “This is for your drink at the end of the world” for 500 yen. Thanks for the superchat! I mean, money is gonna be meaningless pretty soon, for senders and receivers alike, but I appreciate the sentiment. May your next life be blessed.


  Sooo…even though oblivion is on the horizon, I’m just gonna chill tonight. Okay, so first, some announcements… I added more plushies to the collection. This one’s Yamato from One Piece. So, for those of you who haven’t read the series…well, I’ve been taking it slow myself, and I’m not even sure I’ve made it to Wano Country so I can’t exactly recommend it. There’s just so many anime and manga series I’ve only half finished. It’s so sad that I’m never going to finish any of them at this rate. But I know it’s impossible that every series I’m into will end before the world does—that’s basically the experience of every person who’s died ever. Real talk, there’s bound to be hella people who died waiting for Hunter × Hunter to wrap up.


  Somebody commented, “Is this a suicide stream?” Uhh, no no no, the whole world’s going down, so we’re all gonna die. It’s not just me. ChibaAKATokyo, you’re also gonna die. But when the fated moment arrives, I’m not gonna show you the gory ­details—that’s not what this channel is all about. Did I scare you? Or maybe you got some tingles. Sorry.


  ChibaAKATokyo, are you a boomer or something? Did you seriously think you were gonna watch some chick in her twenties drink and then suddenly off herself? Big yikes. Not that I’m here to yuck your yum. Hate to sound like a broken record, but we’re all gonna die. So we should all get our affairs in order. Hasta la vista, baby!


  ChibaAKATokyo says, “Whatever.” Ha ha, that username just offended all of Chiba. Oh, but wait, the boundaries between districts and stuff are also gonna disappear pretty soon, huh? This apocalypse isn’t gonna erase national borders and bring about world peace, though, it’s just gonna destroy everything. Though there won’t be any more wars and that’s a good thing. But it’s not like anybody’s gonna be around to appreciate that. Well, maybe some aliens will be like, “Yay, no more wars!”


  Ooookaaaay…how do I pronounce this? Is it doo-nash or doh-nash? I’ll just go with doo-nash. So do_nash says, “Stick to your original premise, bitch.” Um, well, it’s not a premise. It’s only been a few months since I established that the world is ending, it’s inevitable that it won’t feel real to you. Don’t worry, even if we forget it’s happening, we won’t exist in the end. What a comforting thought. Hasta la vista, baby.


  Ooh, we’ve got a lot of new viewers. Thanks for joining me on a day like today. And with all those puddles too—can you believe it was sunny this morning? Oh wait, guess that depends on where you live, huh?


  By the way, chat, where do y’all live? I mentioned it before, but I’m on the edge of Tokyo. Ooh, we have somebody from Kagawa. The land of udon and bone-in chicken. Man, I could go for some of that right about now. Right, we’ve got Tokyo…Kanagawa…Kobe…Hokkaido…wow, we’ve got quite the variety of places—wait, AKA, aren’t you in Chiba? You’re pissing everyone off now. Uhh…huh? 


  Yukimichi says, “The world is fake?” Hasta la vista, baby.


  This world is a lie, huh… Yeah, some people believe this world is ending because it’s fake. But if there really were multiple worlds, do you think we’d be able to tell which ones were fake? As if. It’s like, what if the other worlds are shit? Even so-called “worlds” like this one feel perfectly real to us as long as we’ve got delicious food, heartbreak, and pain. Come to think of it, you know how people tend to think the violence in manga and movies leads to violence IRL? Isn’t that ridiculous? I’d just love to get smashed in front of them while the world is ending and be like, “Hey, bitches, you’re dying right now—that real enough for you?”


  Like, who’s Alastor? See you in Hell, baby. Yup.


  Oh, don’t worry about the annoying doorbell. As I mentioned last time, that’s just my stalker. If you ignore him long enough, he’ll leave. But it’s really irritating. I mean, he’s gonna die too, so I wish he’d leave me alone. Is that real enough for you?


  “I see you’re going with a horror premise now”—yeah, I’m serious though. I’d love to show you what’s going on at the entrance to my condo. If the world wasn’t gonna end, I’d report him to the cops in a heartbeat, but I do have some sympathy for the people who’ll be in jail or detention centers when the world ends. He’s a former coworker. He shows up at the same time every day, so I just put up with him.


  Whoa! For real?! Dude! Okay, I’m gonna go off camera for a bit—bye!


  Okay, I’m baaaack. No, I legit just found out I’ve got a function that silences my interphone. Like, it’s a touchscreen, so I just now learned about it. Thank you, Kara-chan. You’re a first-time viewer and you really saved my ass. Even though all the connections I’ve made with people are gonna be meaningless pretty soon, it’s still a beautiful thing, isn’t it? Kara-chan, may your next life be blessed.


  So hey, chat, did you know about the doorbell-silencer? Oops, time for drink number two. I was so thirsty that first one went fast.


  Okay, guys, I’m baaack. SomeRandomSpy69 says, “Umm, ­everybody knows about the doorbell-silencer.” Hey, Some­­RandomSpy69, you’re a regular. Would it have hurt you to tell me about it sooner? It was ringing a lot last time too, yanno.


  All right, for the second time this evening, cheeeers! For my second drink I’m just having a Jim Beam Highball. Ah, you wanna know my stalker’s lore? His lore… Yeah, I got that question last time, and I didn’t wanna get into it ’cause I didn’t wanna dox myself…but I guess this stream is kinda boring if I don’t have anything to talk about, huh?


  Okay, I don’t know if anyone other than CrabClawz is curious, but I’ll go ahead and spill the tea. Like, I guess it’s okay to blab about my love life on stream when the world is about to end anyway. I’m not trying to diss anyone, but I don’t care if he thinks I am. It’s like, I’ll see you in Hell, baby.


  Anyway, like I said, he used to be my coworker. Oh, I guess I should mention I quit my job when I found out the world was ending. I went ahead and let my coworkers know that it’s a shitty job and they should all quit because the world is gonna end. They looked at me like I was crazy. They cussed me out too. But I’m in an invincible state of mind now—I know we’re all gonna die—so I shoved my employee card in their faces. It was so cathartic! I wondered why I was ever scared of them ignoring me or yelling at me before.


  Ooh! Thanks for the hundred-yen superchat, Yukimichi. “I love it when you talk about yourself,” Yukimichi says. Ah, ­shaddup. Go nighty-night in this world of lies—just kidding. Bless!


  So anyway, all the higher-ups were totally power-tripping at this job, but there was one person there who felt like a friend. He joined up around the same time I did, so we did our training together and helped each other out—y’know, like ya do. I mean, you’re kinda obligated to be friends when you work together like that. Anyway, we texted outside of work, and I told him I was gonna quit ’cause the world was gonna end. And I thought he was gonna laugh at me or roll his eyes so hard I could see it through the phone…but then he started lecturing me. He said I’d be “missing out” if I quit now. I mean, I don’t feel like I’d be missing out on anything by leaving that company even if the world wasn’t ending, but it took the world ending to make me realize that—isn’t life funny that way? Anyway, his lecturing wasn’t gonna sway me. So I dodged him, until he started messaging me through LINE every day and was texting me lectures and…pep talks, I guess? I knew he was a really intense guy from working with him, but seeing how far he’d go was shocking.


  Ah, somebody just commented: “Foreshadowing…” Well, I’m gonna reveal everything right now, so think of that as more of a preamble.


  Anyway, of course I had to get him to stop lecturing me—what else could I do? I knew the world was done for. So I ignored him for a while. Then he sent me a LINE text longer than any he’d sent before. 


  Ah, somebody just commented, “That’s so cliché.” Yeah, I agree. But of course he didn’t realize how cliché it was. 


  The text was like “Do you have any idea how worried I am about you? Come on, you’re an adult, you should at least have the courtesy to write back.” Then in the end, he says he has feelings for me. It was like, wooow, I totally did not see that one coming. 


  Real talk, I don’t care how nice a guy is, if he pulls a stunt like that, it’s an instant turn-off. It turns me off even harder than the world ending. Just pretend there was a big “booom!” sound effect there. Anyway, I didn’t know what to say, so I left him on read, and tl;dr, now he shows up at my house every day after work, still telling me what a nice guy he is.


  How does he know my address, you ask? New Years cards.


  Oh, ChibaAKATokyo says, “I’m worried about you, dear.” What, are you nice to everyone except those who proudly live in Chiba? Aw, well I don’t care if you’re an old man or lady, that was really sweet. Thanks for checking in. Anyway, for now, he only shows up around this time of day, and his LINE texts are somewhat on the pleasant side, so all I can do is hope that the world will end before he snaps. For now, my money’s on the apocalypse.


  Then again, if this were a horror movie, he’d break through my window and come kill me while I’m telling you all this—classic trope—but I don’t think that’s the genre we’re working with. This is more along the lines of a realistic drama? So nothing that extreme would happen. Or maybe this is slice-of-life. Saikano and The Avengers-tier shit is probably playing out somewhere else in the world. If you’re too young to know what Saikano is, Google it.


  Somebody commented that he’s probably watching this stream… Yeah. Wouldn’t put it past him. But even if he is, it’s not like he can break in, and I still have faith in the good side of him. It’s a subtle difference from the nihilism I feel about the world ending. It’s sad that we’re both gonna die, but the more you think about it, it’s actually not that sad!


  Hmmm… Samidare asks, “What are you doing with all your spare time now that you don’t have a job?” 


  Why, I’m very glad you asked that! Now that my interphone’s stopped ringing, I’ll stop yammering on about my stalker. I’m gonna dip off camera again for a little bit. But first, I’m gonna move everything off the tea table onto the floor. I’m gonna put my computer on the floor too, so whenever I’m bending over, I’m probably reading your comments. Ughhh, I spilled all my cotton swabs. Well, the world will probably end before I get a chance to clean them up. Anyway, I’ll be right back…


  Bum-ba-ba-bum-bum-bum-bummmm! I’m back, ladies and gentlemen! So here’s a little thing I’ve been working on for the past few months! I just finished it yesterday and I’m so happy I get to show it off to you all before the world ends! I had a hell of a time gathering all the tools and paints I needed for it!! Oh, I’m not gonna share a list of the sites I used for reference—just look it up yourselves, okay? Okaaay. I mean, I’ll at least let you know what my creation is called. So, a creator called Woody JOE makes these. Lemme read the title of the Amazon listing to you: “Wooden model kit of the Sir Winston Churchill Schooner, 1/75 scale.”


  Ooh, I’m digging your reactions, chat. I know, it’s big, right? You don’t buy it already built, you buy the kit and put it together yourself, and lemme tell you, it was hard. Really, extremely hard! How hard was it, you ask? Well, if one of you asked me to make you one, the world would end before I finished. Nothing encapsulates the privilege of unemployment better than making one of these bad boys. 


  Somebody commented, “I looked it up and it goes for 30,000 yen.” Yeah, that sounds about right. But buying the tools and spray paints separately really did add up. If you look closely, this part is really rough. But I’d say I did a great job, considering it’s my first go-round. 


  Hey, Dice6, what’s up? Dice6 says, “I show up late and see a big boat on the screen, lmao.” 


  Yeah, I built this! I was only halfway finished last time I streamed, so I hid it. I’m glad I finished it in time for this stream. Since it’s done, I’m gonna display it behind me from now on. Okay…should I put it here? Can you guys see it? You can see it, right? Oops, putting a giant model ship on a streamer’s sofa while she prophesizes about the end of the world—that’s not even slightly sus, is it? I wonder if some gangs use a ship as their logo? I don’t really care. I mean, I don’t care how sus it looks, it really is true that the world is gonna end soon! You feel meeee?


  So, tl;dr, I quit my job and built this boat. It was a lot of work, but it felt like a much more meaningful use of my time than my stupid job ever did. Ever since I was a little kid, whenever I saw a boat model kit at the toy store, I dreamed of building one myself someday. This was one of the items on my bucket list that I figured I could actually accomplish in the time we have left. I also had a silly fantasy about opening my own bar, but I’ll never accomplish that one. I’m not business-savvy enough anyway, so I sadly had to give up on it. Oh, right, chat, do y’all have dreams for the future? Even if you do, they’ll never come true, but I can give you my condolences if you’d like. Let me know in the comments.


  I’ll give you guys some time. Meanwhile, I’ll go clean up my cotton swabs. Look at me, cleaning up the cotton swabs instead of whoever’s going to destroy this world. Please clap.


  Okay, now…ooh, Dice6 says, “I wanna see the Uyuni Salt Flats with my own eyes.” 


  Hang on, I’m gonna look it up… Is this what you mean? All I see is a bright red ocean with lots of dead plankton. Oops, I was looking up the wrong thing… Whoaaa! Now this looks like a light novel cover. Sorry for the weird example. That’s super pretty. Ooh, it’s about thirty hours away from Japan. Yeah, you might not be able to make it on time. It probably costs a lot of money too. I’m on an Uyuni Salt Flats tourism page right now… Okay, huh, there’s a season for it. It wouldn’t look all crystal-clear like a mirror if you went now. So yeah, that’s a tricky dream to accomplish. Dice6, your failed dream has my condolences. Let’s just hope Heaven has much prettier views than that!


  Okay, what else… Wow, most people are saying they don’t have any dreams. But… What. Do. We. Have. Here? Some­RandomSpy69 says, “I wanna lose my V-card”? Well, you’d better turn off this stream and go straight to a brothel, or ask out a girl you like, or even beg one of your female friends to help you out. I’m assuming you’re a student with a lot of time on your hands. Not like I care, though.


  Samidare says, “After the world ends, I want to spend the entirety of my next life with someone special.” Wow, these comments are a lot heavier than I thought they’d be… Yeah, that’s above my pay grade, so I’m not sure what I should say. I can’t really give you my condolences either…and your dream might still come true? You see, this world is gonna end any day now, so your dream will definitely come true. Good for you, Samidare. You give me superchats all the time, so I just know your dream is gonna come true.


  Someone special, huh? Like a family member, friend, or lover.


  Sooo, can I talk about myself for a minute? I know, that’s weird to ask when this entire stream is me talking about myself. I’m trying to say that I’m about to get personal.


  This kinda has to do with Samidare’s comment… So, I recently went to visit my family and the small handful of old friends I have back home, and I told them about what I do out here. I told them the world was going to end soon and they should live by that prophecy. And boy, they let me have it! They thought I was so stupid. I tried to tell them how I knew I was right, but nobody listened to me, because of course they didn’t. They told me it was just a trending conspiracy theory or that I should stay off social media—you know, well-meaning advice like that. My grandpa said it was “retarded”—like, what year is this? Where does he get off saying a word like that? I guess it’s a word people used back in his day. Ooh, I should apologize for the ableist language, but who’s gonna strike a bottom-tier YouTuber like me anyway? I mean, if somebody sent a complaint my way, I’d just be happy for the algorithm boost.


  So, anyway, from the reactions of my family and friends…I had an epiphany. I was way too concerned with what my family and the people back home thought about me. See, I was bullied when I was little. So I hate my hometown and I never felt safe, even in my family home. But now that I know we’re all gonna die, I find myself wanting to at least die alongside them.


  Oh, what am I trying to say here…I know I’m kinda rambling here…I don’t edit my videos like other YouTubers, and I don’t script my stuff either. Hope you’ll understand. And if nothing else, I’m really happy to have people like Samidare and the rest of you guys to spend my final days with. I’m saying there’s good that can come out of this apocalypse.


  Oh dear, look at me, getting all sentimental! Our Spy friend took his paycheck to the whorehouse, I suppose—wait, I don’t need to have my computer on the floor anymore, do I? Oomph!


  “Your parents are probably hurting because their sweet daughter turned into a doomsday prophet.” 


  …You think so? I mean, I don’t feel like I’m pushing my prophecies on anyone. I’m just a smol bean streamer hanging out in my little corner of the Internet drinking booze and spreading the word about the apocalypse. You’re being kinda creepy, do_nash. That’s the sort of thing a geezer goes to a cabaret club to lecture the girls about. Oops, sorry, that was rude. I’m getting a little drunk. But hey, the world’s about to end. We might as well duke it out.


  PeachOolong asks, “What’s your proof of the world’s demise?” 


  Okay, well, I talked about this last stream, but lemme explain it again for the newbies. I mean, the regulars haven’t heard it all either. A paranormal channel with a lot of followers gave me a shout-out recently, which is how I got forty whole viewers today. I smashed my old record. Congrats, me!


  Okay, so, I should start with the quick and simple basics, so let me take a quick survey. This didn’t apply to anybody last time, but I’m hoping it applies to somebody today. Those of you who know what I’m about to ask, just bear with me.


  Now, can anybody see the wide variety of little creatures of differing shapes in this room? Some of them are floating, and some of them are loitering around on the boat. There’s one in the palm of my hand right now even. Some are shaped like bugs, others like snowflakes. They’re sparsely colored, but sometimes the colors change out of nowhere. Most of them are green right now. Oops, that one just turned purple, so they all might change color soon. Ahaaaa, see? They’re slowly turning purple now.


  So, anyway, these little guys communicate with me. They’re kind of like Pikmin—you know, from that game. They act as a hive mind rather than a group of individuals, and they hang out around me. And when they line themselves up, even though the shapes they form don’t look like letters, for some reason, I get a Japanese translation of what they’re saying—that’s how we communicate. By the way, I looked it up and the letters they make don’t resemble any written language. So, if anyone else out there can see them, raise your hands…


  I’m waiting for your comments. Hmm…got one. “I’m sorry, I can’t see them,” “I can’t see them through a camera,” “Dude, go see a doctor,” “I can totally see them,” “That’s not right,” “Wow, I didn’t know there was anything to see,” “I don’t see them, but I see something else,” “Of course I can see them.” Hmmm…who do I even believe here?


  Okay, they’re gonna spell out something for you guys. All right, the little guys are lining up on the wall behind me. I can’t read it, but I can understand the Japanese translation of it. Does that make sense? Anyway, if any of you can read what they’re saying, leave a comment.


  Okay, while you guys are working on that problem, I’m gonna go pee.


  …Heeey, I’m baaack. Ooh, you all wrote down some stuff. Somebody said, “As proof, Konarun, we want you to write down what you see.” You know, fair enough. Okay, I’ll draw them now and we can compare answers later. This is just an ordinary planner and a pen. Everybody either look behind my head or take a bathroom break while I do this.


  Okaaaay, done! Now, before I show you what I drew, I’ll just check to see if anyone else got the right answer. Uhh… 


  Ohhh, I’m so sorry…but nobody could see them. “Let the Looney Games begin”—SomeRandomSpy69, you’re still here? Time’s short. Go make your dream come true, my dude.


  Oh well. Anyway, what I drew on this paper is what these little guys on the wall behind me look like. Ta-daaaah. By the way, it means, “Birds of a feather flock to rice crackers.” They probably just put together some words they recently picked up.


  PeachOolong says, “Doesn’t Russian look like that?” No, it’s not Russian. I checked. “It’s low-key creepy” …Yeah, hard agree. The weird antenna thingies look like a double-W… See here? This part. See where I’m pointing? I drew exactly what I saw. They do look kinda like antennae. Are they antennae?


  Ooh! Whoaaa, you guys, I think they use their antennae to tell how much distance is between them!


  So anyway, I’m gonna carry on working under the assumption that you guys can’t see these little guys.


  Then again, I couldn’t see them either until just a few months ago. One day, they just suddenly appeared out of nowhere. So, to respond to that person who said I should see a doctor, actually I have, all right? But I’m getting real tired of telling the same story every time I stream, so I’ll just speedrun it, okay? Okaaaay.


  These little guys float around me all the time, whether I’m inside or outside. At first, I also thought it was a brain tumor or something. But the doctor examined me and found nothing wrong, so it was written off as a psychological issue. Though I do take the meds I was prescribed, these little guys haven’t gone anywhere. And over time, I began to realize the meaning behind the shapes they made and I started to communicate with them. Even back then, they were trying to tell me that the world was going to end, but I was so stressed to death at the time with work and my personal life that I was just like, get the hell away from me. I tried kicking them away, and they’d just bwooosh, fly right back to me, the little buggers.


  Jumping back a little, there was a specific catalyst that caused me to see these guys for the first time. It’s somebody you’re all already familiar with. A news anchor implored everyone to live life with no regrets because the world was going to end, causing the broadcast to go off the rails—remember that? Well, I watched the reupload on YouTube later. The anchor suddenly grew delirious and said there were stars or satellites flying all around, and it was so out of character that their co-anchors all started to freak out, and I was like whoaaa, what the hell is going on here—then the next thing I knew, these little guys were on the keyboard of my computer. Rather, they were all over my room. I freaked the hell out.


  I went back to the doctor—they didn’t go away. I let time pass—they stuck around. So I started to do my own research and found that our newscaster friend had a personal blog where he documented the same stuff. Just like on TV, he made blog posts saying that the little guys looked kind of like satellites—which is not what they look like to me, by the way—but he could communicate with them and he said they kept indicating the world’s demise. I don’t know why this happened to both of us, but having a complete stranger experience the exact same thing and learn the exact same facts—and most importantly, seeing all this with my own two eyes—was enough to make me a believer. I think the newscaster passed whatever he has on to me. It’s apparently a thing. Like, some people have observed spoon-benders on TV and then they can bend spoons themselves. So I’m pretty sure whatever he has that lets him see the little guys, I caught that.


  So, I quit my job soon after, and I wanted to share my experience with anybody who would listen, so I started this channel. I mean, if anybody else out there can see them like I can, then of course I want to know. In the end, I wasn’t able to get the message out to as many people as I’d hoped, but just having all you guys watch this stream right now makes it all worth it to me. Hasta la vista to us all.


  So anyway, that’s the story! Kara-chan says, “When I looked it up, I got goosebumps.” Well, your goosebumps shall not have been in vain. I hope you enjoy it.


  Ooh, we’ve got another superchat! “Thank you for the warm words earlier. So, where did those little guys come from?”—that’s from Samidare. Oh, thank you, Samidare! You and I both know very well that money is merely data that we were previously convinced has value.


  Well, I’d like to give you an answer…but I don’t know. After I figured out we could communicate, I asked them who they were way too many times to count, but the little buggers won’t spill. It’s still not clear whether they’re even alive or not, and you probably can’t see it right now, but the one crawling on my fingers just flew into the kitchen—oops! Heyyy!


  S-sorry about that. Did you hear that thunder? I thought the rain was getting stronger—so watch, I guarantee you this is some kind of omen, ha ha—oh wait, guess that depends on where you live. Oh, and by the way, these guys say the end of the world isn’t gonna be gradual. It’s gonna be gone in one fell swoop. Like, KABOOM!—the world ends. Like I said last time, we don’t know if it’s gonna happen today or tomorrow or next week. That’s the kind of Judgment Day we face.


  Oop, do_nash is back swinging. “Slay, Queen. Your logic is way more dramatic than your average conspiracy theorist.” Birds of a feather flock together, as they say. Me believing in creatures only me and our newscaster friend can see is kinda definitely the same level of bizarre as those conspiracy theorists who don’t trust the media, but believe everything they read on the Internet.


  But there’s one thing that separates us—these little guys are good for more than predicting doomsday. They can somehow predict the weather too. You know how the forecasts have been off lately? Well, these guys have a perfect track record so far. They don’t tell me the same time every day, but they’ll randomly pop in with the forecast and I’ll jot it down. They still don’t know tomorrow’s weather yet, so I’m sorry, but you’ll all have to consult the weather apps for that. Maybe these guys have weather sensitivity like a cat or something.


  They glowed! Whoaaa, that was another loud thunderclap. I hope the power doesn’t go out. I’d better unplug just in case. If my battery runs out or if the apocalypse happens, my stream might abruptly cut out. Sorry if that happens. My breakers are hella weak.


  So, I’m getting some comments asking if my stalker left…I’m sure he had to by now? It’s really coming down out there. I think he lives just outside Tokyo, so if he stays out too late, he’ll have a hard time at work tomorrow. If you’re still out at my condo entrance, you should go home right now, okaaay? Somebody pointed out he might be watching this stream. I’ll wave just in case. Hiiii!


  …Urk? Uhhh… Huh? Uh…is that what you mean? Ummm…uhhh…


  Soooo…I don’t know if you guys are looking at chat right now, but, um, when I said “You should go home right now,” umm…ChibaAKATokyo commented, “Okay, I will.” Sooo, ummm, that means…


  No, not that he’s the Antichrist—shut up, Spy69.


  Wow, chat is really popping off now. “He always seemed nice”… “He’s just worried about you”… “I get the feeling he lives near you.” Gross. Can the world please end now…


  Whoa, for real…oh… No—ohhh! Oh, thank god! Look! Chat, look! AKA says, “No, I just commented what I thought the stalker might say”! Ohhh! Thank god! Major yiiiikes!


  Wow, this might be my last stream and we almost ended it with a major downer! Luckily, it was just a coincidence. Oh, let me say right now, don’t give AKA a hard time. I feel so much better right now. Ahhh, thank god. Like, I’m okay with him maybe watching the stream, but if we could keep that as a mere possibility, that would be great. It’s super awkward, finding out somebody you know watches your stream. Okay, Schrödinger’s stalker, please stay in the box.


  Ahhh, that freaked me out. I’m gonna get another drink. AKA, if you figure anything out, let me know while I’m gone.


  Okay, drink number three…I saved the premium malt for last. Hoping I can stretch out my savings and get to zero at just the moment I die, so I switched from low malt to beer. Before I knew the apocalypse was nigh, I always used to feel scared and guilty whenever I spent money, but now that my goal is to get down to zero, for the first time, I’m having a good time throwing money around. I’m wealthy at heart, if not in wallet.


  But phew, I am actually so relieved… Okay, AKA, did we find out anything? “Did you get the name Konarun from the Terminator franchise?” Ohhh, no, sorry. God, I feel bad. You gave me peace of mind and now look at me disappointing you. No, I didn’t give my screen name a lot of proper thought like you did, AKA. You’re talking about Sarah Connor, right? Connor sounds kinda like Konarun. I doubt you were talking about John Connor. But no, I didn’t turn “Connor” into “Konarun.” It was my nickname as a kid.


  I guess I should give a brief summary of the Terminator series for those of you who are unfamiliar. So there’s this character named Sarah Connor—anyway, a bunch of stuff happens to her and she learns about Judgment Day—the day the human race is going to be annihilated. And she fights to make sure that day never comes. That’s what the Terminator movies are all about. Maybe that summary was too dumbed down… Well, check out Wikipedia or watch the movies if you want to know more.


  I do say hasta la vista, baby a lot, so I guess I do have a strange attachment to that IP. Thanks for educating me, AKA. You know, maybe these little guys who hang out around me were sent back in time by survivors in the future. Maybe they’re from future me, decades from now…that would suck. I’m looking forward to dying along with the rest of you. If I were in the Matrix, I definitely wouldn’t take the red pill.


  Wow, this popcorn is really good now. Maybe it tastes better after it cools down. Or maybe I just really love the chewier texture against my teeth.


  Ah, do_nash commented, “Says the girl who’s completely red-pilled.” Shut up and stay asleep, sheeple! Hasta la vista, baby.


  Red-pilled, huh… I wonder when that term took on negative connotations. People who call themselves red-pilled took steps to learn the truth, unlike me. Others might look at us and say we’re like that, but unlike The Matrix, I was never given the option of taking either pill. It was forced on me. If I had to make an analogy, I’m more like Sarah Connor than Neo. That’s right! I’m simply Konarun, baby! Imagine a “Shhhping!” sound effect happened when I said that.


  Man, this thunder, though. This is prime doomsday weather we’re having. Maybe this thunder is created by some man-made device and some bad guy out there is trying to exterminate humanity. Not like I’d stop him. I’m not as driven as Sarah Connor.


  And if you really want to overanalyze me, this model boat could be like Noah’s Ark. Sort of like an “Only the believers watching this stream shall be saved,” type deal. Don’t worry, this isn’t a cult, and I’m not saving a single one of you. You know, I wonder what will happen to all the animals? I mean, when they say “the world is ending,” they usually don’t mean the earth itself, they just mean human extinction. That’s the vibe I get from my little floating friends, at least. So I guess the animals are surviving. I hope somebody builds an ark and saves them.


  Whoaaaa—oh, that wasn’t thunder. I just got a succession of sucker punches from do_nash while I was looking away. This stream is going off the rails. I like it! It’s really giving apocalypse! I think I’ll do their comments justice by giving them a dramatic reading. A-hem-hem…


  “Shitty prophets like you are a dime a dozen. You should be ashamed. Families are being destroyed by people like you!”


  Ta-daaaah. Wow! Yaaay! Kara-chan left a supportive comment—“You shouldn’t write off everything as a conspiracy theory”—but I don’t want you guys to be at each other’s throats. I’m not bothered by comments.


  I mean, do_nash kinda has a point.


  Not to be a broken record, but yeah, they’re all the same. People like me, that is. There’re lots of other people out there saying stuff like me, and if the things they’ve done and said really have torn families apart, I can understand why some of you might wanna redirect that anger at me. Can you blame anyone who lumps me in with the rest of them? No one forced me to stream; I’m doing it of my own free will. I’m streaming of my own free will and do_nash is watching of their own free will. Hasta la vista, baby. Recite that mantra in your mind, Kara-chan, I highly recommend it. The magic words of wisdom from John Connor.


  Ah, and now Samidare commented, “For all you know, some of the prophets might be for real. Don’t be so narrow-minded, it’s unfair to Konarun.”


  Hmmm, yeah…yeah, that’s one way of looking at it.


  Uhhh…is it all right if I go on a conflicted tangent for a minute?


  Okay. So, in the interest of fairness, I’ll just put this out there: I’m not willing to give myself ulcers being nice to people for cash. That was the old Konarun. New me is gonna tell it like it is, whether you want to hear it or not.


  And, well…I feel bad saying this to you, Samidare, since you’ve sent me so many superchats, but…I just don’t want to fight. I’m a mediator…a mediator, nothing more. Please don’t shoot the messenger.


  Buuut…it’s for the best that you don’t believe any of the prophets are the real deal.


  What I’m saying is, I don’t think it matters if some of them are actually telling the truth.


  I mean, I believe that what I’m saying is true…but by the time I’m proven to be legit, nobody will be around to realize it. Whereas, if I’m a phony, I’ll have to live with that forever.


  So, setting aside my desire to share the impending doomsday with you guys, speaking as an outsider, I wouldn’t want people to believe in this stream and keep watching it. I’m looking at you, do_nash, Samidare—even you, SomeRandomSpy69.


  You think I sound crazy? Yeah, that’s how I actually feel. I mean, if my family members were watching a streamer like me and believed what they were saying, I’d want them to stop watching. I’d be worried about them.


  That’s why I want you guys to think of this as a chill hangout. Let’s stop being “gurus” and “haters” and “true believers.” Let’s all be neutral, okay?


  Everyone on social media who says things like “the world is on fire,” or “we’re all gonna die in a few years”—including me and that newscaster—we’re all just pretending we’re Sarah Connor, if I can expand on that Terminator metaphor from earlier.


  But sadly enough—is it sad? Yeah, I think it’s sad. Well, whatever. Anyway, everybody out there believes whatever snippets of information work for them, and even if there was some big secret hidden in all that information, it doesn’t have the power to turn the world upside down. If it turns out to be wrong, violence is our only true form of recourse. I’m just like the rest of them. Even these little guys happily flying around my face—I just got them from that newscaster. And you can’t even see them right now! What I mean is, my sources are beyond sus.


  And maybe—just maybe—there is a Sarah Connor among the other prophets out there. Maybe they are truly aware Judgment Day is at hand and they actually know how to stop it. And maybe they also have the drive to do so, and maybe they can stop the apocalypse from happening for real.


  But how can you tell who that person is? That’s the question.


  If you happened to find such a person, they’d have to put all the fake Sarah Connors like us under heavy scrutiny. But you wouldn’t be able to tell if this person was genuine or not in the first place—that’s what I believe, anyway—and even if you could, who has the time to sift through all the prophets and determine who’s real and who’s fake? Everyone’s got school and work. They’d rather spend their time more productively and focus on themselves.


  So that’s why—and this is 100 percent my opinion—if you truly want to cherish your own life, I think you should totally ignore the true Sarah Connors of the world that are doing everything in their power to try to save the world. Not to bash the Terminator series or anything! I’ve seen 1 and 2 more times than I can count. Young John Connor is BAE. Must protecc.


  Ugh, lost my train of thought… What I’m saying is, even if there were a real-life Sarah Connor who could predict the world’s destruction, I think that the rest of us are better off staying wrapped up in our own little lives until we suddenly get offed. I have a feeling that treating the real doomsday prophets like weirdos and ignoring them is the best way to live your life.


  As you die, you might regret not hearing them out. But I still think that’s okay. I mean, by not listening to the prophets, you got to spend that time eating and sleeping a lot more than the true believers.


  Damn, this’s gotten really long. Tl;dr, um…what was the point of that rambling tangent again? This is all just my opinion of course, but everyone who truly believes in the fake Sarah Connors and lives by their prophecies…they just glorify doomsday and use that as an excuse to do jack all with their time.


  Whoaaa, my comments section is insane! “Drop dead.” “Shit take.” “Seek help.” Yaaay. Hey, I really am thankful to you all for spending this time with me! I’m not sure I’ll be able to do another stream, so I just delivered my heartfelt thoughts to you all with love! Hasta la vista to us all!


  Yup. So. If you like talking about the apocalypse, or if you simply enjoy spending time with me, I’d be happy if you could hang out with me a little more. I don’t think having fun is ever a waste of time! If you have objections, I’m willing to hear them out, but I’m not gonna argue. The end is almost here, after all. No need to get stressed.


  Oh, and to those of you who are seriously angry with me because you trusted me…I suppose you’ve stopped watching me by now. If you’re still watching, there’s one last thing I’d like to say…can I say it? Well, I’m gonna say it regardless.


  I know I’m a rambling mess, but I believe in what I’m experiencing. Whether or not they’re genuine aside, that is.


  I’m honestly perceiving everything I tell you, and there’s no way I can communicate what I see effectively. I honestly believe the world is going to end soon, and I’ve been living my life the past few months working under the assumption that doomsday is near. That’s why I’ve been streaming. That’s why I quit my job, took the time to see my family, and made this boat.


  But—and this is a hypothetical—but if I’ve been interpreting things all wrong and nothing happens…well, it could happen. There’s no actual way of knowing if my interpretation is real or not.


  If the world doesn’t end this week…if it’s still here next week and next month…I don’t want you to go and believe whatever nonsense the next prophet tells you. I’m not saying that as a sore loser either.


  If the next chance comes around—don’t waste it. I want you to seriously ask yourselves what you want to do, what dreams you want to accomplish…pay better attention to the people around you—see them for who they truly are—and live a life that’s authentic and meaningful to you.


  Hmmm…sorry! That was a bit of a downer! Well, let’s lighten the mood by acting like a stereotypical YouTuber. I was actually gonna do an unboxing if the world didn’t end today—I’ve been planning it for days now! So lemme go ahead and open up all the random snacks I bought earlier today for y’aaaall.


  Ooh, thanks for the superchat! My first superchat from AKA! A 500-yen comment popping up like an oasis in a desert of a comment section. They say, “I enjoyed your talk.” Thanks for sticking with me to the end, ChibaAKATokyo. So you really are nice to everyone outside of Chiba Prefecture. May your next life be bles—
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  A Fanfare of a Flaming Type


   


  OH. NOW I GET IT.


  Old geezers run the world. That’s why I hate it. Geezers decide how work and school are set up too. My parents act all polite because of pressure from them. All the politicians and rich people and bad people I see on TV are all shitty old men as far as the eye can see…and the occasional shitty old woman thrown in for good measure. It’s bad enough being forced to see them all stuffy and ceremonial, but they’re just as bad off the clock too. Every Grammy, every Academy Award, every M-1 Comedy Award, every Best-Manga-Ever Award, every book award—it’s all decided by a small group of shitty old people. Oh, this has nothing to do with whether what they choose is good or not. I look forward to the M-1 every year, and I’m never disappointed with the winner. And sometimes the movies I watch happen to be Academy Award winners. And I highly doubt that musicians or manga artists or novelists send out letters kissing the asses of the people who nominate them—they wouldn’t be that tacky. Uh…they don’t do that, right? Or maybe they do…? Yeah, maybe they do. Seems like something they would do. Yeah, they totally do.


  Anyway, what I’m getting at is, the trends and systems of this world are cringe. The out-of-touch boomers shove their values onto us younger folks, saying, “This is really good! Trust us!” and they try to turn us all into shitty old geezers just like them. And from watching my parents and teachers, it seems like this system isn’t gonna run out of steam anytime soon. That’s why we all gotta do whatever we can before they brainwash us too.


  And on that note, it’s time we get going. I’m not sure you guys are aware, but there’s a painfully small number of things you’re able to do while you’re in school. Like, nobody’s allowed up on this roof, and though I’m certainly never going back up here again, I’m going to close the door just to be safe. Sorry, I’m slamming it shut with my feet.


  Whenever I act like this—whenever I start going off about shitty old farts, it really gets the creative juices flowing. You’re so scaaandalous! Respect your eeeelders! Go do your hoooomework, you little brat! The crotchety old geezers are lining up all the brainwashed brats in droves. Well, put us in line all ya want—we’re not drowsy losers at a pachinko parlor at the ass-crack of dawn and we’re not grandstanding like celebrities bitching at the government either. It’s the same as a dominatrix addiction or a gambling addiction. People are afraid of losing stuff, so they lose stuff. Funny how that works!


  Sorry I suddenly yelled like that—didn’t mean to startle you. Young and old, the world is full of pansies who can’t hear me unless I yell, so pardon me for raising my voice like that. My voice carries better in an empty dance hall than I thought.


  No, for real, I’m not mocking you guys. Real talk—though it’s much to my dismay—I’ve lived the sort of life that those shitty old people would approve of thus far.


  While I walk out of school, allow me to tell you all about my short life. I’m still just a delicate flower of a high school girl, but since the world is gonna end soon, it’s a little too on-the-nose to call my life “short.” I also like that you’re the only ones listening. This isn’t exactly the sort of feel-good story filled with joy, sorrow, and nostalgia that gets old people off.


  Anyway, I was born in the same hospital bed as my big sister. Seventeen years ago, I took my first breath. I was born with no particular congenital illnesses. I slept, I cried, I was your typical healthy baby.


  Hold up. I was gonna walk down the stairs ahead and go to the shoeboxes, but I’mma return Yoshikawa’s bat first—I kinda stole it. I broke it a little when I smashed the lock to get to the roof earlier. Hope I won’t get in any trouble. I’m sure everyone’s gonna die before the National High School Baseball Tournament anyway. Meh, I guess I don’t have anything to worry about. Though I do wonder what my next weapon should be. I low-key give off major A-student vibes. I mean, I’m in band. The music room’s got all sorts of quasi-weapons, but it sounds like fun hitting someone with my very own lethal instrument, so I’d go with a trumpet—that’s gotta hurt.


  Okay, I’ll pass by my classroom on the fourth floor, then head to the music room on the third floor. Ack, how should I break into the music room? Well, since it’s locked, I might as well be a good girl and steal a key from the faculty room. That’s a thing.


  Oops, I changed subjects there, didn’t I? Anyway, I was a healthy baby and I grew up big and strong. My earliest memory was in a car. My big sister and I sat in the backseat and we were driving to visit our grandparents. I don’t really remember the conversation, so it’s more like a silent scene from a movie, but that image has remained in my head all these years. I’ve been told that I was a very good girl ever since I was little. My own grandparents and all the old aunties and uncles in my extended family all loved me. My big sister already had a mischievous streak, so our differences were clear even way back then. I still laugh whenever I think about the first time my delinquent ass of a sister got in trouble with the cops, but that’s a story for another day. Since my big sister got a job and got her shit together, I shall have to menacingly drag this delinquent-ass bat around in her stead.


  Aha, and during that rambling monologue, my humble classroom has come into view. Considering all that noise I made on the way here, I’m surprised nobody stopped me. I guess it’s like what Big Sis always said: If you’re gonna shoplift, be loud and proud and you won’t get caught. But that sort of thing won’t fly with my class. I know that for sure. Well, whatever. I’m tired of making myself small.


  Yoshikaaawaaa! Here, thanks for letting me steal your bat. Also, sorry, I broke it a little when I hit a door with it. Lemme know if you want me to help pay for repairs—why’re you staring at me like that? Anyway, I’ve gotta go, Yoshikawa, you enjoy the rest of your life—gotta finish your bucket list before you die or you’ll miss out!


  Ohhh, here, Sensei, I was up on the roof planning to die before everyone else, but there’s something I wanna do, so I’m going out instead. Thank you for everything you’ve taught me!


  Oh, right, since I’ve been caught in 4K here, maybe I should bring this bamboo sword with me to the music room for protection. Good thing I decided to take Kendo as a martial art.


  What’s that? Kiyomi… Yay! What’m I doing? Hmm, how do I explain it…I’m breaking out of my shell, maybe? If the world was gonna stay the same, I’d grin and bear it. But the world’s on fire, girl! So I might as well go on and cozy up to it, y’know? For real, it’s kinda hard to cover everything in one neat soundbite.


  It’s like this: I can see things.


  I’m not a psychic or a conspiracy theorist, though. I’ll shoot you a LINE later! Okay, everyone else, bye! It’s been reeeeal.


  Okay, now I’ve said goodbye to my friends, so I think I’ll go locate my next weapon. The hallway has a much bigger sense of excitement and liberation than the classroom. The vibes are immacul—ack! Hey! Ah! Sorry! Whoa, you freaked me out! Well, you shouldn’t’ve grabbed my arm like that. Huh? You came to stop me? Well, I won’t stop. You’ll have to make me, and if you can’t, then it’s gonna end with one of us killing the other.


  Oh? I’ve got you wrong? Why’d ya bring your bat? ’Cause I can’t pay the repair bill right away? Huh? That’s not it? You’re coming with me…?


  You’re…worried about me? But Yoshikawa, you’re on the baseball team. The world might still be here when your next big tourney rolls around. You’re only a benchwarmer anyway? Hey now, don’t say that. Don’t let yourself get so negative. You’re as bad as me, going up to the roof earlier to kill myself and everything. You might as well—scratch that—you’ve gotta think positive and tag along with me. Oh, you’re right. Being confused might be one way of thinking positively. Well then, be confused together and see how far it takes us. Can we swing by the music room first so I can get a trumpet to smack people with?


  Well, in an unforeseen turn of events, I’ve got a companion. Now I’m even more excited to see what the next plot twist will bring. By the way, this is Yoshikawa. We’ve been friends since elementary school, and he’s played baseball all his life. When he was eight, he bullied me a bit and my sister kicked his ass—that was a funny little moment. Oh, and the punchline? Our parents did the apologizing. Frickin’ hilarious.


  Whaddya mean, “stream”? Oh, you wanna know if I’m streaming this? Of course not! I don’t want to risk anybody watching or stumbling upon an archive. Like, I’d love the money, but I’d never embarrass myself earning it that way.


  So why do I keep narrating everything I’m doing? Well, because I’ve spent my entire life keeping quiet. Now I’m making up for lost time, I guess? I figured it’s best I let all the pent-up emotions and newly liberated feelings out before I die. Also, you probably can’t see them, Yoshikawa, but the little guys growing from the ground are hanging on to my every word. We aren’t quite on good terms yet, so I try to mind my manners around them.


  So, completely ignoring what the teachers behind us are saying… Sorry, Yoshikawa, but I must continue what I was talking about before I burst into the classroom. Right, I was talking about my big sister’s rebellious phase. Let me be very precise: My big sister was indeed a full-fledged bad seed. She beat up younger boys, she was disruptive, she engaged in premarital sex, she smoked, she drank, and she committed larceny as well, but she and I had a wonderful relationship. There were no extraneous circumstances or outside influences—my big sister was just like that for no reason. And I turned out the way I did for no reason too. No way to fight your DNA, now is there? It woulda been nice if Mom or Dad took the time to let us know it wasn’t entirely our faults.


  Aha, I see. Yoshikawa has given me some very accurate advice as a seasoned escapee: If we’re flanked on the stairs, we’ll be surrounded. I do worry about his criminal record—ha ha, just kidding. If we make it down to the second floor, we could always jump out the window if it comes down to it. Yeah, I’ll test our luck here, I guess. Some of the other teachers will probably hear us and come chasing after us soon, though, so we’d better hurry.


  Ummm, Sensei? So sorry to interrupt you blocking my way, but I’m afraid I’ll have to burst through you now. You can’t stop me, ’cause I’ve got a box cutter and a stun gun I swiped from my sister’s room. If I feel desperate, I’ll either stab you or bite my tongue and die. So just back away peacefully today and I won’t bother you tomorrow. You won’t let me? Fine…then here’s a proposal: I won’t break anything and I won’t attack anyone, so why don’t you come with me—no, wait, please at least let me break the lock to the music room!


  Actually, this lady is Tarumi—she was my sister’s homeroom teacher. She falls into the shitty old lady camp, but I sincerely am grateful to her for treating my sister well, which is why I’d like to avoid getting my way by force, if possible. Wow, she’s able to lecture me while walking down the stairs at the same time. Impressive.


  Once we get to the bottom of the stairs, the music room will be right there—oh good, they’re in the middle of class. I’ll just pop in and take a trumpet. Excuse me—who am I? Watanabe Nodoka, class 2-4. I’ve been in music class with you before, but I guess I don’t leave much of an impression. You don’t remember me? No sweat. It’s aaaall good.


  Okaaaay, here we go. Thanks for your patience, Yoshikawa. You too, Sensei. I deeply appreciate your understanding that you couldn’t simply restrain me by force. After all, I’ve got a benchwarming—yet secretly rampaging—baseball boy on my side. Mwa ha ha.


  Why am I acting like this, you ask? Right, right, I was just getting to that part. Since you’re here, Sensei, why don’t you come with me to the shoeboxes and I’ll explain. I don’t want both my hands full, so lemme ditch my bamboo sword. Wheee! Oh, Sensei, you didn’t have to pick that up for me.


  So, to repeat myself, I’ve been how I’ve been ever since I was little. Old geezers have always loved me. It was extremely easy for me to pull off the grift with a wee bit of concentration. Anybody can do it. Basically, it requires projecting earnestness and pureness, along with having an unassuming air about you. Add in some effortless, unforced praise of the community you and others belong to as well, and voila! Well, basically, just behave the way actors do on social media and you’ve got it down pat.


  Then again, everyone eventually learns to act that way, don’t they? Even my delinquent sister has started talking about making connections and behaving properly around her bosses. So many dumbasses love to glamorize themselves for their self-esteem and throw themselves at their families and schools and companies and hometowns and countries like, love me, love me, love meeeee! I mean, I like all those things too, of course, but I’m saying I’m not gonna let anybody walk all over me anymore so they’ll love me, love me, love meee.


  Well, when I was your age—yes, yes, Sensei, I get it. Write me off. Blame it on the hormones, my age, call me cringe—whatever makes you feel better. Those factors will all eventually be normalized sooomeday. This is kinda like how society treats the criminals that they created like monsters. We’re definitely downstream of you guys.


  Yep, all the shitty old farts mix drugs into the water upstream before it gets to us, and I chugged it all down just like everyone else before me. By the time I got to junior high, I was a total addict. For soooome reason I can’t explain, I just love being praised by people older than me. I do think we need to cherish our elders, for real though. But, like, whenever I saw the poster of the kid in the school clinic with rotten teeth from doing meth, maybe it pissed me off because I saw myself in it. That’s why I really respect my sister for getting on the straight and narrow so quickly. Though at the same time, I think my big sister is shitty and boring like an old lady for using phrases like “practicing gratitude.” I guess once you hit twenty, you start dumping drugs into the stream yourself. After all, when you get older, you realize that expressing gratitude is important because now you’re one of the people that it’s being expressed to.


  Oh, sweet Sensei, so sorry to interrupt your lovely lecturing, but it seems an enemy has spawned in our path. Why of course, it’s because the second floor has the dangerous zone called The Faculty Lounge. All the narrating I’ve been doing has traveled down the hall and will cause some teachers to pop their heads out of the door, wondering what all the fuss is about. The man who’s popping his head out and looking up at us right now as we descend the stairs is Hatanaka-sensei, my Japanese teacher of the past two years and also the baseball club’s advisor. I do hate people like him who are so quick to yell at me—perhaps I mean to call him hot-blooded? Well, old geezers like him are a dime a dozen. People who exercise strike me as falling prey to hierarchical relationships way easier than you or I. You should be mindful of that, Yoshikawa—though we’re all gonna die soon anyway so it’s not like it matters.


  Oh dear, oh dear, I’ll bet he never thought an inconspicuous good girl like me could hold her own against him, looking him square in the eye, not bowing or cowering in fear. His spit and his words are filthy. Yoshikawa, quit bowing. You look like a bird.


  At last, the moment for my trumpet to blow fire has arrived. Whoa there, and Tarumi-sensei has reappeared in the nick of time. Hey, just where am I supposed to lower this raised right fist of mine? Yoshikawa, stop backing away slowly. You’re ruining our sick tableau.


  I have no reason to stand here and listen to my teachers lecture me, so I’m gonna do what I wanna do. Just lemme shuffle away with an ambiguous sidestep while we talk… You see, I promised I was going to get my life story out there before I left the school building, but I’m already almost out! Do whatever you wanna, Yoshikawa. The opportunity to do a sidestep in front of your scary teachers who mocked you won’t ever come again—don’t waste it!


  Mwa! Ha haaah. You have no right to be angry with me, dearly esteemed teachers. You mocked us from day one. Theeeere, there, look at the good little girl who grew up to fit right in with the society you shitty old geezers built. Must be nice, having it so easy. Sometimes you get girls like my big sister who give you a hard time at first but leave a surprisingly big impact on you, you shitty trashy bald old geezers!


  Wow, I spat out so many unfamiliar words I bit my tongue. Time to regroup. Don’t you fucking dare waltz into your alma matter and reminisce over what a bad girl you used to be, beloved big sister of mine.


  Oh dear, I’ve strayed off topic again—I was telling my life story. As I mentioned earlier, I do love my sister very much, of course I do. She took very good care of me when I was in junior high, in all the ways that count. We were good friends, for one, and my sister’s bizarre activities made good stories, and she passed down some cursed knowledge too, as sisters do. But on the flip side, there was one horrible thing about our relationship—and it’s a biggie. Since my sister was so bad, by comparison, the shitty old people liked me all the more, and I grew to develop a thirst for their praise. It felt so warm and fuzzy for a little while…until I realized just how much of my soul had been sapped dry. I suppose that’d explain why the one guy who liked me happened to be older. He was one grade above me in junior high school band, and he put out some feelers before asking me out, but nothing wound up happening. What’s wrong, Yoshikawa, didn’t you know? Huh? Oh, guess I never told you.


  Well, that was the flippant way I lived my life in junior high. It wasn’t until I entered high school that I truly became self-aware. I figured I’d join the band in high school since I did that in junior high. Kiyomi and I became friends there. We were in the same class since our first year and we were really close. Oh, for the record, Kiyomi, Yoshikawa, and my sister didn’t teach me to sidestep like this—don’t blame my lame moves on them.


  Oh, there wasn’t a major catalyst that started all of…this. It just dawned on me that being a good girl day in and day out all those years had paralyzed me. I was like, huh? Am I already on a high-speed train hurdling toward becoming a shitty old geezer myself? I wanted to have a pure soul for a little while longer—isn’t all this happening too fast? It hit me like a ton of bricks in the middle of class. I was in such a daze that I totally didn’t listen to any of the Modern Japanese lecture that day.


  Right, I am deeply grateful that we’ve ended this pointless dispute. What shall we do—shall we duke it out? In the faculty lounge? Oh, but we mustn’t—looks like we’ll have to have a showdown. Oh my, it appears Tarumi-sensei is accompanying me to the shoeboxes. Go on ahead. If you wish to stall for time and call my parents, be my guest. Then it will finally be time for this trumpet to take center stage. I should take better care of my instruments, you say? Oh, I love musical instruments. Any of them can be a weapon—just like an action movie! Not Mission Impossible—I’m more a Kingsman girl. 


  Well, I suppose the three of us will make our way to the shoeboxes together, then. I’m leaving school forever, but you two can make your own decisions. Please, Yoshikawa, stop all that stupid bowing. Welp. Fare-zee-well!


  Tarumi-sensei, um, from hearing me talk for the past few minutes, I imagine you believe I’ve gone temporarily insane, right? Well, you’re dead wrong. I’m not sure how much of my narration you overheard, but as I became more and more the good little girl that shitty old geezers like, I realized that I already had a one-way ticket to becoming one of them. I’d lapped up more poisoned water than average and the shitty old farts praised me for it—that’s how I lived my life. Hey now, stop giving me that sweet yet condescending look—if you keep staring at me, you’ll fall down—do watch your feet.


  I could imagine it pretty clearly…a more permanent transformation was going to happen any day. It shocked me. Now, I say that, but I didn’t try to do anything about it. I simply gave up. Sooner or later, everyone’s gonna fall on that trajectory regardless. My parents, my teachers, even my big sister all got on it. Yoshikawa, Kiyomi, and everyone else are going to begin the transformation into shitty old people someday. If you’re in it for the long haul in this society, it can’t be avoided. Submerge your shame and bear it. Bear it until you can forget it and force the younger generation to swallow your bullshit. Shame is shame, of course—what a shame. Forcing someone else to become just like you? I can’t imagine anything more shameful than that.


  And yet…something shocking came to light. After all, the world is going to be destroyed. I didn’t believe it at first. I just happened to stumble upon a trash-tier YouTuber who was saying that kinda thing and started chatting with her for funsies. Oh, don’t worry, I didn’t give away any personal info. I didn’t use my real name—I actually masqueraded as a boy kinda like Yoshikawa. Don’t get mad, please? I mean, really, I just trolled her a little and then I was done with it.


  But before I realized it, I could see little guys like she does, they were growing from the floor. And they’re telling me the world is gonna end.


  See? Every time I step down, right beside my footprint, there’s two eyes, a nose, and a mouth popping up directly from the floor. They’re kind of like that talking orange cartoon thingy? They’re weird, but once you get used to them, they’re kinda cute. They’re not saying anything now, but they can talk. They sound like little boys. You can’t see them? I couldn’t see them before either. Maybe I’ll start to see a different variety of them later. Hey, don’t look at me like that. I’m not crazy.


  I could attempt to explain them, but I’d never be able to do them justice, so I won’t even bother. Unlike shitty old farts, I don’t enjoy cackling hideously and smugly while I explain things to the ignorant masses. I just suddenly noticed them one day. I don’t know why they’re shaped differently from the ones that the YouTuber sees either.


  So what I’m getting at is…if you know the world is ending soon, everything takes on a different meaning. It’s like, hold up, I thought I was gonna become a crotchety old fart, go senile, and lose my sense of pain and self-awareness. I thought I could handle all of that—but now you’re telling me I’m gonna die with my wits about me? Well, what’m I doing on this godforsaken train, then? Everything suddenly sucked big time, so I ditched class and went up to the roof. I wasn’t planning on dying quite yet. I did it as a dry run, like, to prepare myself for oblivion.


  But thank goodness…these little guys told me I had a bit more time left. And then I had an epiphany: “I’m gonna die soon anyway, so I might as well die.” But I was wrong for thinking that. I mean, turning into a shitty old geezer is no different from dying. But considering my life up until this moment, I was also as good as dead! I went to class dead! Yoshikawa’s talking about the physical body—I’m talking about the soul.


  I started to feel extremely guilty about all the thoughts and feelings I’d been killing my whole life. So as a little test, I decided to put into words all the things I hate, and once I started, I just couldn’t stop. I know, right? I was never this talkative before! Except I was, you see—I just pretended I wasn’t, to appease the shitty old geezers!


  I can see exactly what you’re thinking right now, Sensei. You’re wondering, how do I calm her down? But I can also see the thought lurking behind that one. Maybe, just maybe, you can see it much clearer than these little guys by my feet. After all, I know what you told my sister all those years.


  “How did she turn out this way? She must be going through something hard or have a complicated living environment.” There must be some massive reason or story behind my behavior, right? Oh, so if the reason I’m suddenly cussing out old people and letting all my pent-up thoughts explode out of me is domestic violence, would that make you happy? If you could see my scars, would you feel a twinge of sympathy? That’s gross.


  Sorry, but I don’t have a single fucking sob story in me.


  Ah, so you can’t listen to a problem child if they’re not an obvious victim? You can’t lend a sympathetic ear unless they’re less fortunate than you? Oh, I see. How interesting.


  See, that’s the main reason why I didn’t try to turn things around after I had my epiphany. I was born into a middle-class family, I had average looks, was born to average parents, and even though my big sister was bad, I was born into a world where shitty old people were worried about me because of that—what exactly do I have to complain about? If I went on a sudden rampage, nobody would be tripping over themselves to be my ally. Then again, no man is an island. I don’t have the benefits of wealth, beauty, or ideological parents, neither do I have a disadvantage of poverty, ugliness, or ideological parents! Of course I’ve got my issues, but they’re the middest of mid. I’m a slightly faster-than-average runner. That’s all I’ve got going for me.


  In our society of school, work, and social media, I’ve seen so many kids brainwashed by shitty old farts who police on people for complaining when they’re deemed as ones who don’t deserve to complain. My life has been devoid of natural disasters or freak accidents or incurable illnesses—boing! But don’t get me wrong; I don’t want to be a victim, and I offer my sincerest condolences to those who have suffered.


  See, even though I’m so pissed off, even I don’t think I deserve to hate myself.


  Also, I shouldn’t have said boing earlier, that was too flippant of me…boing.


  I don’t care if you don’t understand me. It’s finally here. The world is about to end. I’m sick and tired of slurping up the world that these shitty old geezers left me like it’s some long-beloved sauce. I’m sure there’re dead flies in it anyway.


  And at last, I find myself on the first floor, at the climax of my last day of school foreeeever. Hm, what was that, Yoshi­kawa? Don’t say that. Don’t apologize—there was no way to know. I’m actually grateful for you. Even if you’re my enemy right now, seeing as you’re desperately trying to think of a way to get me to go back to class. I’m starting to wish that I’d gone on this rampage earlier. Maybe I actually had a chance of finding some allies. Thank you…but the world is about to end ­anyway.


  Sensei, don’t blame yourself. You just got caught in the crosshairs—you’re not at fault. If there is something you did wrong, it wasn’t failing to notice the girl behind my mask—it’s something much bigger. It doesn’t even have to do with your role as teacher. It’s even bigger than that. I have a feeling it’s that you were complicit in reinforcing the way this world works. No way you could fight it on your own—you wouldn’t live to tell the tale. Cherish yourself, ’kay? You and all those like you worked together to create the criminals who shook up society, and people like the girl I used to be. Congratulations.


  Do you think I’m an arrogant child? Well, it doesn’t matter anymore. There’s no difference between the ramblings of a high school girl like me and the driveling of the shitty old people who’ve destroyed the world with military weapons. The world is going to end. It’ll end even if the shitty old geezers beg it not to, and it’ll end even if plead it to.


  What if the world doesn’t end? I simply don’t entertain that possibility. I’ve abandoned the thought that if I’m reborn, it’ll have to be on this planet—wheee, throw it all in the trash. You can’t stop it, Sensei, it’s already happening.


  Ahhh, shitty old people often placate children with “what about your future?” or “you’ve got to have your life planned out.” And I’m telling you, it’s bullshit. Seriously, believing that bullshit was the only reason I chose to live a life I hated!


  Why didn’t I say all of this sooner, you ask? Oh shit! Sensei, don’t tell me you’re one of those people who shame somebody on social media for whistleblowing well after the fact! You’re not? Oh, good. The thought that one of those people was my teacher all this time makes me wanna puke.


  What’s my objective, you ask? Well, first I’m gonna go beat some sense into my sister. I know she gave you a hard time, Sensei, but I genuinely preferred her the way she used to be. Ugh, listen to me! “Those were the days”—that’s the shitty old catchphrase of the year! Well, whatever. Not as if it matters that I’ve become like this.


  I’ve finally reached the shoeboxes…this is where my life truly begins. And I find myself holding a custom-made trumpet, but I don’t suppose this is the time or place to play it. Aha, this is like a textbook ambush, isn’t it? We’re free to scream as loud as we want down here—you teachers have already crossed the line. Trying to take me down by force? You’re forcing a student to turn a forbidden weapon on you, but I guess that’s okay. That’s right, I have zero intention of talking it out. Did you think a heart-to-heart would get this wayward girl to see the light? Did you think there would be a cathartic resolution or message to learn from all this? Don’t be so soft. I won’t let you have that happy ending you dreamed up in your minds.


  I’ve finally discovered the authentic me—the person all you shitty old motherfuckers desperately tried to silence for all those years.


  Well…it’s time to bid adieu to the daily grind. I wasn’t supposed to be able to put a stop to it, but looks like I have now.


  What’s your move, Yoshikawa? You can tag along if you want. Spending the last moments of the apocalypse duking it out with a friend of an opposing ideology? Sounds awesome. To you, I might not be quite like a sister, but it’d still be like a grudge match. Of course, spending my final moments running around the world with a friend is tempting for me too.


  Yeah, I get it, you can’t make a decision on the spot. That’s why you’ll always be a benchwarmer. Aww, just kidding…actually I’m half-serious. Real talk, I was actually really fucking happy that you followed me earlier.


  Well, I’m off. Even if you catch me…even if you beat me up, Yoshikawa…and even if I die…I finally got my few days, weeks, or months of freedom, and I’ve decided to live my final days to the fullest.


  I’ve got loads of things I want to do…I wonder if I have enough time? All the shitty old fucks are staring judgmentally at me right now…but I’ve never felt so excited.


  Ahhh, I’m on fire.
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  A Demonic Obligation


   


  OUR TEACHER is a demon.


  I know, because he says so.


  He’s wearing a human skin suit right now. But when he dies, it’s back to the demon realm for him. Becoming human to study the human race is kind of like their version of social studies class, so you’ll sometimes come across demons disguised as adults. Luckily, our teacher is nice. When rowdy kids run down the halls and bump into him, he’s the one who apologizes. I’m pretty sure he’s never yelled at or hit anybody either. I once asked him why he was so nice even though he’s a demon, and he said, “If I acted like a demon, that would blow my cover, wouldn’t it?” Fair point. And sure enough, none of the other adults in his circle have noticed that my teacher is a demon.


  My teacher hid his true identity his entire life, ever since he was a child. That’s because demons and humans usually don’t get along. But it really hurts keeping a secret, doesn’t it? Friends have shared secrets with me before, begging me not to tell anyone, and I promised I wouldn’t…but then I would go and spill the beans. I’ve done that too many times to count. My mom is a chatterbox, so maybe that’s where I got it from. But my teacher kept his secret three times as long as his students have been alive—truly impressive.


  So when my teacher told me a couple months ago that he no longer needed to hide his demonic roots, I told him I was happy for him. He then let me see the demon crest on his back, and it didn’t go away when I rubbed it. All demons have that mark in inconspicuous places on their bodies because it wouldn’t be good if people saw them. The reason why my teacher no longer has to hide that he’s a demon is because a messenger from the demon realm came to our surface world and gave him some very important information. I don’t know what exactly it was, though. The demon covenant forbids them from sharing it with us humans. But my teacher can now say he’s a demon with pride because this world will soon be a hospitable place for humans and demons to coexist—that’s my guess, at least. I think good things are going to happen. And I’m sure that the first good thing that happens will be to Tawara.


  I have a ton of memories with my teacher. When I was a second-grader, my teacher spoke with my family at the sports festival. My mom was particularly enthusiastic about it, and she shared some of the lunch she made with him. I was embarrassed about it, but my teacher happily gobbled up the fried eggs and told my mom they were deliciously old-fashioned. And a whole week after the sports festival, my teacher kept telling me those fried eggs truly were the most delicious he’d ever had. If I had told my mom what he said, she probably would’ve started serving fried eggs for dinner every night, so I kept it to myself. That’s a happy little secret memory of mine, from back before I found out my teacher was a demon.


  My teacher always loved the odds and ends he found in the human world. He said he loved the old-fashioned seasoning my mom used on the fried eggs, and he taught us about some of the things ancient poets said that couldn’t be found in textbooks. My teacher uses old things too. He uses an old-school flip phone instead of a smartphone, for example. He also brought his old fountain pen from home and showed the two of us how he writes with it. It looked really difficult. Also, my teacher’s watch is old. I associate that watch with a special memory I have with my teacher.


  My teacher and I live in different towns, so we rarely see each other outside of school. But I’ve sometimes run into him when he’s not at work.


  There’s this one shopping street that everybody from my town goes to if they grew up here—yes, that’s the street I’m talking about. Did you know there’s an old watch shop tucked away on the corner? It’s decrepit and dark inside, and most of its windows seem like they’re fogged up. I never told anybody this, but I was always scared to walk by it when I was little. It didn’t feel like anyone was inside, and I always thought that if somebody died in there, no one would ever notice. And if that was true, then there were almost certainly corpses and ghosts in that shop—a ­terrifying thought.


  It was about three years ago when I discovered that the watch shop wasn’t so scary after all. One Sunday, I was playing with Hachinose, who was a friend of mine at the time, and the others, but when we got to the shopping street, everyone randomly ran off. I went looking for them, and when I got all the way to the corner where the watch shop was, I saw my teacher walk out of it. Though he recognized me right away, it had been a while since I’d talked to him since my third-grade homeroom teacher was Nakamizo-sensei. I was really surprised to see my teacher come out of that watch shop, but he wasn’t surprised to see me in the least. He just asked if I was running errands for my parents. I told him I wasn’t. Then I told him Hachinose and my other friends had suddenly disappeared on me. He smiled at that—the way you’d least expect a demon to smile—and told me if I couldn’t find my friends, I should run along home before it got dark, or I would be in danger.


  I was concerned that if I ditched my friends, they might hate me for it, but I was more preoccupied with what my teacher was ­doing at that shop. If I’d known my teacher was a demon back then, even if he’d lied to me and said that shop was where demons had their regular meetings, I probably would have believed him. But my teacher was still pretending to be a human around me, so he simply said he was there to get his watch repaired. 


  That gloomy place was apparently really good at repairing watches. I saw my teacher’s watch for the first time that day. It was so cool. It was simpler than the watches grown-ups like my dad wore. And even though it wasn’t digital, it seemed to glow. My teacher said that watch was made the old-fashioned way. I thought that was so cool. I never saw him wear it at school, but I’ve always wanted to wear a cool watch like that when I grow up, so that’s why I remember the first time I saw my teacher’s watch so well. Later, my mom told me that kind of watch goes for a lot of money at antique and vintage shops. Apparently, all old things of fine quality in this world are like that. 


  My teacher got his watch from his human grandfather. Yes, human. His grandfather knows my teacher’s a demon, but he’s a human himself. My teacher uses that watch to help him blend in with humans. But now that he no longer has to hide that he’s a demon, maybe he won’t have to worry about that anymore. I sure hope so. It’s hard to fit in with everyone—even if you’re a human—so it must be much harder for demons.


  Aha…that must be why my teacher was always so nice to us. Putting it into words has finally made me realize that. There’s no telling just how hard, how painful my teacher’s experiences have been, especially compared to other humans.


  —Two roads diverged in a wood and I, I took the one less traveled.


  Those are the words of a historical poet my teacher taught me about. The first time I heard the poem, I thought that if I chose the road less traveled, I’d surely get lost. I also assumed my teacher chose the road less traveled because he’s a demon. But I think he was trying to get across that all of us can choose the road less traveled and be just fine.


  I have so many other memories of my teacher. I was trying to get them out chronologically from the time I was a first-grader, so I went over the sports festival and watch first. But most of my memories with my teacher were made in the prep lab.


  Tawara and I ditched class every day to spend time with our teacher in the prep lab.


  Oh, it wasn’t because we were outcasts. Sure, lots of people said mean things to my face, but it got others to laugh, and since it made people laugh, those who made mean comments likely didn’t mean any harm. That’s how Hachinose saw it—he and I were friends until we were third-graders. It’s not like it offended me or anything, but…I just thought that my classmates were very strange creatures for saying mean things to me and laughing right after. Stranger than demons. It seemed like the air we breathed wasn’t even the same. Like everyone else besides me had been given access to a different kind of air. That’s why, after a while, it…it hurt to breathe. The pain got stronger, little by little, until one day, I couldn’t stand to be in that classroom anymore.


  I thought it was all my fault. My dad said I was pathetic for being like that, and my other teachers kept insisting that I needed to go back to school. I knew what I was doing was wrong. But the demon let me know that it wasn’t so wrong to take the road less traveled.


  So that’s what me and Tawara did. We would get to school a bit later than everyone else, and instead of heading to class, we would go to the prep lab where our teacher would teach us all sorts of things and tell us all about the demon realm.


  Tawara was unable to attend class for a different reason than me.


  She was scared not of the other students but of the teachers. Don’t get me wrong, some of the teachers scared me too. But unlike me, Tawara was scared of every male teacher. She was so scared that she acted extra polite so as not to get in trouble, and then all the girls in class started to make fun of her, which in turn made her extra scared. Tawara isn’t good at communicating or explaining anything, so instead, Tawara studied with me and our teacher, who, while he took on a male human form, wasn’t technically a man. I never learned about any of Tawara’s challenges with school from her directly, but instead from overhearing the other teachers talking about her.


  Tawara and I both happened to be in the sixth grade. I started going to the prep lab before she joined us. We were in different classes, so we’d never talked before. Even if we’d been in the same class, I still don’t think we would have. That’s because Tawara is the least talkative person I’ve ever met. But when she heard that our teacher was a demon, she just blinked her eyes in surprise and said, “I’m glad he’s a demon,” under her breath. It was then I got the sense we were going to be friends.


  Just by seeing her every day and hearing her say “good morning” and “see you tomorrow” in a quiet voice, I could tell that, little by little, she was opening up to me more. Tawara is a very strange girl, in part because she never talks. Even when she has a question for the teacher, she’ll just open up her textbook and point. It’s strange—she’s not visibly different from the other girls, so you’d never guess. Just like my teacher, who looks like other adults but is a demon on the inside. That might be why she never fit in with the others, and it might be why she was able to tell the difference between scary people and our not-scary demon teacher.


  Another thing that’s strange about her is—well, you know how grown-ups like moms wear long sleeves even in the spring and summer so they don’t get a tan? No matter how hot or how cold the weather is, Tawara wears long sleeves like that every day, just like them. I think it’s silly—what’s wrong with getting a tan? I always assumed my teacher wore a lab coat all the time because he’s a science teacher, but it was actually to hide his demon crest.


  Tawara does other things that remind me of my mom. Whenever my mom hears the sound of my dad coming home from work in his car, she’ll jump up, tidy the kitchen, and get dinner ready. She always looks stressed. Tawara acts like that too. Not just around the teachers but around other students as well. Whenever it’s just the two of us in the prep lab, instead of doing the problems we’re assigned, I’ll doodle or cut paper into animal shapes with scissors, and Tawara likes to join me. But whenever she hears somebody walk in front of the prep lab, she freaks out and hides the stuff she was playing with. She does that even if it’s just a student. My dad gets angry if dinner isn’t ready when he gets home, but students who happen to pass by the prep lab never get angry that she and I are goofing off a little, and neither do the teachers who often stop by. But still, Tawara gets stressed. When the teacher gives us both lessons and her stress is really bad, she’ll start doodling random characters. But as soon as another teacher shows up, Tawara always freaks out and crumples up her art.


  It makes me think that maybe somebody got really crazy-angry at her once.


  Oh, right, Tawara also has a freakishly good memory. Our teacher is good at every subject because he’s a teacher, but I’m good at Japanese and I’m bad at math. Tawara is good at social studies and bad at Japanese. That might have something to do with why she doesn’t talk much. Whenever Tawara seems to know the answer but doesn’t know how to put it into words, I always come to her rescue. Meanwhile, Tawara is really supersmart when it comes to historical figures. She taught me how to memorize their names. I only know big names like Oda Nobunaga, but Tawara knows the names of his siblings and other relatives! She doesn’t talk my ear off about it, of course, but she did make an easy-to-understand chart about who’s in what family and who’s at the top of what hierarchy. When I asked her if she went to cram school, she said all she did was read every book in the bookcase at home and make notes for her little brother, and that’s how she just organically memorized everything.


  But even book-smart Tawara didn’t know much about the demon realm. That’s why we always looked forward to our teacher’s lectures about it. Our teacher studied hard so he could do whatever job he pleased in the human world, and that’s how he became a teacher. He said whenever you wanted a wish to come true in the demon realm, you had to sacrifice something you cared about as an offering. He also told us there’s lots of demons in the demon realm, though I guess that’s obvious. There’re apparently evil mages and monsters in the human world that we can’t see. Our teacher is good at drawing, so he sometimes draws pictures of the demon world for us. But he never lets us take pictures of them or take the drawings home with us. If people find out he’s a demon because of us, he might have to quit his job at our school, so that’s why we kept our teacher’s secret safe.


  Even though our teacher is a demon, he has a lot in common with human teachers. If we beg him too many times in one day to tell us more about the demon realm, he’ll make us study the human world to make sure we know just as much about that. That’s how he’s similar to other teachers. But it seems like our demon teacher worries about the human world much more than the human teachers do. He taught us about the horrible things happening in other countries and about what’s happening to the environment. You see, there’s still lots of wars going on and there’s so many people that have no money, even though it’s not their fault, and the earth is getting destroyed. I remember discussing all the distress signals that go unnoticed with our teacher, and that those of us who are lucky enough to have food on the table need to lend an ear.


  Meanwhile, there are times when I think to myself, “You know, even though this guy is my teacher, he really is a demon, isn’t he?” 


  Remember that news guy who predicted the world’s destruction? I saw it on YouTube. Neither Tawara nor I believed him, but when I asked my demon teacher what he thought, he said the prophecy was nothing to be afraid of. He said all that’s going to happen is the human world, the demon realm, and Heaven are all going to converge into one, so there’s nothing to fear. I don’t believe in the apocalypse, but it’s still scary, isn’t it? His reasoning made me realize that demons and humans sure think differently.


  It was a little after that that my teacher didn’t need to hide ­being a demon anymore. He wouldn’t tell me why, but considering the timing, I got the feeling it was because the demon realm and human world were going to converge and the time we could coexist was coming. When I asked my teacher what the messengers from the demon realm were like, he drew a picture. They look like plushies, and they talk. They’d fit right in alongside Pokémon. Tawara took that drawing home with her, so I think it’s in her room right now.


  Even before my teacher found out he wouldn’t have to hide being a demon anymore, he sometimes visited our homes. He came to my house with my homeroom teacher to tell my parents how my studies are coming along. I always hid in my room when they came over—it was just too embarrassing to handle. My mom never told me much about what they said, but my dad was home once when my teacher came to visit, and he was in a very bad mood after my teacher left. If he finds out my teacher is a demon, he’ll be in an even worse mood. I’m scared for my mom and me if that happens.


  My teacher visited Tawara’s house a lot too, or so he said. Tawara always stayed in her room whenever our teacher visited, and even though she never talked to me about it, I know she never leaves her room. Teacher says people come in all different shapes, so we should all let them be as they please. And I want Tawara to have the freedom to be a strange person with quirky interests. I thought that’s what made her such a good friend to me and a demon.


  Of course, I don’t feel that way anymore.


  —Most men lead lives of quiet desperation.


  That’s another quote from a famous poet that my teacher told us about. But I didn’t understand what it meant, so I wrote it down in my notebook. I thought maybe Tawara felt the same way.


  That reminds me, have you heard of the movie Dead Poets Society? I haven’t seen it yet.


  If you’re wondering why I’m asking about a movie right now, it’s because when I saw my teacher for the last time, he said that quote showed up in Dead Poets Society. Maybe I’d get it if I knew what the movie was about. My teacher told me I should definitely watch it someday, because it has a very important message. If I had seen that movie sooner, I wonder if I would have noticed that Tawara was leading a life of quiet desperation. Then maybe things would have turned out better. 


  In all the events I’ve outlined, there’s one person who was the most at fault. There’s also one person who was the most victimized. I wonder which one I am?


  Anyway, it happened a little too late, but I was able to realize something was off because I took lessons from my teacher who watched that movie and picked up on its important message. Maybe it was because I learned how to spot distress signals that would otherwise go unnoticed.


  Maybe the grown-ups did notice what was wrong with Tawara, but they simply never did anything. Maybe that sort of thing happens a lot. Maybe nobody was surprised about her at all, you know. Maybe they all had their eyes on my teacher instead.


  Maybe that’s just how the human world works—you do nothing even when you know something’s wrong. Maybe only a demon was capable of going against those unspoken rules.


  I first started noticing things were off a little before my teacher said he didn’t need to hide being a demon anymore. To be honest, I just happened to figure it out by mistake. At least, I think so. I didn’t notice it sooner because I always thought Tawara was just a strange girl. Just like I wouldn’t think it’s strange for a normal person to do normal things, I didn’t think it was strange for a strange girl to do strange things. Just like when I saw my teacher reading a book on black magic, I thought it was because he’s a demon. But if I saw any other teacher reading it, I’d think it was strange. But my teacher’s a demon, so it didn’t raise any red flags.


  You know how May and June were both really hot this year? Well, Tawara still wore long sleeves every day. Maybe it wasn’t every day, but I can’t picture Tawara in short sleeves, so I’m pretty sure it was actually every day. One day, Tawara was wearing a light blue long-sleeved T-shirt. I remember that day well. There’re three ways to get to the neighborhood where we both live. There’s the road most students take, there’s the road kids who live far away take, and there’s a road nobody takes because it goes the long way around. 


  We always took the third road, so we wouldn’t run into any of the other students. That meant I walked with Tawara on the same road for about fifteen minutes. Tawara never initiated any conversations. And since I hate awkward silences, I always made sure to keep a conversation going. That day was a day where Tawara said absolutely nothing at all. She said nothing during our lessons, even when the teacher asked her questions. I thought she might be feeling sick. I realized that assumption was wrong about five minutes after school was over and Tawara said she wanted to take the stairs home, since nobody who was feeling sick would climb up such a long staircase. You see, there’s actually one other way we could take home. It’s a road that involves walking up a long staircase, but all that really does is make the journey longer. The stairs were very steep and went on forever, and once you make it to the top, there’s a drop of stairs the same steepness. It really made you wonder what those stairs were even doing there. So I never even considered going home that way. I felt the same way that day, so I was against Tawara’s suggestion. What made me change my mind was quiet Tawara using the quote our teacher taught us about taking the road less traveled. I still wanted to know what that quote meant, and I was so impressed with Tawara for reciting it from memory that I let her have her way and we took the stairs home.


  Though it was in the evening, it was still bright out. When we climbed up the stairs—and when we went down them—we could always clearly see the path. Once we got to the top, we had a view of the setting sun. Anybody could have clearly seen the empty can somebody left out there, and all the fallen twigs. Tawara must have seen it all too.


  Tawara either slipped or twisted her ankle. Anyway, she took a tumble when she started to walk down the stairs. When I heard her scream, for a moment, I thought she had vanished somewhere. But I immediately realized she had fallen, and I was worried. Tawara clutched her elbow in pain. Her skirt was covered in dirt as she sat on one of the steps near the bottom of the stairs. As I ran over to her, I noticed there was blood seeping through the elbow of her blue long-sleeved T-shirt. That made me panic even more—then I remembered I had a bandage on me. I took it out of my backpack and approached Tawara so I could give it to her. That’s all I was doing.


  But she slapped my hand away. The bandage fell on the ground and got dirty. It made me sad and confused and a little angry. But when I looked at Tawara, she yanked down her sleeves, gripping them both in her hands so I couldn’t see them. Even though she didn’t yell “Don’t look at me!” or anything like that, I made very sure not to even glance in her direction. I thought we were friends, so I was shocked she would treat me that way. Tawara stood up, still holding her arms like that. I joined her and we walked together for a while in silence. 


  It wasn’t until we parted ways that she finally said, “Don’t tell anybody.” For the next week, Tawara said nothing at school. I thought she was certainly a very strange girl.


  You’re hearing all this, even though you all likely know what happened by now. But at the time, I was the only one. That’s why I think it was wrong of me to tell the teacher back then.


  Ever since that strange day, I had Tawara on my mind a lot. I wondered if she secretly hated me all this time and didn’t want me around. But that raised more questions, since it wouldn’t make sense for her to be friendly with me if she did. I eventually realized I wouldn’t find any answers on my own, so I went to tell our teacher about it. I figured that maybe when she said, “Don’t tell anybody,” she meant not to tell any humans. So I told the teacher everything. How she fell on the stairs, hurt her elbow, and that when I tried to give her a bandage, she slapped my hand away. Of course I didn’t want the teacher to be angry with Tawara, so I bent the truth a little and said she wasn’t all that mad.


  Teacher told me that Tawara might be struggling to express why she snapped at me like that. It was then that I realized she hadn’t told me anything about how she was feeling since that day. With that, I promised my teacher that the next time I saw her, I would broach the subject and ask her what happened.


  My teacher was his usual smiling self that day. That’s right: That smile you could never imagine belonging to a demon.


  But the smile was followed by an extremely pensive look. Now I know why. My teacher knew that no matter how strange a girl Tawara was, the way she behaved on the stairs that day was out of character. I think he not only noticed this, but really agonized over it. Agonized over how he couldn’t let on that he was a demon, and that there were certain things he couldn’t do if he wanted to blend in with humans.


  So when the day arrived when it no longer mattered if people found out he was a demon, my teacher wasn’t agonizing anymore. He could now live as a demon. Everything that happened recently—that’s the simplest explanation for it all.


  But that won’t be enough to get everyone who thought my teacher was a human all this time to understand, so I’ll explain a bit more.


  I think about a month passed between Tawara’s accident on the stairs and the day my teacher no longer needed to hide his true self. We had patched things up between us so well that it made me wonder if that day on the stairs had actually happened. Tawara was still quiet, but she did her best to talk more. We studied together and walked home together, so everything was back the way it was. On the days I went to school, I thought mostly about my teacher or Tawara. I most likely thought about them even on days I didn’t go to school.


  So, I decided to seek guidance from my teacher again. I don’t feel comfortable being the one to bring all this to light, but I spilled a secret about Tawara, so it’s only right for me to come clean about myself. Otherwise, my wish won’t come true.


  With each passing day, Tawara took up more and more space in my mind. Oh, but I don’t mean I had a crush on her. She’s really only a tiny bit cute, but she’s got a great memory, and when we made up and I told her about how our teacher was a demon, I was just slightly interested in her. So without telling my teacher who I was talking about, I asked him how to become better friends with girls.


  And my teacher smiled his usual smile, and he took his time coming up with a response—just like he did when I told him about Tawara hurting herself on the stairs. I assumed he figured out I was asking about her this time too. But I was wrong. Well, no, I was right, but…it’s difficult to explain. That’s not what’s important here. 


  I think that deep in his heart, my teacher was still deeply agonizing over things. He was agonizing over whether or not it was okay for him to do something in the human world that only a demon could do, if it meant that Tawara and I could be friends forever. Based off the timing, I think that was my teacher’s final conundrum as a human. Right after that, he went and turned into a full-fledged demon. That’s all there was to it.


  I went to my teacher for advice about Tawara on a day she didn’t show up. She missed school occasionally, so it was easy for me to go to my teacher for his guidance.


  As I mentioned though, my teacher got that deeply pensive look on his face that day. After a longer than usual pause, he suddenly went back to his normal smile. That smile you couldn’t imagine a demon having. And then he said, not to me, but in a voice so quiet it must have been to someone else, he whispered, “It’s already coming to an end anyway.”


  I don’t know who he was talking to. Maybe he had some demon companions in the prep lab that I couldn’t see. I also get the feeling the next thing he said wasn’t directed at me either.


  —Poetry, romance, love, beauty! These are what we stay alive for.


  My teacher didn’t explain what he meant by this. Instead, he launched into an explanation as to why he had decided to go to the human world, live under human rules, and study to become a teacher. It had nothing to do with the advice I was seeking, but I’d always wanted to know, so I listened dutifully.


  My teacher said he loved the teacher John Keating. I wondered who that was, but it turns out he’s a character from that movie Dead Poets Society. Like I mentioned earlier, my teacher said he wanted me to see that movie someday. He wrote the name Keating in my notebook, so I remember it well.


  My teacher learned a lot from Keating. He learned to appreciate what made him unique, despite his differences from others. He learned to look at the world through a different lens from other people. And he learned that truly applying those lessons was quite difficult in practice. And as I listened to him talk, I started to think something was amiss.


  I mean, before he learned those lessons, my teacher was a demon. He had always been different from others. So of course he would see the world differently.


  The most important lesson my teacher learned from Keating was the importance of living life on your own terms. He said he wanted me to take that lesson to heart. He also left me with another quote.


  —But only in their dreams can men be truly free. ’Twas always thus, and always thus will be.


  My teacher said he learned that lesson after about fifteen years of life in the human world. To live a life of eminence and uniqueness, and to instill a sense of freedom and responsibility into his students’ hearts—that was what made him want to become a teacher. He wanted to be just like John Keating.


  Suddenly, my teacher looked very sad, and he said he was unable to become the sort of teacher he’d dreamed of being.


  Once again, I felt something was amiss. Because…he was wrong. I didn’t know anything about Keating, but if my teacher said he wanted to be like him, he had already succeeded. Because he’s a demon, after all. Being a demon alone makes him unique. And when I looked up “eminence”—it means to be dignified and honorable—I thought that word suited my teacher well.


  Most importantly, my teacher just being at school finally let me breathe again. I never used the word “freedom” to describe it, but I think that’s what he gave me.


  I’m sure he gave Tawara freedom too. That’s why she said, “I’m glad he’s a demon.” She finally found somebody she could talk to.


  The last words my teacher left me with were, “It’s time to fulfill my demonly duty.”


  Now let me talk about everything that happened between the last time I saw my teacher and today.


  The day after our talk, when I went to the prep lab, I was surprised to find Nakamizo-sensei waiting out front, since the room was usually unlocked with my teacher waiting inside. Nakamizo-sensei sometimes took notice of us at lunchtime, but it was unusual to see her there that time of the day.


  Nakamizo-sensei took me to a different, empty classroom.


  There, she told me the two people I had been seeing every day wouldn’t be coming to school for a while. From there, she suggested I study in the library with her from now on.


  I don’t dislike Nakamizo-sensei. So I feel bad saying this, but I think she was really cowardly for not explaining everything to me that day.


  I think Nakamizo-sensei doesn’t understand just how quickly rumors can travel. It reminded me of the speed at which laughter can spread through a classroom whenever somebody says something mean.


  I get it though. Nakamizo-sensei didn’t explain the truth to me that day so I wouldn’t worry. But I kept my ears to the ground…and I quickly heard the truth, in snippets, from all over the place.


  I found out what my teacher did in the human world after he no longer needed to hide that he was a demon. I found out what kind of family Tawara was raised in. I even found out a bunch of completely unrelated things, like that my teacher was always a little cringe, and that being born into a wealthy family always makes you a little crazy, and what others thought about Tawara’s physical appearance…


  Little by little, I pieced it all together…and I spent the next several days mulling over the situation between Tawara and my teacher. And what I came to realize was that taking lessons from my teacher all that time had made me think more like a demon.


  I was relieved that Tawara wasn’t the one who had suffered. Because she’s my friend. There were others who had it much worse.


  I also thought it was very much in character for Tawara, since I didn’t hear what happened from Tawara herself. I heard my mom and dad whispering about it, thinking nobody else was listening. I hadn’t been friends with Tawara for years or anything, but I still felt that the way things were handled was very in character for her.


  She was so smart she could memorize all those historical facts, but she was the worst talker I’d ever met. She was a strange girl.


  But Tawara knew. She knew a way to communicate without talking, without explaining anything. She knew who would come to her aid. She knew who would let her get away with it. I’m sure she also somehow knew about me seeking advice from our teacher.


  I think everyone else thought I was the most shocked and the most angry about everything.


  I’m sure they thought I was shocked that my teacher suddenly disappeared or that Tawara’s mom and dad did horrible things to her in the name of discipline. I’m also pretty sure they all thought Tawara was just using me. But they’re all wrong.


  I think Tawara is amazing. The phrase “strategic planning” was something I was used to hearing. Every summer vacation for the past six years, my teachers and parents always used that phrase, but I think this was the truest use of “strategic planning” I had ever encountered.


  As I said earlier, I didn’t hear about any of this from Tawara herself, so I’m sure the information I have was muddied with tons of speculation. But I could still picture Tawara doing it. Tawara was doing her best to share her secret with someone in her own way. It was something she couldn’t get others to believe if she told them—maybe it was due to her inability to communicate all along. She tried to show us through her actions the strange things that were happening in her home. The way she was scared of male teachers, the way she freaked out and cleaned things up so she wouldn’t get yelled at, the way she always wore long sleeves so nobody would see the scars on her arms, the way she hid in her room the whole time and made a show of her little brother being the only one missing when our teacher came to visit, the way she hurt herself on purpose and yelled at me with her eyes even though she wasn’t angry. I was impressed with everything she had pulled off.


  Taking our teacher’s lessons probably got her gradually closer to it. Closer to what, you ask? Being a demon. Remember how I said demons have to offer a sacrifice to make a wish come true? I think Tawara was trying to sacrifice her coolness and unwounded elbows to make her wish come true.


  It hurt my feelings a little that she didn’t trust me with her secret, but it all happened exactly the way she predicted, so I couldn’t blame her. I’m not angry.


  So I’m not angry with Tawara or our teacher, I’m angry with my mom and dad, who managed to know all about the both of them somehow. All this time, they were gossiping about them right under my nose at home.


  My father took on a joking tone and said that Tawara is bound to “Grow up into a whore that tricks men” because our teacher helped her.


  If there are bad things and good things to say in the human world, I would consider what my father said to be a bad thing.


  Tawara tried to save her little brother, okay?


  But Mom didn’t tell Dad to watch his mouth.


  Maybe they figured I didn’t understand.


  You know the word “respect”? It means you revere a person and want to be like them.


  Never, for the rest of my life, will I ever respect my father or mother. I appreciate them. My mother cooks me meals just about every day, and my father earns money for the family. But the way my father so callously joked about Tawara, and the way my mother let it slide? I will never, ever respect them.


  If I have no choice but to be like them when I grow up…I’d rather be a demon.


  My teacher is a demon, and he mistakenly thought Tawara herself was being treated horribly, causing him to march into her home uninvited and give her mom and dad hell, and that’s a problem, but he was a very kind, very wonderful teacher. After all, people either heard Tawara’s cries for help and pretended not to notice…or they noticed and did nothing anyway.


  I know if I talked like this before, some adults might think we were brainwashed. I thought about it as clearly as I could. I looked up the word “brainwash” too. And it made me think… If my teacher giving us lessons on the demon realm and the human world and everything else is “brainwashing,” then everything our parents try to teach us is brainwashing too. How to hold a pen, how to use utensils, how to dress. From a young age, the correct way of doing these things is pounded into us. That’s brainwashing, isn’t it?


  I think a demon would let me hold a pen however I wanted to, no matter how strange it was.


  The things my teacher did…even though they were a little problematic…even if some things got broken…they just didn’t fit in with the rules of the human world. My teacher was only fulfilling his demonly duty just like he said; I don’t think he had much of a choice. Humans and demons just need to talk it out. For starters, my teacher saved a kid’s life. I think that’s truly important.


  Some relatives of Tawara took her in. I heard she’s going to transfer to another school.


  If that’s true, I worry about her. After all, that new school might not have a demon teacher who understands and accepts strange little girls. That’s why I’d at least like for there to be a way where she knows where our teacher is, so she can go and visit anytime. Our teacher didn’t use a smartphone, so I only have his landline number for emergencies. I mustered up the courage and dialed a couple days ago, but he didn’t pick up. I want to talk to him again. Tawara wasn’t the only one—I need him too.


  Um…do you think we’re stupid for believing in demons? I’ll bet you think we’re both stupid kids who believe our teacher really came from the demon realm, that he’s a different species from humans, and that the thing on his back really is a demon crest and not a tattoo.


  Of course I don’t believe everything. I’m in the sixth grade. I’m not a baby.


  But I think it would be great if everything were true.


  There. Now I’ve told you all I know, no stone left unturned. I told you all the important things…all the things I didn’t want to tell you. This is my sacrifice.


  So please, I beg of you. Please don’t make my teacher quit working at my school.


  I can’t respect my mom, my dad, or anyone else in the classroom…I need a demon.
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  Hellish Parkour


   


  OUTTA MY WAYYYY!


  A sharp impact to my back followed the cold pain of the ground accompanied by that melodramatic screaming voice. Rokuta, a kid my age who had just landed an epic flying body slam against me, jumped to his feet. Paying his angry parents no mind, he lowered his head while his gaze fixed solely on me and apologized. The leap from the jungle gym, the way he twisted his body at the last minute so as not to seriously hurt me when I appeared in his blind spot, the look on his face as his parents grabbed him by his collar and dragged him away…it all reminded me of the ermines I had seen at the zoo.


   


  ***


   


  Obvious annual events like friends’ birthdays and relationship anniversaries aside, the total solar eclipse that only comes around once every several decades, or the alignment of the planets that only happens once every several hundred years—those sorts of things really give me a rush. On birthdays and anniversaries, we exchange gifts, of course, and on days where natural wonders ­occur, we mark our calendars and get together with friends and colleagues—sometimes female ones—and celebrate with food and drinks, you know? And we get to share the rush and moment of wonder with people on TV or the Internet—people we’ve never spoken to before. Everyone revels in that sort of thing. You know how we all scream “Happy New Year!” the moment the clock strikes twelve on December 31st? I live for that rush, the feeling you can only experience in those moments.


  Now, this is just a vibe I get, but I’m pretty sure I make a much bigger deal about these moments than everyone else. I wish I could share the way I feel with everyone. But whenever people tell me my feelings aren’t normal, it’s like…like that loneliness you experience when you’re playing at the park with your friends and they all go home one by one until you’re left alone. I wish everyone would go all out and get swept up in the rush with me, not caring if they’re gonna get in trouble for it.


  And the world’s destruction, you ask? We’re the first, last, and only ones who will get to see that. 


  “Are you serious?”


  “Not just once every few decades, not just once every few centuries—it’s much rarer than that.”


  “That’s not what I’m trying to get at… Well, okay, it kind of is, but still…”


  Staring dubiously into my eyes was one of my best friends since childhood named Ema—we were grown up and went to different colleges now. She ran her fingers through her hair, heaved a sigh, and pointed at the corner of the restaurant table that seated four.


  “Okay, Rokuta, what are these ‘animals’ that only you can see?”


  “They look kind of like weasels. Or masked palm civets? But the pics I found on the Internet didn’t quite match up. They’ve got five torsos.”


  “Are you sure those aren’t tails?”


  “Oh, they’ve got tails too. But they might just be weasels with some birth defects.”


  Ema’s expression changed to the sort of look you make when you pull a bad fortune. I felt compelled to turn her expression into a smile.


  “Everyone’s sorta defective,” I assured Ema. “Don’t worry about it.”


  “That wasn’t what I was worried about.”


  “That’s cool then. Too bad you can’t see them. They’re so friendly, I was hoping they’d let you play with them.”


  “I can’t believe I came out here for this…”


  “C’mon, you like animals! You know, cats, weasels…”


  Ema rolled her eyes up diagonally and sighed, her mouth in a half-open sneer. No, seriously, she really does have a thing for cute little animals. She looked after the class bunny in grade school.


  “The apocalypse is nigh…I can see little creatures other people can’t… Is this really the sort of thing a normal twenty-year-old man asks his old friend to lunch for?”


  “Well, I wanted you to know about them, Ema.”


  As a long, continuous sigh emitted from Ema, the waiter set our Salisbury steaks in front of us. Mine was topped with pineapple. Bikkuri Donkey always sneaked some salady thing along with their Salisbury steaks. The seasoning and texture was so exquisite, I always ordered extra…and I always wound up eating it all before I even got started on the meat.


  “Are you a ‘veggie-first’ guy now? I remember when you were little, you hated vegetables.”


  “Tastes change with age—wait, what’s veggie-first?”


  “It’s a health thing. You eat your vegetables first in your meals. Anyway, were you always a superstitious kind of guy? I mean, I remember you used to freak out at haunted houses and stuff when we were kids.”


  “Yeah, I was pretty squeamish—still am. That reminds me, this one girl I almost dated gave me the cold shoulder because of that. Wanna hear about it?”


  Ema took a slow sip of miso soup, the right corner of her mouth morphing into a smirk.


  “No, I want to hear about this ‘apocalypse.’ Between this doomsday prophecy and the little animals only you can see, it kinda reminds me of that TV reporter who went viral a little while ago.”


  “Yeah, I saw that public freak-out too! Man, that was scary, watching a guy literally lose his mind.”


  I thought I heard Ema distinctly say, “Yeah, I’m looking at him right now,” but it was just a judgmental stare. Ema didn’t have any other plans later today, and I thought she would feel okay letting herself go barefaced around me, but I noticed she was wearing eye makeup.


  “Let me just put this out there—I’m not crazy,” I said.


  “Then what made you believe that girl?”


  “Hey, I don’t believe everything she’s saying 100 percent. It’s just a gut feeling, but…I just think she’s telling the truth somehow. Besides, if she’s right and the world is about to end, isn’t that just hopelessly tragic? If the world has to end, I want to enjoy it with my friends.”


  “Okay, assuming the world actually is going to end, most people couldn’t find it in them to enjoy themselves.”


  “You think?”


  “Aren’t you sad at all?”


  “Oh, I’m sad. I don’t wanna die. But if everyone I spent my life with is going to be gone, there’s no point in me being the only survivor. I’d never want to live in a world without you, my other friends, or my family.”


  Ema fell silent again and stared into my eyes for a while before murmuring “uh-huh” and shifting her gaze to the grains in the table, sighing softly. I got the sense that the closer she got to adulthood, the more Ema sighed during our conversations. If she was struggling with something, I wished I could help her, but when I asked her about it once, she said nothing was wrong. It might just be the gradual buildup of life’s daily stresses.


  “How would you enjoy the apocalypse, exactly?” she asked.


  “Well, I’d like to accomplish a few things before it happens. We still don’t know the exact date it’s gonna fall on, but for now, I’m seeking out other people like me online so we can commiserate, theorize, and look up ways to leave messages in outer space. When the world is really about to end, I’m pretty sure there’ll be some sort of sign. When that happens, I wanna get all my friends together to make a toast. As it stands now though, nobody ­believes me…”


  “Have you told all your friends about this? I’m not sure that’s a good idea…”


  “I’m telling the people I trust most first. That’s why I invited you out here today, to tell you.”


  Ema stared at the cute art decorating the Bikkuri Donkey glass as she took a sip of iced coffee through her straw. She swallowed, then returned her gaze to me. Whenever Ema ate or drank something she loved, she tended to stare at it.


  “Okay, Rokuta…if you’re right and the apocalypse really does happen…”


  “Yeah?”


  “There’s someplace else I think I’d rather be.”


  “Like, a place with an epic view? Yeah, that’d be sick.”


  Ema stared into the empty chair beside her, moved her lips as if she were chewing, then finally settled on a big sigh.


  “If we’re talking epic views, I’d love to see the Uyuni Salt Flats before I die.”


  I did a quick search on my phone and was surprised by the images I got. It looked like it came straight out of a sci-fi movie. The images were so epic they almost looked fake.


  “Wow, there’s still so many gorgeous places in this world I didn’t know existed… And it’s in Bolivia?! Well, looks like we’ll have to get packing if we’re gonna make it there before the world ends.”


  “Too bad. It only looks like that in the rainy season.”


  We proceeded to look up the other über-romantic natural wonders of the world—like the Aurora Borealis, where the stars shine brightest—on our phones together. That got us talking. Even if we never made it to those natural heritage sites, we’d always remember the beauty of the rainbow that popped into the sky after it rained on the two of us that day in the playground.


  Once we’d finished our Salisbury steaks, we didn’t drag out our time at the restaurant; we promptly paid the bill and left.


  “You know, Bikkuri Donkey isn’t as affordable as you’d think,” Ema said, kicking a little rock with the shiny boot peeking out from beneath her long skirt.


  I had to agree. But the fact that everyone still enjoyed the place—myself included—was a testament to how good it was.


  I assumed the little guy who was twirling around Ema’s feet would leave us be, but he settled himself on my head instead.


  “So, Ema, any plans after this? You still free?”


  “Yeah. Wanna do karaoke?”


  “Awesome—there’s this song I’ve been wanting to practice.”


  Going to karaoke with Ema was different from going with other girls. We both sang whatever we wanted without worrying about how cool we sounded. We were into different genres, so our karaoke sessions always ping-ponged between Japanese punk and American pop. Ema’s English and singing were both great.


  “But I had a place I wanted to take you in mind today, Ema.”


  “Aha. So there’s more to this hang-out than doomsday prophesies and new little invisible friends.”


  “I mean, I did want to talk to you about those things, but today actually has a greater significance.”


  “It some kind of anniversary?”


  Once again, I was reminded how I cared so much more about stuff like this than the average person. But I didn’t mind Ema not noticing one bit, since it meant I could surprise her.


  “That’s exactly right! Today is actually the five-thousand-day anniversary of when we first met! Isn’t that awesome?”


  “Five thousand?”


  “So if you’ve got time, I wanna take a quick day trip to Jungle Gym Park to take some anniversary pics. I’ll pay your train fare.”


  The way I imagined the interaction going down, Ema would be surprised that exactly five thousand days had passed since we first met, and she would be totally down for a day trip to our hometown. When we were kids, she was always the first person to raise her hand whenever I asked for anybody to play with me. But maybe it was turning twenty and being exhausted that made Ema stare blankly at me without agreeing to the plan. Everybody hates getting rejected, but it especially hurts when it comes from a longtime friend. 


  I ran down a list of things Ema might’ve been worried about. “I already looked up the train schedule—it runs until ten, so we can totally make it back. You don’t have to worry about the little guy sitting on my head either. He seems excited at the idea of traveling someplace new. Also…though you could think of this as the anniversary of us meeting, it’s also the anniversary of me scraping your knee—”


  “Sure, let’s go.”


  “Ooh. Sweet! Wait, you don’t mean karaoke, right?”


  Ema’s sullen blank stare had been replaced with a smile. Whenever she looked up at me like that, I always noticed how long her eyelashes were.


  “Let’s go to our old park. I wanna see that epic landing I’m sure you’re capable of now.”


  It was a relief to see Ema’s eager smile. It made the discomfort of asking her out worth it. I wasn’t wearing athletic shoes, but the jungle gym was sure to be small potatoes for me. If only my younger self could see me now.


  “Wow…it’s been five thousand days, huh?” Ema remarked.


  “That’s right! Actually, I noticed it was coming up about a year ago and calculated the precise date from the video my family has back at home and marked the calendar for today. Well, let’s go. It’s been a while since we’ve both been back at the same time.”


  “We were both there for our coming-of-age ceremony.”


  “Not really. You left right after for work, Ema.”


  “Rokuta.”


  Ema stopped me right outside the entrance of Bikkuri Donkey. It looked like she wasn’t finished talking. From the centrifugal force of me spinning around, the little guy on my head flew off and stuck the landing right next to Ema. Mad skills, little dude.


  “What’s up?”


  “On the train ride over, you’ll have to tell me about how that girl dumped your pathetic ass.”


  “Hey, she didn’t dump me. We never dated to begin with—it just seemed like she liked me.”


  “Is that why you never mentioned her before?”


  “That’s right.”


  Once I made sure that the little shadow was back on top of my head, I kept my eyes forward as I walked up the short flight of stairs to the street. It would be beyond cringe to take a tumble here, after all.


  Just then, I heard Ema sigh again behind me. Hearing her sigh yet again now, of all times, made me conclude that sighing had just become a quirk of hers in her adult years.


   


  ***


   


  The sensation we call nostalgia is curdled with molasses that dilutes the soul. I told a friend once that this was why I tried not to go home much. I hoped that a strongly expressed opinion would discourage them from prying any further, but the truth was that I hated the idea of my memories getting diluted. But when Rokuta asked me to go back with him like that, how could I say no?


  When the surprise anniversary was thrown on me, I called my mom, and Rokuta and I both wound up at my parents’ house for supper. We stayed at our respective parents’ homes that night, and I went straight to my college the next morning.


  As I sat in the train, I tried to picture the “little guy” that supposedly sat on top of Rokuta’s head. A weaselly guy with a weaselly pet…if only I could have seen it.


  When two weeks passed and the world still totally existed, I texted Rokuta, “Any sign of the apocalypse yet?” but apparently there was not. He did tell me that he named the little weasel guy “Cap,” though. He said he chose that name because having the little creature on his head all the time made it feel like he was wearing a hat.


  From there, we chatted on the phone, and he told me he had practice that Saturday, so I went to watch for the first time in a while. The last time I saw him play was when a district team let him join them his first year of college.


  After lunch on Saturday, I arrived in the corner of a park so big it made our so-called “jungle gym” back home look laughably small in comparison. Gathered on the concrete stairs and slopes were seven men and women, including Rokuta, stretching in a circle.


  We sat on the bench and chatted about the group as we sipped coffee and had a little picnic. By “we,” I mean my college friend I invited to join me.


  “Parkour—that’s the thing where you jump around off walls and stairs and stuff, right?”


  When I told Miyako that an old childhood friend of mine was into parkour, her eyes lit up with curiosity, since she had been a cheerleader in high school. Both physically and psychologically, she was probably much more like Rokuta than I was. I always befriended sporty people—that seemed to be my fate since the day I was born—but aside from some swimming lessons as a kid, I didn’t do any sports myself. I was especially awkward when it came to casual athletic games and jumping around.


  I watched the traceurs switch to more general warm-ups after they’d finished their stretches, and I told Miyako about my old friend—his blond hair floating as he jumped—and his relationship to the world of parkour.


  Rokuta, who loved jumping and tumbling from a very young age, was perpetually injured.


  The scraped knee he gave me the first day we met was nothing compared to the scrapes and bruises he was covered in, far more than the average person. His perceptive parents enrolled him in gymnastics lessons in hopes of teaching him how to properly move his body. Rokuta had a good bounce in him and showed promise, but neither the classroom nor the gymnasium seemed big enough to contain him. Barely a day after he admitted to me that he’d gotten tired of gymnastics, he discovered parkour—the art form where the entire world was your gymnasium. Rokuta quit gymnastics in his second year of junior high and used social media to contact experienced practitioners to meet up and practice with, just like he was doing today. He asked me to join him, but I shot him down straight away. I could never do the sport myself—just watching it made me nervous. One faulty move, and I would be dead. Even the most experienced enthusiasts would be too, someday. To this very day, I still worry that Rokuta is going to break his neck on the concrete, even though he insists he’s developed the skills to ensure that won’t happen.


  Of course I wished he would take it down a notch. But at the same time, I knew I couldn’t possibly make him change his lifestyle.


  “Are there any parkour competitions?” Miyako asked as she stirred her hot coffee with a little spoon to cool it for her delicate tongue.


  I consulted the knowledge I’d gained in junior high and replied, “There are. But with parkour, the objective of those tournaments isn’t winning.”


  I was watching Rokuta nimbly jump from the railing on one side of the slope to another.


  “The goal is to heighten your athletic abilities so you can save somebody someday.”


  Of course, not everyone practiced parkour with that goal in mind, and even Rokuta himself saw it more as a sport or art form. But those words, the ones of a traceur I found on the Internet five years ago, had stuck with me.


  When Rokuta told me about the world’s demise, I didn’t believe it would actually end. I thought either Rokuta was joking around or he’d gone temporarily insane. But amid the rubble in my brain, I suddenly longed to see him jump in to save somebody in danger.


  Today’s practice session included a high school boy new to parkour. Being closest to him in age, Rokuta was designated as his mentor. He taught him the basic moves and showed him how to do a vault over an obstacle. Miyako and I chatted about the latest news and school gossip as we kept a protective eye on the boy’s lesson.


  Rokuta, his long-sleeved shirt now with some dirt on it, ran over to us. The high school boy had tripped over an obstacle, so they’d decided it was time to take a break. Rokuta was also clumsy like that in his early parkour days.


  “Hello, nice to meet you. Are you ladies okay? I hope you’re not bored.”


  I didn’t answer, instead shooting a glance at Miyako. She cordially replied, “Nice to meet you. No, I’m not bored at all. I’m having a great time. I’ve never seen parkour live before.”


  “Well, that’s good to hear. That high school kid is a noob. He was stoked to have two pretty girls here watching him.”


  “Ooh, the little charmer!” Miyako teased, making a show of tucking a lock of hair behind her ear and laughing innocently along with Rokuta.


  Then, when Rokuta returned to practice, Miyako leaned in like she was gossiping and murmured, “Now I get it” knowingly in my ear. She wasn’t looking for a reply, and I wasn’t going to give her one. Before we came here, I explained my relationship with Rokuta to her since she asked. Those four knowing words she gave me implied that she accepted my explanation, but there was something more lurking behind them.


  “If they find out you used to cheer, they might ask you to join them.”


  “Well, I’ve got a passing interest in it,” Miyako replied.


  That scenario was much more realistic than the world’s demise. And after a bit more chatting, it came to pass.


  Toward the end of practice, Rokuta asked us to join the team for some drinks. Their leader, a man in his late thirties, had apparently suggested it. The female members of the team would be coming, so it wasn’t a sausage fest or anything, but Rokuta tactfully reminded us we could say no if we were uncomfortable. But since Miyako was already interested, of course we said yes. Rokuta looked happy to hear that. Though my childhood friend had a baby face and spoke in a way that came across as young for his age, he really did love the ladies. I knew that very well, having been on the receiving end of such conversations all these years of friendship.


  Despite knowing this, I’d asked Miyako to tag along. Was that wrong of me? Or was it cringe? I knew that Rokuta drew distinct lines between “girls” and dear friends…so what did that make me?


  We retired to a cheap bar by the train station and had some casual drinks. It wasn’t bad. The older parkour enthusiasts were all very mature and made sure everyone was comfortable. When they got drunk and acted slightly inappropriate for their age, it was amusing. As I predicted, when Miyako mentioned she used to cheer, they insisted she join them at least one practice session, and she didn’t seem bothered by the idea at all. I, on the other hand, promptly turned them down. And Rokuta covered for me by saying I had other talents.


  Several days later, Miyako asked me if it was okay for her to go out with Rokuta. He had asked to hang out with her one-on-one. I wasn’t even slightly fazed or shocked by the news. When it was just the three of us after the bar, Rokuta shamelessly asked Miyako for her number right in front of me.


  “Dang, jocks work fast.”


  When I sighed and laughed it off, Miyako acted as a good friend and misinterpreted my reaction on purpose. It was actually an act of psychological self-harm—or psychological self-gratification. I couldn’t let her notice the sighs that often escaped my mouth came from a sense of loss and a desire to save face.


  No matter how long their association, Rokuta would never tell Miyako about Cap. I knew that much.


  I let this one fact secretly hurt and console me until I felt better…and I wondered if I was a bad person to keep being friends with them both. But I had to be this way to live my life without suffocating. I guess that makes me pretty lame.


  According to Rokuta, we had been friends for five thousand days.


  I had not counted the days myself of course, but I remembered everything that happened since that day incredibly clearly. In other words, to describe it using the excuse I laid out earlier, my soul was already completely drowned in the molasses of the past.


   


  ***


   


  Miyako seemed to perceive Ema as a strong, badass woman, but as somebody who had known her for years, I knew that was a bit skewed. But I didn’t want to blow up Ema’s spot without her permission, so all I said to Miyako was, “She used to be much quieter.”


  As Miyako and I got to know each other better, she opened up to me more about Ema. When Ema invited her to parkour the first time, Miyako assumed Ema would introduce me as her boyfriend. Even after Ema explained that we weren’t dating, Miyako still assumed it was only a matter of time. But when I went to say hi to them in the middle of practice, that was when she realized she was wrong.


  It didn’t matter how far we went back—no boy who had feelings for a girl could call her pretty without blushing a little.


  “I was just repeating what the high school boy said,” I insisted.


  Miyako raised an eyebrow and laughed. “Right. I guess if you secretly had a crush on Ema all these years, your dynamic would feel like being in Hell.”


  “Yeah, a crush is the last thing I have. Good thing I’m going to Heaven.”


  Talking about Heaven and Hell and the afterlife had felt extra significant to me ever since Cap appeared and kept me in the loop about the end of the world. I wasn’t a member of any religion, and I did not have any definitive knowledge on the topic. Still, everyone had a vague idea of what Heaven and Hell would be like. If we didn’t simply disappear or get reincarnated and we ended up in an afterlife of some sort, of course everyone would want to go to Heaven.


  “Oh, you say that, but I’m sure you two have thought about sleeping together at least once,” Miyako teased, the alcohol making her much more assertive.


  “Absolutely not,” Ema assured her.


  I was grateful to her for broaching the subject so naturally in my place. I ought to spend a little more on her next birthday present. I could even be open about why I did that, and we’d have a little laugh.


  So that’s how my days passed—hanging out with friends and flirting with girls… Okay, that’s a lie. I was only able to relax and be carefree on days with special events. My daily life was actually much more mundane. Even Cap had come to know that quite well recently.


  Between school and work, I would head for one of my usual parks at a time of day I figured not many people would be around. I may not look it, but I did take my parkour practice seriously.


  Early mornings and late nights—and midday on weekends—were the times of day I could jump around the park without bothering others. The past several weeks, whenever I’d come to the park to jump and fly around, Cap would always run close alongside me. Maybe he thought we were doing a little dance together.


  I got up at ten in the morning today. As I ate some breakfast sausages, I thought to myself that I hadn’t been out of the house as much as I’d like, so around two, I headed for a rather big park within walking distance from my place. When I arrived, I greeted the old lady who was always sitting on the park bench. Then after some stretching, I gave high-fives to the little boys who had been watching me practice for a while and were there again to see me.


  I had no teammates. It was all me.


  My college did have a parkour club, but it was actually pretty strict, so I quit. That’s why I found a mixed-ages group of enthusiasts like the one I had back home, and also practiced on my own whenever we didn’t meet up. I started that routine a couple years ago.


  I always made sure to warm up first, just like the members of my team in junior high taught me. I did things like leg-lifts—moves that couldn’t be all that epic to watch—but the old lady on the bench smiled and kept her eyes on me the whole time.


  Sometimes, I chatted with her during breaks. Last time I did, she asked me the generic question I always got from people: Why did I run and jump around like that? It was a mystery to everyone, I guess.


  Parkour originated with the French military as a method of training. Not like the history of parkour was at the front of my mind while I did it. Personally, the simple enjoyment of moving my body was what I liked, and it felt awesome to gradually make my moves smoother and more acrobatic. There was one other reason—and this was huge for me—but actually, the thing I loved most about parkour was the moment I landed. That was key.


  I mean, that’s the coolest part. I feel like a superhero, dashing in on a gust of wind. Ever since I was a kid, long before I even heard of parkour, I’ve been chasing that feeling. I just wanna feel badass! If I admitted that to Ema, she would definitely laugh at me and say, “You still haven’t grown out of that?” That’s why I won’t even mention it until I’m good enough to shock her—good enough to move her to tears even. She may put up a cool facade, but I know she’s actually very emotional.


  That’s why I want to master the fundamentals of parkour. Safety first, as they say. Hurting myself because I didn’t know my own limits and pushed myself too far? That’s not only pathetic, it would make my friends sad.


  Today, I repeated and improved a flow I’d come up with recently until I made it much easier on my body. I set up my phone to film myself and check my form so I could improve little by little. It wasn’t anything glamorous, but it was incredibly valuable. It’s what you need to do to pull off major stunts easily and with style. And whenever I’d embellish my successions of tiny movements with a flip or a twist, getting parents out on walks with their children to stop and applaud, it made me genuinely happy. One time, somebody thought I was a busker and gave me five hundred yen.


  After drilling myself for a while and listening to music, two of my friends came by to watch and kill some time after class. I had them film me from an angle that was difficult for me to get on my own, and since they were nice enough to show up, I also taught them a couple of basic moves. I even shot a tutorial video of sorts. And when I demonstrated a showy wall-run as my way of thanking them, they begged me to be on Ninja Warrior. Real talk, though, I can’t do the power moves. I brushed them off with a sweaty laugh, and the three of us went out to eat.


  After I ducked behind a tree to change my T-shirt and put on a hoodie, the high-five kids who’d been watching at a slight distance ran over to me.


  “How did you get so good at that?!”


  After a moment’s thought, I answered, “You guys do gymnastics in PE, right? Like tumbling, vaulting, and the balance beam?”


  “Yup!”


  “Well, first, get so you can do those things higher, faster, and cleaner. You’ll need to build muscle for that, which you do that by running, doing push-ups and sit-ups and stuff like that. Then you ask your mom or dad to take you to a place where you can learn parkour.”


  When I received clear looks of disappointment from the kids at the unexpectedly realistic answer, I decided to throw in a Pixar movie reference they might get.


  “Even Mr. Incredible works out.”


  (And he was a superhero! A normal human being couldn’t suddenly sprout wings and fly.)


  “Who’s that?”


  “Ah. Well, what I’m saying is, even superheroes need to practice. Maybe that doesn’t make sense to you, but parkour was originally a method of training used to teach people how to travel across any type of terrain.”


  As the kids gave me blank stares, I held up the palm of my hand in front of their faces. After we exchanged high-fives again, I told them, “Don’t try that at home, okay? It’s dangerous,” and me and my two college buddies headed off to Bikkuri Donkey. When I waved goodbye to the granny on the bench, she in turn waved me over and gave me two hard candies. I decided they would be tonight’s dessert.


  After mentally deciding that I wanted a Salisbury steak with egg and figuring out if I wanted miso or corn soup, it dawned on me that my head was abnormally light.


  Cap had not been on the top of my head for a while.


  That’s strange. He usually runs alongside me wherever I go. Little dude was starting to feel like a legit sidekick…


  Just as we stepped out of the park, I turned around to look for Cap, but what I found was a sight that shocked me to my core. But if I screamed, my friends would think I was nuts, so I held it in.


  It seemed…that when I wasn’t looking, the cute little Cap had grown into a giant.


  He no longer looked like a weasel or a masked palm civet. He was more like a giant dog. I only knew he was Cap because he had five torsos and tails. I had to acknowledge that he couldn’t fit on my head at that size. Maybe that was his way of being considerate.


  Cap slowly approached me, and it appeared that he was still invisible to everyone other than me. A creature as big as him, invisible! A weaselly sort of animal at this size… His intimidating majesty was well beyond the norm. Put bluntly, he wasn’t cute anymore. But when I sent him our secret signal when my two friends weren’t looking, he brought his nose close to my fingers. Even though I had only known the guy a few weeks, I was fond of that gesture.


  …Could this be the sign? Is the world ending soon?


  Are you shitting me…? Well, now that it’s really happening, I don’t like it. I thought I’d have more time. Ema hasn’t celebrated her birthday yet and I haven’t perfected a parkour performance that will move her to tears yet. I haven’t even gotten my apocalypse party ready yet.


  I decided then and there that right after I ate my hamburger steak, I would contact Ema first thing.


   


  ***


   


  The first couple times, she texted me saying they went out for drinks or that she went to watch him practice…but after a while, Miyako stopped bringing him up. I wasn’t too naive to deduce why. But just being near her made me feel like I was sipping water with shards of glass mixed in.


  I felt a sigh threatening to surface, but I forced it back down. I didn’t want Miyako to mistakenly think she had done anything wrong.


  Then Rokuta suddenly texted me. It followed the usual pattern—no subject, no header, just a solid paragraph of what he wanted to tell me. Sometimes his texts were so random that I couldn’t make heads or tails of them…but this text was crystal clear.


  “I think I got the sign.”


  I received this text in the middle of class. I marked it as Read and immediately replied.


  “What happened?”


  The text sounded unusually frantic for Rokuta, so flighty that I got the sense he wasn’t even there. Not to mention that it was so long, it felt as if he had typed in while free-falling into an endless pit. When I managed to decipher the message, I learned that Cap had apparently gotten quite large out of nowhere.


  Now, hearing from Rokuta that a creature that, as far as I knew, only existed in his world had changed was… Well, whether he was lying or telling the truth was not the first question I needed answers to. Still, I wanted to watch him panic, so I agreed to meet up with him after fifth period. He asked me to meet him at the big park where I’d watched him practice parkour last time. When I asked him why (making sure he couldn’t detect me sighing through text), he said it was because Cap couldn’t fit inside a small space anymore…


  If Cap really did exist and was getting bigger and bigger, he just might be a kaiju that’s going to destroy the world. Admonishing myself for my over-the-top imagination, I stayed until class was over, told my friends that I was supposed to go drinking with that I was feeling sick, and texted Rokuta that I was on my way.


  At night, the concrete area of the park belonged to the skaters and dancers. I got there first, then Rokuta showed up immediately after. He smiled just like his younger self and handed me a hard candy for some reason.


  “The granny I always see at the park gave me this,” he said.


  “Thanks. Where’s Cap?”


  “He’s with me. Guess you can’t see him, even though he’s massive now.”


  Since he was invisible, I didn’t even begin to know which way to look. He could have at least had the courtesy to make the air around him warble when he vanished, like Predator did.


  Rokuta crouched down and tickled his fingers. It looked like he was scratching under a dog’s chin.


  “Do weasels like that?” I asked.


  “I dunno, but he doesn’t seem to mind.”


  “Did Cap tell you his size change was a sign?”


  It was during our train ride back home on our five-thousand-day anniversary that Rokuta told me how he and Cap communicated. To be blunt, it made absolutely no sense. Something about words coming to his mind from looking at Cap’s expressions. Cap’s existence and mode of communication were so nebulous that I started to think my original theory was right: Either Rokuta was lazy when developing the lore to his crazy story, or he was just crazy.


  “Nope. He still says the world is going to end soon, though.”


  “Then maybe him growing doesn’t mean anything. Maybe he’s just getting bigger with age.”


  “Is that even a thing?”


  …Is any of this even a thing?


  Of course that would be a stupid question for me to ask, especially after all this time. From Rokuta’s perspective, the apocalypse itself felt very real, which made it easy for him to accept whatever happened, aside from Cap’s growth spurt it seemed.


  The perplexed look on Rokuta’s face amused me. I didn’t see it all that often.


  “Even if it is a sign of the apocalypse, Rokuta, you told me earlier that the world ending would be fun in its own way, so I thought you wouldn’t exactly mind.”


  Rokuta looked toward where Cap supposedly was, a shy smile on his face. “I really do feel bad for you, Ema. Your old friend turned out to be such a dork.”


  I didn’t really feel bad about any of it.


  Rokuta continued, “If everyone is going to die, I don’t mind dying along with them—that much is true. But thinking that the end might really be approaching makes me think about all the things I still haven’t done. I’m getting a little scared. I wish I could take you to the Uyuni Salt Flats.”


  “So you remembered. Don’t sweat it though. If the world doesn’t end, I’ll just go there myself…or I’ll forget about it.”


  I had forgotten about it until he brought it up just then. But now it’d be stuck in my mind forever. The way I’d randomly let those words slip out in Bikkuri Donkey was now painfully significant to me.


  After a sigh escaped my lips, I proposed an idea to Rokuta. “Okay, then…before the world ends, at least let me make one of my wishes come true.”


  Catching all the nuance hidden in my words, Rokuta smiled and jumped to his feet. His practiced posture implied he might jump up even higher at any second.


  “Hey, don’t talk like you think I’m the one who’s gonna destroy the world. What’s your wish? If it’s going to Bolivia, that’s gonna be a bit tough.”


  “I don’t care about that. We never made it to karaoke, re­member?”


  The look in Rokuta’s eye seemed to say, “Don’t you want to dream bigger?”


  “And if there’s something you want to do after that, Rokuta, I’ll come along with you. And I’d be cool with the world ending while we’re doing something together.”


  “Ha ha, you totally sound like you don’t believe me. But…if that’s your attitude, that actually makes things easier on me. Thanks.”


  “If I could at least see Cap, I might believe you…”


  I imagined how Rokuta and Cap might have conversations like we do. I imagined Cap’s little voice and facial expressions with as much receptivity as I could muster, and discovered the hidden meaning behind the words.


  If I was right, Cap would not use Rokuta’s powers of fully comprehending him to intentionally tell him things that were disturbing. I didn’t know if a five-torsoed weasel would be into self-harm or self-gratification, but I was sure I was right.


  “Just don’t make me come with you to see that girl you used to have a huge crush on. That’d be a pain in the ass.”


  “Don’t worry, I don’t dwell in the past. I’m a man who values the past-progressive tense.”


  Rokuta seemed to have interpreted my sigh as disdain for the unrequited love of a childhood friend. I wasn’t even asking him to acknowledge his obliviousness as the reason behind his failed junior high crush, yet he owned up to his mistake all the same.


  I didn’t really think he’d done anything wrong.


  When we arrived at the karaoke place, we chose a big room. Rokuta did this for Cap’s sake. Even though we booked a room for two hours, we wound up changing that to an all-night session halfway through, and around 1 a.m., we both fell asleep. I woke up first, looked to the other end of the L-shaped sofa, and stared at the sleeping man’s face until he woke.


  I wasn’t sure if Cap was asleep or not.


  Days later, when I repaid Rokuta for karaoke by going with him to a women’s apparel store to help him buy a present for his mother’s birthday, I asked him about Cap’s nighttime routine. Apparently, Cap did not sleep. Sometimes Rokuta would wake in the middle of the night to find the creature flying and jumping silently around the room.


  “Pets really are like their owners,” I remarked.


  I really wish I could have seen it for myself.


  In the meantime, not-at-all disappointing things were happening to me. Gradually spending more time with Rokuta in anticipation of the world ending was what brought it all on. I started feeling a little less sure about college. Remember the time I faked illness to ditch drinking with friends? Well, one of them spotted me in what appeared to be a walk of shame with a boy. 


  Miyako, as tough and clever as always, honestly told everyone, “Oh, that was Rokuta.” It needed no further explanation for those in the know, but the rest of the world wasn’t quite as understanding as you might think. Then again, it wasn’t as if there were many people in the world who would go out of their way to be violent or commit crimes either. So I decided it wasn’t a big deal, and I let it be.


  Rokuta and Miyako were still seeing each other. Time passed with no updates from either of them, which had to mean that they weren’t officially dating. In their own ways, they both made me feel more alive with each passing day. It might have been this renewed sense of life that made me stop feeling fear, no matter how many times Rokuta mentioned doomsday to me.


  Rather, I guess it would be more correct to say I felt the same way as Rokuta. I didn’t mind dying, as long as everyone died with me.


  That commonality was what allowed us to have such an open conversation. When I told Rokuta about a neighborhood diner that had an item on the menu that I wanted to try but was so massive I’d needed help finishing it, he answered the call. That was when we talked about it.


  “You know, if Cap can read the thoughts of the people closest to him, and if that’s how he decides whether or not to destroy the world, you might be dooming us all by not caring about dying as long as you’ve got company.”


  “Agh, don’t even go there! That’s creeping me out. I’ll definitely go to Hell for that.”


  “If you’re going to Hell, then so am I.”


  “Ah, then I won’t be alone. That’s comforting.”


  “Well, you’d better focus on getting better at parkour so you can jump around the mountains of Hell.”


  There were still no signs of the world ending.


  I went to class, attended my lectures, took it easy at work, and texted back and forth with Rokuta. On weekdays, people I didn’t care about would harass me a little at college, and on weekends, I’d get myself out of town to visit Rokuta, my comrade in arms who might go to Hell with me someday. There were still no signs of the world ending.


  The seasons changed and the temperature got hotter…and we still did not know why Cap had grown big. And since there may have been no meaning behind it after all (and since Cap himself might not have even existed), there was really no point in mulling it over.


  It was looking more and more like I was right. The world was going to go on, destroying only Rokuta’s mind.


  I had no particular reason to feel sorrowful about whatever it was that consumed my old friend. He had survived these over-five-thousand days since we met, and he was still alive.


  Today was just like any other. I sat in class, and Miyako sat beside me, her sleeves hanging off her shoulders as she fiddled with her phone. Had we been in a small classroom, I’d have felt the need to let out a scream. But unfortunately, there was quite a bit of space between us and the blackboard.


  In the fan-shaped classroom, something had entered without opening the door. Temporarily forgetting the laws of this world, I assumed a golden retriever had wandered into our classroom. I figured class might get canceled, and I wouldn’t have minded that one bit.


  And yet, nobody else reacted. Miyako, who just happened to glance up at the blackboard at that moment, completely ignored the intruder.


  It had golden fur and was about the same size as a golden retriever. The creature, which I could only assume to be a golden retriever, glanced around as if it were looking for something, then it climbed up to where the rows of seats were. When it got close, I finally realized it was in fact not a golden retriever. Its face was round and cute, yet there was the savageness of a carnivore mixed into it.


  As it took another step closer, I noticed one more thing. And with perfect timing, it noticed me too.


  It had five torsos.


  It was Cap.


  When I saw Cap head-on, looking exactly as Rokuta had described him, I flew out of the classroom, leaving all my belongings behind.


   


  ***


   


  As somebody who’s known Ema since she was very little, my impression of her is drastically different from the impression of every friend she’s made in the past few years. I can tell. The way Ema was now, she would most definitely not let a mistake somebody else made in elementary school be blamed on her. She absolutely would not vaguely accept blame.


  Ema changed outwardly—rather, she became more clearly defined. When she was little, pastel colors seemed to be her general vibe. As I watched her grow through junior high, high school, and college, I watched her gradually don darker colors, until she wore them like a thick coat of armor. That was why even in high school, Ema gave off a rather tough image.


  As somebody who’s known her all her life, I knew it was just a facade. Once the layers were down, she’d smile at me just as sweetly as she did when we were kids, playing in the park as long as we would dare.


  As for why she felt the need to keep that armor on, it’s either the unfairness of the world, or maybe she’s got a similar reason as me. I mean, she wants to match herself to a certain lifestyle. It’s the same as me lifting weights and running so I can look cooler when I jump and tumble. I mean, I’m aware that no matter how jacked I get, I’m still the same dorky kid on the inside, and the same goes for her. 


  In her personal life, Ema has been adding on requisite skills. Skills like “learning how to keep things cool with an ex after you break up,” I guess? I think she learned that the third year of high school. I was going to attempt to comfort her, but she smiled as if she wasn’t hurt at all. Actually, I was hurting for a different reason back then… Makes me laugh to think about it now. When I told my girlfriend at the time that I wanted to go comfort Ema, she broke up with me. I could understand how she felt, but when it came to your crush and your unparalleled best friend since childhood, there was just no comparison. I tried to explain it to her, but I couldn’t make her see things my way.


  “Someday, I’ll save someone.”


  Aside from hurting her the first day we met, there was one other thing I did to Ema that I felt really bad about.


  When I first told Ema I was going to take up parkour, she did some research and excitedly told me about the term “traceur,” but I felt self-conscious and told her not to call me that. I laughed it off, and Ema never brought it up again. I’d assumed she’d forgotten about it, but Ema probably doesn’t know she murmured about it in her sleep at karaoke. I’m sure that’s the last thing she thought would happen.


  That’s why, you know…ughhh…if I really was like this due to saving a kid’s life, that would have been so badass.


  But it was all a careless mistake on my part. I wish I could apologize to every parkour enthusiast in the world. Sure, I was stressing over the end of the world, but I still forgot the basics and pushed myself too hard. Sorry about that.


  But the one I wanted to apologize to the most was Ema. None of this was her fault. In fact, it’s all mine, for leaving behind just a video of myself and titling it “Practice sesh to impress Ema—Day 3.” It’ll definitely hurt her. That big softy will definitely cry behind her armor.


  I at least wanted to explain things to her.


  I was out practicing again, right by the granny that gave me candies. The hard rain of the morning had cleared shockingly fast. The granny was there today, sitting on a sheet that she usually used for picnics. The high-five kids were also there.


  There was a parking lot beside the park with a long staircase in the middle of it. Affixed with a slope on the side, it was a perfect place to practice.


  At my skill level, I could have pushed myself to practice more complicated moves. I probably would have succeeded too, no problem. Hey, I’m not lying, and I’m not posturing either. Then again, I don’t usually practice parkour in slippery places right after it’s rained. But the thought that the world might end as soon as tomorrow made me panic. I couldn’t let my chance to move Ema to tears with my parkour pass me by. I was anxious, nervous, and, well, a little full of myself? 


  It was a perfect storm. 


  What happened next was nobody’s fault. When I was running a final double-check, I saw it. It wasn’t trash. It was the kids, trying to copy me. They had climbed on top of the iron bar and were going to attempt a jump they couldn’t make. Unfortunately, I spotted them in the middle of my flip.


  Of course I had safety measures for when I didn’t have enough rotation or when I slipped. But I couldn’t make the necessary adjustments in time. It was a stroke of sheer bad luck. If I could have fallen onto my back, it would hurt, but I’d be okay. But right when the concrete was just inches below me and I was starting to think I was in real trouble, everything went into slow motion—my life flashed before my eyes.


  It will be over soon.


  The last thing I saw was Cap’s eyes.


  Cap—go to Ema.


   


  ***


   


  After calling him on my phone over and over and over and over, sending him LINE messages, all to no response, I was unable to sit there and do nothing. I tried to shove Cap into a taxi with me, but he wouldn’t fit, so he wound up on the roof. I had the driver take us to his house, trying to contact him over and over and over along the way, even sending him an Insta DM—until he finally answered my call and I screamed his name.


  The voice of an old lady I didn’t know answered.


  I was thrown into a state of deeper panic as she explained what had happened, which only made the panic even worse. An ambulance took Rokuta away, and he was in the hospital. The old lady who happened to be on the scene had gone with him, and she had picked up his phone when he’d dropped it. She told me the name of the hospital, which I proceeded to scream at the taxi driver.


  When we arrived at the hospital, I tossed the ten-thousand-yen bill I kept in my smartphone case for emergencies at the taxi driver and ran into the lobby. When they saw how flustered I was, a nurse and finely dressed old lady approached me. They asked my name, rubbed my shoulders, and told me everything would be okay. I thought there’s no way anything could be okay. Cap’s arrival had confirmed that for me.


  But reality defied expectations, and everything really was okay.


  After a few minutes’ consolation in the lobby, where the nurse’s and old lady’s words flew in one ear and out the other, my old friend, with his dominant arm in a sling and gauze on his forehead, approached me with a smile. Rokuta was taken aback when he saw the look on my face at first, but his smile quickly returned.


  “I biffed the landing and broke my arm. Sorry I’m such a dork.”


  I was genuinely angry with Rokuta for smiling like an angel when I was so worried about him. But I knew my anger wasn’t justified.


  I was equally angry with Cap, for becoming visible to me just so he could deliver the news that Rokuta had been badly hurt in an accident…but I knew my anger wasn’t justified.


  I was wholeheartedly relieved to see that Rokuta was okay…but I knew my relief wasn’t genuine.


  I still didn’t quite understand how I felt. I was probably still in shock. The feelings birthed from seeing Rokuta’s smiling face, alive and well, were too jumbled for me to process. If I had to express the feeling superficially, I’d say I was disappointed. When I found out Rokuta was okay, I got the sense that the world was going to be ending very soon. It was a bizarre feeling.


  Nevertheless, I greeted him with the expected, “Thank god you’re okay, I thought you were dead, you big stupid idiot!” And Rokuta replied with a string of thank-yous and I’m-sorrys.


  Since Rokuta’s arm was a clean break, he would not need to be hospitalized. All he needed was to wait for nature to stick the bones back together again. While Rokuta was filling out his paperwork, I called his mom, thanked the old lady and nurses, and blew my nose on the tissue they’d handed me. Then, when I saw she’d sent me a LINE message saying she had my schoolbag, I shot Miyako a quick thank-you and explanation of what had happened. I said I’d “just had a premonition,” but I wasn’t sure how much she’d believe that.


  Once out of the hospital, we found that the taxi driver had waited, insisting that the trip was not worth a whole ten thousand yen, and we got back in the cab together.


  During the drive, I lectured him, “Don’t hurt yourself,” “You worried everyone,” unsure of my true feelings all the while. Finally, we arrived in front of the condo complex I’d visited many times before. I got out of the cab with him, promising to take him grocery shopping, reasoning it would be difficult to do with just one arm.


  Rokuta walked on the road as we headed to the store, carefully explaining in great detail what had happened, in an attempt to make up for all the worry he had caused me. As I listened, it took everything in me to deal with a new presence inside of me, one who was inexplicably rampaging. I just couldn’t keep my cool.


  Since Rokuta said all he had at home was ice cream and rice his family sent, I got him some bottled iced tea along with large portions of pre-packaged food he could easily eat with just forks and spoons. But there was still something nudging at the door of my heart, threatening to spill out of it. “Terrifying” would be the best way to describe it.


  Rokuta told me Cap had disappeared. But I knew he was following right behind us. Apparently, Cap had taken a new master. And since the old lady from the park believed that I was a hysterical girl who’d had a premonition of the accident and came running…I still hadn’t told Rokuta about Cap yet.


  When we arrived at Rokuta’s condo with the groceries, Cap entered without wiping his feet and curled right up under the desk where Rokuta’s computer was—maybe that was his spot. I took all the perishable items out of the bags and put them in the refrigerator. Everything else, I stashed in places it would be easy to access with one arm. Meanwhile, Rokuta changed out of his filthy T-shirt and pants. I parked myself in the desk chair. It was from this angle that part of Cap’s body resembled feet to me…and I discovered that even though I could see him, I could not touch him.


  As I wrestled with this unbearable burden, Rokuta sat on the floor, and I told him that Cap had made his way into my class and I had seen him for the first time. Then I told Rokuta that Cap was curled up right under his desk. Rokuta was surprised, but he didn’t seem to think it was all that out of the ordinary.


  “I guess he honored my last request. Ideally, I would have given him a better explanation first.”


  “To explain that you were in an accident?”


  “No…you know how some people say when you’re in an accident, everything turns to slow motion? Like there’s a kaleidoscope flashing? Well, that actually happened to me. All these memories of you shot into my head. And just when I was about to tell Cap that if I die, I want him to tell you I’m sorry…I biffed the landing. And while I was falling unconscious, I noticed Cap disappear.”


  “I see.”


  Maybe Cap had mistakenly thought Rokuta died and had switched over to me. Rokuta’s words, which would have ordinarily hit me like a bed of needles, echoed in my ears now, without aching. A big part of me felt numb, like I didn’t care what happened anymore. And another part of me, the part of me that thought I might lose Rokuta, felt like it was going to explode. I’d ridden the waves of both, and just when I thought I was numb from it all…that presence came back like a wave. All it would take was one burst to explode, bringing everything to the surface along with it, finally ready to be exposed. Maybe the stress of Rokuta’s near-death experience had delivered that message to me through Cap. Or maybe vice-versa Which was it?


  I couldn’t sort out my feelings. “Terrifying” would be the best way to describe it.


  “In the end, me and those kids were all totally fine, but I really am sorry I scared you. When my life was flashing before my eyes…I had a flashback to you telling me the words of that traceur—that we learn parkour in hopes of saving someone someday. And I was like, agh, saving someone would be nice, but dying in a careless accident? I felt I owed you and that traceur an apology, like, for real.”


  “Oh…you actually remembered that.”


  When he suddenly brought up our shared memory, yet another feeling tickled my conscience. It was a feeling that only could have been stirred up because we had spent so many long years together.


  It wasn’t a feeling triggered by the quaint joy lurking beneath the surface of mundane days like that.


  “Actually, you mumbled about it in your sleep when we went to karaoke that night…that’s when I remembered.”


  “Seriously? God, that’s embarrassing. You should have told me.”


  It was neither trivial embarrassment nor regret.


  “To be precise, Miyako told me a little while ago about you saying that,” Rokuta said.


  I rose from the desk chair and walked a few steps until I was right in front of Rokuta.


  I did not have Rokuta’s nimble lightness. I shuffled over to him and plopped down to my knees. I reached out to his curious face, lowered my gaze a little, then pressed both palms to his neck, the sling resting along it. I felt the warmth of his skin…I felt his pulse…I felt his blood.


  Then I slowly squeezed.


  Rokuta looked at me in shock. He called my name. He gently gripped my arms with his unbroken left one. But I slowly squeezed harder.


  I wasn’t acting of my own will…I was acting from an intense id.


  I couldn’t sort out my feelings… I’d never been able to.


  I wanted the pain to end…and it finally was…it was all going to end anyway…so it didn’t matter what I did now…I’ll make the pain go away. All those feelings were filtered through the palms of my hands.


  How long would it take? How far would I have to go before I found the answer…before I could sort out my feelings… I was lucky I stopped.


  Rokuta released my arms. And then he looked at me with those same eyes he turned on me that day back in the park when he apologized to me and only me.


  “Ema…I’d rather die by your hand than in an accident.”


  The realization of what I was doing struck me at that moment. Despite that, my hands refused to leave Rokuta’s neck. When I heard my own breath, I realized then that my mouth, the mouth that sighed so frequently, had begun to move.


  “Rokuta.”


  Why did I call his name? Did I want him to answer my sighs? I didn’t know.


  “I can see him too.”


  “Cap?” Rokuta looked behind me. He believed Cap was there.


  “That means the world really is going to end soon.”


  This time, without acknowledging Cap behind me, Rokuta nodded. “It feels that way.”


  “Please, Rokuta. Please die.”


  My words and actions were at odds. I finally released my grip from Rokuta’s neck…and reached down to remove the T-shirt of my old childhood friend. However, the sling—and Rokuta’s lack of cooperation—kept it on.


  So I ripped off the button of my own shirt, grabbed the hem of Rokuta’s shirt with my free hand, and dragged him to me. Leaning in and nuzzling my face in his neck, I stretched my tongue out as far as it would go, and licked him. It was a taste that exterminated all the self-harm I’d been inflicting all this time.


  My old friend frantically called my name. I ignored him. All these years, I had desperately screamed his name, albeit in a voice that did not exist in this world…most of the time.


  “Just bring on the apocalypse already.”


  Latching on to Rokuta with one arm, I peeled off my shirt and camisole with the other, before taking off my bra. When Rokuta looked at me as if he’d forgotten the script, as if he didn’t need to admonish himself for crossing the line with a close friend… I seized my opportunity and smashed my lips against his.


  “The world just needs to end right now. I can’t stand this any longer.”


  I now knew why I wasn’t scared when Rokuta told me the world was going to end, and it wasn’t just because I didn’t believe him.


  I always wanted somebody to bring this world to an end. All I wanted was to be reborn into my next life as soon as possible.


  And if I was reborn, if not in the next life, but in countless lifetimes later, then I might meet Rokuta as somebody else. Or maybe the two of us would meet again, exactly the same as we were now. But this time, I won’t chase after the ball, and Rokuta won’t climb on top of the jungle gym… No, not everything has to be different before it happens…just make it so after it happens, we don’t look each other in the eye and remember each other’s faces. That can’t happen…not next time.


  If that happens again, then you’ll meet this boy that makes you question your interest in everything else. You’ll become best friends, and he’ll cherish you so deeply you’ll never be able to abandon the place you occupy in his heart for as long as you live. Because you’re a coward. You’ll just keep piling on layers of armor in the form of excuses until your body gets so heavy you can’t move like Rokuta.


  Then you’ll find yourself relieved at the signs of the end times sneaking in. You’ll even embrace the explosive anger at the reality that never felt real to you. That’s the source of the rage that you’re feeling.


  You’ll hate yourself…but that won’t matter once the world ends. Nothing will matter if everyone dies.


  I’m okay with my parents, siblings, friends, and everyone dying when the world ends…but please, just let the two of us go first.


  I tasted him over and over, so that I would never forget his flavor…so that when we met again, I would know it was him. And when I let another sigh escape for the umpteenth time, Rokuta finally asked a question.


  “Do you really think the world will end?”


  “I do. And I’m gonna die,” I nodded, virtually pleading with him.


  Then he slowly…gently…placed a hand on my cheek.


  For the first time that day, it was something that resembled a kiss.


  I sobbed without making a sound. The makeup that had served as a pillar of my self-harm was all smudged away at this point, much to my relief. Now, I could have faith that I wouldn’t have to wait decades, that I wouldn’t have to resort to extreme violence. Then and there, from the smell of Rokuta’s cheek, I could truly believe that the world was going to end.


  Rokuta removed the sling from his neck and gracefully slid his casted arm out of his T-shirt. He kissed my neck, then, after a short pause, he carefully and gently cupped my breasts. I no longer felt the pain of wondering who else he’d done this with. The world was going to end; there was no longer a line between friends and lovers. When I saw the look of desire deep in Rokuta’s eyes staring into mine, I was so happy I could cry.


  Not wanting to interrupt the flow, we remained physically connected in some way all while ripping each other’s clothes off. When my skirt got caught on my legs, Rokuta caressed my hips and kissed me as he slid it off. Without stopping to thank him, I touched his abs.


  We were lucky he had a soft rug on the floor. We were lucky he had cushions on the floor. We were lucky it was summer. We were lucky there was a condom within reach—truthfully, none of that mattered. The world was going to end—but Rokuta’s life was in all those lucky things.


  He held my right thigh. As my left thigh lay lower, the back of my knee brushing against the back of Rokuta’s thigh, I remembered his dominant arm was broken and was amused by that for one reason or another.


  Before he entered me, I flinched just a little. I knew I was overthinking it, but I was still worried that it wouldn’t be the most euphoric sex of my life…but how couldn’t it be? All those years of close friendship, love, and desire filled Rokuta’s manhood, and we shared our feelings in a way we never had before… 


  It was an unbelievable feeling, like I was in a constant pull between the tingling of bathwater too hot and the frustration of bathwater too cold.


  We shared each other’s sighs and sweat. And just when we were both reaching a climax, Rokuta suddenly spoke up.


  “I always thought your eyelashes were really long.”


  I asked, “How long is always?”


  And Rokuta answered, “I forget.”


  The climax came. But it did not signify an ending. Just like elementary school graduation, junior high school graduation, and high school graduation did not bring an end to Rokuta and me, the seed of desire released inside me was difficult to perceive as an ending. While the world had not yet ended and Rokuta folded over onto me, I bit the cartilage of his ear. It held a firmness that was just begging to be bitten. When the world ends, I just might bite his earlobe so hard I take the earring out of it.


  Rokuta also didn’t seem to think this was the end. As I lay on my back and he tried to wrap his arms around me, I sat up. I showed him with my body, not my words, that I wanted to move to the bed. With slightly more confidence in myself now, I felt like a bottle floating up in the middle of the ocean. And I told him what I really wanted, even though it didn’t matter anymore.


  “Don’t make love to me like I’m a girl.”


  Rokuta smiled, this time without any nervousness. “That’s the only way I know how to.”


  “Make love to me like I’m me.”


  Whether in the middle of the ocean or in a dry desert, he would appear before me, dashing, his mind and body trained to perfection. I dreamed about it. But I never thought it would happen in this lifetime.


  Ohh, god, the apocalypse is the best thing ever.


  After a moment’s hesitation, Rokuta sat facing me, his arms wrapped around me as he licked and kissed my cheek, gently caressing my hair with his good hand all the while. Rokuta’s lips slid down occasionally, onto my breasts, my waist, my shoulders, but his hand always stayed caressing my hair. It felt like he was grooming me. It reminded me of the thing I wanted to tell him before the world ended, but had forgotten to.


  “I always thought you looked like a weasel.”


  “How long is always?”


  “Always.”


  Always… Always.


  When the sun began to set, I noticed the curtain was still open. The railing of the balcony hid us, and somebody would have to climb to the roof of the condos across the way to see us. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have frantically hid myself despite all that. But none of that meant anything to us anymore.


  If anything, it was this new feeling that took root in me—I wanted to flaunt this moment to the current incarnation of this world. For giving Rokuta and I such a crazy way of meeting, for embedding these irreconcilable feelings in my heart, for atoning for its mistake by bringing us an apocalypse… I wanted to flaunt this moment to the world I hated so much. If the world felt any guilt, it should self-destruct as soon as possible and send us both flying to another place.


  So that when my body and mind disappeared, so that even when I was reduced down to my rotten soul that I would still remember Rokuta, I rubbed against his very existence as hard as I could.


   


  When we got hungry and thirsty, I grabbed enough ice cream from the freezer to sate us both and snuggled up to Ema to eat. We both had different flavors, but in no time, we lost track of where one flavor ended and the other began.


  Every time our eyes met, I sensed an excitement in Ema’s gaze the likes of which I had never seen before. I was also bursting with adrenaline from the unbelievable acts we’d just committed. Not that I didn’t have moments where I almost came back to my senses. I did…but Ema stopped me every time.


  But unfortunately, before the world ended, we ran out of stamina. We collapsed to the floor, exhausted. I slightly raised my head in the room that was growing dark to look under my desk, where I assumed Cap was resting. Seems as if we were alike in that way.


  Ema lay on top of me, rubbing her heart against mine as if she were testing our bodies, to see if we could overcome skin and muscles and bones and become one. I wrapped my unbroken arm around the thin waist of my old friend. Once my head cooled, I would realize just how unreal it was that I kissed my best friend…and that we licked each other. We would feel so unbearably embarrassed and awkward. But we held each other then, not because we wanted to spend the rest of our lives together, but because we already had…and that put my heart at ease.


  “The truth is, I didn’t forget.”


  Ema sank her teeth alluringly into my neck. If the world didn’t end, she just might bite my head clean off. If I had to die, I truly would rather have Ema kill me. As I stared at the ceiling, those words reverberated just as sincerely as I did when I said them earlier.


  “The first time I thought your eyelashes were long…I remember it. Remember that field trip we took in grade school? We were in different classes, so we weren’t together, but when we were making curry, you and I happened to share a sink. It felt like we hadn’t seen each other in ages, and we got to talking about all kinds of stuff, and when you were washing a pair of chopsticks, I caught a glimpse of your face from the side…and that’s when I thought it.”


  Ema stopped biting my neck and buried her lips close to my nape. Then, she gently hid words behind my ear that should not exist in this world.


  I already loved you back then…


  That’s what it sounded like.


  The nature of our relationship of over a decade was changing. It was then that the meaning behind the words “this is Hell” infiltrated my memories. When I innocently told Ema about my first girlfriend, and when Ema made sure to report to me that she had gotten her first boyfriend, both of us were hurt by our actions.


  The truth was, I had some serious thinking to do. I needed to think about why Ema, my dear best friend, kept her feelings from me all this time, about why she had suddenly gotten like this. Did she want us to date? Or did she not? How was I supposed to act around my old friend, who had shoved her sexual desires on me in a way that could not be explained away by friendship or sympathy? And how could we go on living, pretending we didn’t know how the other tasted?


  But if the world was ending…


  I tapped the small of Ema’s back to signal that I wanted to move. Ema used the full momentum of her body to roll off of me. Angry with the distance that had now formed between us, Ema wrapped a leg around my back and yanked me close. That happened to help me smoothly move exactly into the position I wanted. I inserted myself between Ema’s thighs, supporting my weight with my knees and my good arm as I looked down at her. She was looking at me the way she always did for all those years…and now I knew it was not by chance, but on purpose.


  “Ema…”


  Even assuming we didn’t have to think about a single detail of the future, there was still one very important matter between us that we needed to settle. I’d failed to accomplish it today, and Ema might want the world to end ASAP. Still, the desire to move Ema to tears still remained inside of me.


  “Before the world ends…if there’s someplace you’d like to go, I’ll come with you. Even the Uyuni Salt Flats is on the table. Where do you want to go?”


  If it was too far away, we might not make it there in time. And if she wanted to go to Heaven or to the next life, I was incapable of making that happen. But if there was someplace I could take her, I wanted to deliver.


  I meant it in complete earnest…but Ema just opened her arms wide, inviting me to nuzzle against her chest, and she whispered in my ear.


  “Let’s just stay here…right here, until the world ends.”


  A part of me questioned if that was really okay, but then I realized that if we never knew about the world’s end, the distance we’d closed between us would have remained farther than any foreign land…farther even than Hell.


  I noticed the chocolate remaining on the edge of Ema’s lips and licked it off. Sharing the secret with Ema was our catalyst for change. And as we did what was only possible before the world’s demise, we were both moved to tears.


  I thought of the park. As long as Ema was in my arms, I would never go back there.
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  Skeletonized Menthol


   


  UPON RETURNING after a long time away, the house which once stood here—its walls banally white, yet colored with memories—had been replaced with a parking lot. It was certainly not a very busy lot, with only a black and a red car parked there.


  I had elected to be there at midnight so as not to risk bumping into a certain someone, but I soon realized that that had been a pointless precaution. The mechanical hum of the vending machine in front of the neighboring apartment complex, combined with the smoke wafting from the rebellious-looking girl sitting on the steps nearby encapsulated the shadiness of the area.


  When I caught a whiff of the burnt scent coming from the girl faintly illuminated by the streetlight, I was suddenly dying for a smoke. I’d quit over ten years ago, so of course I didn’t have any cigarettes on me. And while searching for the most legit-seeming convenience store close by would have been the smartest move, there was already someone happily smoking right over there. If I talked to her, she might spare me some sympathy.


  “Hey, can I bum a cigarette?”


  The girl (who I could tell from just the side of her face that she was only a teenager once I got closer) didn’t seem to have realized my presence. She was staring at the small office building in front of her of some company I hadn’t heard of.


  “I’ll even give you a hundred yen for it. That’s a great deal for you, even considering how prices have gone up…unless boxes have climbed up to two thousand a pop while I wasn’t paying attention.”


  I pulled a hundred-yen coin out of my pocket and gripped it close to my chest. I would have held it out to the girl, but if I got too close, she might get suspicious and then I’d have to deal with that unpleasantness.


  The girl continued to ignore me. She slowly blew smoke out of her mouth until her cigarette was completely spent. I mustered up all my willpower and waited. 


  At last, my patience paid off. After flicking the cigarette butt onto the ground by her feet, the girl rummaged in her pocket and retrieved a box of cigarettes, tapping one out with her fingers. With a dry crinkle, the cigarette rolled over to my feet. The girl held her gaze away from me.


  She was rude, but considering I’d gotten exactly what I’d wanted when I wanted it for just a hundred yen, it was not a bad exchange at all. And with no need for ceremony after her careless display, I picked the cigarette up off the ground and set the hundred-yen coin in the same spot. She could pick it up whenever she wanted.


  Pumped up from my little victory against a teenager, I quickly realized what an idiot I was. I needed some way to light my cigarette. Just when I was about to insist that she offer a light free of charge, I heard a sound by the girl’s feet unlike that of the familiar clanking metal I was anticipating. 


  With that, a new column of smoke rose into the air, and soon after a small box of matches appeared by my feet. It struck me as odd that a girl in her teens would be so retro, but I gratefully accepted the offering. I pulled a match out of the box, lit the cigarette in my mouth, then left the box of matches on top of the hundred-yen coin. It would serve as a marker in the darkness.


  Back when I was a smoker, I never liked the smell of menthol. But standing in that desolate parking lot, the fragrance was oddly satisfying.


  I was about to pass the time by asking the girl about the house that used to be here, but I realized it was possible she was not even aware of its existence, and restrained myself.


  She finished her cigarette before me and stood in complete silence. She turned her back to me and headed for the rather large block of apartments.


  “You forgot the money and matches,” I called out to her.


  But she didn’t even look over her shoulder. She was standoffish, just like a feral cat. I wondered if all the rebellious young ones were like that these days. When I was her age, I at least had the courtesy to glare at the strange old men who tried to talk to me.


  Since I’d paid for it, I took my sweet time smoking the cigarette. A passing thought hit me: Maybe she had mistaken me for a ghost and had given me the cigarette in an attempt to exorcise me? I couldn’t imagine a more apt time or place for such a scenario.


  Or, more realistically, she would come back to get her payment and matches after I’d gone. Leaving the matches and coin on the ground, I stomped out my cigarette. The butt had fallen by hers and lay beside it in a tidy row. My cigarette butt was the most polite character in this whole scene.


  I straddled the bicycle I’d borrowed from the company where I worked, and pedaled back to the place where I was temporarily staying.


   


  Thanks to a straitlaced friend who had worked his way up to becoming a manager at his company back home, I managed to get myself a place to work along with somewhere to crash till I found some place permanent. Most of the guys I’d cut from my life ten-odd years ago were neither people I considered lifelong friends nor people that disgusted me, but Muroto alone was a loyal guy. He remembered me well.


  Looking back now, it was a good thing I randomly got the certifications I did. Thanks to that, I could be of some use to him. Though I appreciated his generous hospitality, I wanted to at least find my own place to live (worrying about a job would come later.) But that wouldn’t be able to happen until I got my first paycheck. It’s not like I had zero yen in savings, but I needed the stability.


  During the day, I ignored the strange looks I got and pushed through work. At night, I would rinse my sweat off in the shower at the workplace, drink the low-malt beer I’d bought myself at the neighborhood grocery store, and then crash on the company sofa. It was a perfectly comfortable life, and I had no complaints. But my weekends were unbearably boring. There were only security guards at work. I had nowhere to go, nothing to do, nobody to see. And even if I did, I couldn’t yet afford the luxury of travel or discretionary spending. So I randomly cleaned the office, washed my clothes at the coin laundry, and then rode my bicycle to the deluxe bathhouse two stops away from where I was staying. On the way home, I sat on a park bench and read books I bought at a used bookstore.


  Aside from the occasional alcoholic drink, my life had returned back to its normal rhythm. Occasionally, I’d reminisce about the flavor of cigarettes. Just that one smoke had thoroughly reawakened the smoker in me. I didn’t want to become addicted again, so I resisted for a while. But then, on the fourth Sunday since starting my new job, after tossing and turning in bed for a bit, I finally went on a walk to buy some cigarettes. I wasn’t an addict…at least I hoped not. I would get my first paycheck soon, then I could start looking for my own place. I deserved a little pre-celebration.


  As usual, the older man around my age was arranging products and cleaning, and the younger guy was standing at the register. This average convenience store was about a ten-minute walk from the office. After glossing over the unfamiliar brands, I almost jumped for joy when I spotted the brand that had survived all those years…and noted that its item number was the same as my age, which I tried not to dwell on too much, despite it dangling itself in my face.


  I called out to the boy with a ponytail behind the register, but I still hadn’t decided which brand I was actually going to buy. I was picturing something like the one cigarette I’d had that night, but I didn’t remember what the box looked like.


  From the flavor, I knew it was menthol. Spotting a green box in the lineup on the shelf far behind the register, I requested it to the clerk by item number. It wasn’t two thousand yen, but it was still rather expensive.


  I stopped not in the smoking area outside the convenience store but in the middle of the road on the way back to the office, ripped the package open, and took out a cigarette. I lit it with the lighter I’d bought along with it, took a drag—and immediately noticed it was different. Then I had another realization: Not just any cigarette would do. I wanted to smoke the same cigarette that I smoked that night. Smoking a cigarette for the first time in over ten years while standing in the area where my home once stood…its flavor had been imprinted onto my brain.


  I went ahead and smoked the cigarette down to the filter, tossed it into the storm drain, then headed back to the office. But as soon as I arrived, I grabbed the key to the bicycle and went out again.


  I wasn’t particularly hopeful that I would find her in the exact same spot, but for the first time in a while, I felt a need that wasn’t physiological, and I wanted to find out exactly what it was. Even if it turned out to be a trivial wish to know what brand those cigarettes were.


  After racing on my bike for about fifteen minutes, I was in familiar territory. The familiar parking lot, billboard, and vending machine light came into view. If anyone spotted me as I rode my bike straight at the place, they might think I was a carjacker or a kidnapper. So, to assume the facade of someone from the neighborhood who had come to use the vending machine, I ditched my bike in front of some apartments around the corner.


  Since the bicycle was on loan, I double- and triple-checked that it was locked. Then I retrieved the coin case I’d bought the other day at the hundred-yen shop. I absentmindedly sifted through the coins as I walked—all as part of the facade I hoped to project—turning the corner and approaching the parking lot…and there she was.


  She was farther away from the vending machine this time, yet still hiding in the shadows to smoke, just like last time. Now, I’m not the sort of person who believes fate leads to encounters like this. She probably regularly smoked here at this time of night.


  I bought a can of coffee, and with a performance at least I considered Oscar-worthy, I acted surprised to see her.


  “Oh—you’re the cigarette girl.”


  As stupid a line as it was, I did get the girl’s attention for just a moment. That being said, I got no reaction from her. Regarding me as nothing more than a spider in the corner of her room, she returned to the world in her head. I did not know whether she remembered me or not. Either way, I wasn’t going to throw away my shot.


  “Hey, sorry to ask, but can I have another cigarette? There’s another hundred yen in it for you.”


  The girl ignored my request at first, just like last time. And just like last time, I waited a while until she finished her current smoke and tossed the butt to the side. Then, when she slowly took the box from her pocket, I tried to sneak a peek at it in the darkness.


  Suddenly, something flew at me straight in the center of my vision, hitting me square between the eyes. I didn’t know it was a cigarette until it hit the ground.


  It didn’t hurt—of course it didn’t hurt—but I flinched reflexively.


  Cool it. She’s just a child.


  Giving a grown-up sigh, I set a hundred-yen coin down in the spot where the cigarette fell.


  This time, I had my own lighter. I shielded it with the palm of my hand, took a drag, and choked on the smoke for the first time in years.


  “Hey, kid, this isn’t like the last one…er, sorry I called you kid.”


  Hearing some old guy you don’t know call you “kid”… I remembered all too well how that pissed me off when I was her age.


  She still paid me no attention. She just kept happily smoking cigarettes that were clearly different from last time. There was not a trace of menthol today. Maybe she was the sort of smoker who had no brand loyalty.


  I knew I ought to keep a socially acceptable distance between us. But I wasn’t about to let the mystery remain out of politeness—I wasn’t that considerate a person.


  “Do you remember the brand of the cigarettes you were smoking last time? The menthols.”


  Just as I’d predicted, the girl showed no signs of answering. Running out of ideas, I reached in my pocket, pulled out the box of cigarettes I’d bought earlier, and slid them over to her.


  “You can have these; I only smoked one of them. I bought them thinking they were the ones you smoked, but I was wrong. In exchange, can you tell me the brand of the cigarettes you were smoking the other day?”


  After I said the words, I realized that from her perspective, it was dangerous to accept an opened item from a stranger. After all, I was a strange old man, and she was a teenaged girl. She ought to at least have some sense of stranger danger around me.


  I assumed the transaction was dead in the water.


  Which was why I thought that what wound up happening was just a fluke.


  The girl happened to be holding the lit cigarette in her right hand, so it was easy for her to pick up the box of cigarettes I offered with her left. She scooped them up without a trace of disgust toward grown-ups nor any resignation toward taking a freebie. There was a functional elegance in her movement.


  “Don’t remember.”


  Her voice was a bit higher in pitch than I imagined it would be. If she didn’t remember what brand she was smoking, why did she accept my free cigarettes? I was tempted to chew her out for it, but the organic way in which she grabbed the cigarettes seemed to be the answer, so I decided to drop it.


  “Too bad,” I replied.


  “It was green…maybe.”


  Yeah, most menthol cigarettes are. Anyway, why is this girl murmuring like she’s half-asleep? It’s almost like she’s got something on her mind and needs to steal a few neurons to talk… Talk about a strange dissonance.


  “Yeah…I tried buying some green ones, but no dice. Well, if you can, ask whoever gave them to you.”


  “They weren’t a gift. Found ’em on a table in a diner.”


  That left me silent for a few seconds. Unable to immediately read between the lines, I was once again made painfully aware of the blind spot my old age gave me.


  “Oh. You stole them.”


  That also explained the retro matches and why she didn’t mind sharing with some old guy she didn’t know. Even the cigarette that currently smoldered between my index and middle fingers that very second was probably a treasure she’d found left behind somewhere.


  She didn’t look like she was particularly opposed to talking. When she finally did flick the only half-smoked, still-lit cigarette to the side, it was because she had genuinely had enough. She then rose to her feet, slid the box of cigarettes I’d given her into her pocket without a word, and turned her back to me.


  “Take the hundred yen, okay?”


  But my voice didn’t stop her from leaving. There were obviously going to be no thank-yous for the large quantity of free cigarettes either. But it didn’t make me angry—if anything, I respected her for it. To her, cigarettes were always a thing she got for free.


  After grossly overpaying, I smoked the cigarette I hadn’t asked for all the way to the filter before calling it a night and heading back to the office.


   


  Life was a succession of calculations.


  You offered your labor, then you received pay. You paid your bills, then you received sustenance. You laid out trade terms both parties could agree upon, then you enacted them. For me, once I could view my labor as something to be compensated for, I didn’t mind it anymore. It helped me steer clear of petty crimes because the potential consequences greatly outweighed anything I could gain. It wasn’t worth the money if you were caught, and you were much better off working a dead-end job. So I guess the point I’m making is, I wouldn’t recommend stealing cigarettes, but I’m sure she got enough of that in her ethics class.


  In between moments of work, my mind drifted to the girl as I browsed real estate sites online. The apartment I’d inquired about was already taken, and I was directed to places that had higher rent or were farther away. And amid the mundane repetition of searching, I started craving a smoke. And not just any smoke would do. What I wanted was the cigarette I smoked that first night I met her in the parking lot. For lack of a better idea, I decided to use part of my lunch break to go to the convenience store. I’d treat it like the lottery and choose a green box at random.


  I knew this brand I chose this time was another dud the moment I lit up. I was less upset by the disappointment of the one cigarette in my mouth and more by the weight of having to smoke the remaining nineteen in the pack. As I traversed the distance back to the office feeling a heavy weight in my pocket, I had an epiphany: Jackpots were struck faster when two people played together.


  The cigarettes she had today might be the same ones from that night. If they were, great, if not, I could always hand her the cigarettes in my pocket to prevent a future crime. As a method of keeping her from stealing for a while, it would certainly work much better than a stern lecture.


  I borrowed the company bicycle again that night and headed straight for the parking lot. This was my third time, so it would be painfully awkward if I pretended we met by coincidence again.


  But she wasn’t there. I checked the time on my cheap watch and noted I was much earlier than the other two nights. It would be beyond sketchy for me to wait for her, so I biked a lap around the block for a little exercise. When I returned to find the situation unchanged, I took another lap around the block…and at last, there she was.


  Only the squeak of my brakes got her to look in my direction, then she immediately lost interest. She was still staring at that mysterious office building. I wondered if there was any significance to her staking out the place.


  If she had business with that company, she would keep coming here to smoke even when the weather got colder. The only reason this concern even crossed my mind was because I was worried I wouldn’t find the elusive brand before winter came.


  “Nice night,” I offered, hoping to telegraph that I wasn’t a sketchy person. It wasn’t as if I was expecting a reply, and to my credit, there wasn’t one. I locked up the bike.


  Oh, she always wears the same sweats.


  She had a cigarette in her mouth again that night, ash falling from it just as I started to approach her. Hoping she would finally remember what brand it was, I jumped straight to it.


  “I came here for another trade. One cigarette, plus the name of the brand, and it’s yours. There’s still nineteen in the pack.”


  Even though our first trade deal had gone well, that was no guarantee that the second would. She might make the right call and deem me to be the sketchy guy I am.


  But after leisurely smoking the rest of the cigarette in her mouth, she removed the cigarette pack from her pocket and chucked the entire thing at me without even looking inside. I picked it up and found it only contained one cigarette.


  “Thanks. Here you go. If you’re at all suspicious, I can smoke one with you right now.”


  Ignoring my attempt at being considerate, she quietly took a cigarette from the pack I’d given her and smelled the filter as if she were sniffing for poison. Sensing nothing amiss, she put it in her mouth and lit up. I wondered if that was always how she assessed risk.


  I lit up right after her. As soon as I lit the cigarette, I knew it wasn’t what I was looking for. But it was menthol this time at least. To help eliminate the duds, I went ahead and typed the brand name into my notes app.


  Not knowing why the girl kept staring at the office building in front of her, I went ahead and stared at the parking lot for no particular reason. That night, a white car and a black Toyota HiAce were parked there.


  “There used to be a house here long ago. You probably don’t remember it.”


  I wasn’t exactly expecting a response. I just remembered having the impulse to ask her about it the first night and decided to bring it up to pass the time.


  Exactly as I anticipated, she gave no reply. Time passed by as we both stared down our respective targets…until for the first time, our eyes met in a sideways glance. Her eyes were like smooth glass marbles, sucking in the light of the vending machine. Remembering how she had sniffed the cigarette earlier, she looked like a puppy or kitten in that moment. Her gaze shifted away and she nodded once, as if she were rowing a boat.


  This time, I finished my cigarette before her. I turned my back first, thinking I would break tradition this third time and be the first to leave.


  In reality though, just as I was going to toss my cigarette aside, a black motorcycle appeared with the roar of an engine in the shadows ahead of where she sat. She hopped on the back, and they took off. The driver’s entire face was covered, so I couldn’t tell their age or gender.


  “Aha. So she’s a proper rebel.”


  The words I uttered to the night sky sounded like they came from either a father figure or a sulking boy, angry that he’d wasted his time on her. Either way, I was so frustrated I got out of there, leaving nothing but a loud cough hanging in the air.


  After that third meeting, it happened. Some valuables belonging to one of the employees at the office went missing. And though it wasn’t explicitly stated, I was the prime suspect. It was a common enough situation that anyone could fall victim to. Though it wasn’t all that big a deal, I used the stress of it all as an excuse to head to the convenience store again later that night. By now, it was starting to feel like I was using any excuse to justify my ridiculous lottery.


  And rather than the silly baseless accusations at work, it was the surprise reunion that fell into my lap that bothered me more.


  I stepped into my usual convenience store and headed straight to the register to find that the older man who usually did inventory and cleaning was now working the register. The younger guy was probably on break. I came here frequently enough, so that was bound to happen.


  “Excuse me…are you Urayasu?”


  Just as I picked out a different green pack, he called my name. I looked him straight in the face but could not place him for the life of me. I looked at his name tag and scanned my memory. At last, I finally dug out the memory—it was of when I was the same age as that girl.


  “Matsukawa…didn’t recognize you.”


  “Oh, great. I thought it was you all this time, but I wasn’t sure. Now that I’m getting a closer look, you really haven’t changed much.”


  I wasn’t sure just how different I looked from the side or from head-on. But I was aware that my overall presence had not changed all that much with age. And I knew exactly why. I felt the passage of time acutely differently from my peers, so it wouldn’t surprise me if that affected my body’s natural aging.


  “You can see what I’ve been up to all these years, but what about you, Urayasu? I, um, already heard about what happened in the past.”


  “Thankfully, Muroto got me a gig at his company—we went to high school together. I’ve been there about a month now.”


  When I caught the hesitation in his tone, I reasoned it would be unfair to drag him into my bullshit, so I gave him the generic answer he was looking for.


  “Oh, that’s good. He shops here sometimes.”


  I was going to tell him I shopped here often to do my part keeping them afloat, then I was going to leave. But Matsukawa stayed planted at the register, incessantly asking me a bunch of questions. Where was I living? Have I seen any of our other classmates? How has my life been between then and now? Even I, admittedly not a very perceptive guy, recognized that the nuance of his questions was slightly off. He did not sound like an old friend who was happy to see his former classmate again. I couldn’t quite tell if he was outright upset to see me, but it was a nuisance to humor him with replies when I could detect the sting behind his words. That girl probably would have flat-out ignored him.


  I was rescued when another customer entered the store. With a quick goodbye to Matsukawa, whom I had never considered close enough to call an old friend, I retreated outside, promptly ripped open the plastic, and lit a cigarette.


  I was actually a bit relieved that I had another dud that day. If possible, I’d like to avoid winning the cigarette lottery on a weird day.


  The girl might still have some of the cigarettes that I gave her three days ago, but I went to retrieve the bike and headed to our regular parking lot.


  She was there, same as usual, and ignored my attempt at greeting her, also as usual. But this time, when I offered her cigarettes, nothing came flying back at me. Instead, the girl held the pack of cigarettes out to me. The polite gesture had me oddly questioning her intent. Still, I quietly took it from her, taking extra care not to touch her delicate fingers.


  Once she noticed I’d let my guard down, the palm of her hand connected sharply with mine, almost as if she were waiting for that exact moment.


  “What was that for?!”


  Not flinching at my yelling or even apologizing for the mysterious slap, the girl lifted her empty hand and reached it out to me, palm up—gesturing for the cigarettes I’d brought.


  I doubted she could pull the same stunt again. And being the one with the mystery that needed solving, I was in the weaker position. Since I was the person trying to negotiate, I decided to let her violent outburst slide and rested the cigarettes I’d bought on her thin palm.


  The pack I got from the feral animal was not the one I’d given her three days prior. It was yet another menthol. I jotted the name into my notes app before I lit up. It was another dud.


  Between the failed lottery and the pain in my hand that was just starting to spread, I felt like cussing her out. But I resisted the urge, telling myself she was only a child.


  Though, after what had happened with Matsukawa, I was not zen enough to not say anything at all.


  “You know, after what I went through today, I think I understand a little how you feel, kid.”


  The pain I was unable to push down had made me slip up and call her “kid” again. Of course, there was no rebuke or reply.


  “Some guy I’m not even friends with asked me a bunch of stupid questions, and it was a pain in the ass answering him.”


  Naturally, she wasn’t going to humor me like I’d humored Matsukawa. She turned her glassy eyes instead to the office building in front of her. From the expression visible on the side of her face, I didn’t even detect that she was aware she was ignoring me. In my mind, she wasn’t a feral dog anymore…she was more of a stray wolf.


  Dog, wolf, or human—as long as she was helping me achieve my goal, I didn’t care what she was. When I illuminated the palm of my hand in the light of the vending machine, a juicy welt had already formed.


  This time, she half-heartedly smoked just one cigarette, tossed it to the side without stomping it out, and left. I picked up the cigarette and disposed of it properly before a stray cat could burn itself, then I got on the bike and left.


   


  I finally got a lead on a place to live.


  The security deposit wasn’t too expensive, and it was close enough to work that I wouldn’t need to take a train or bus. I felt bad asking, but I had Muroto cosign, and I finally passed the applicant screening on the fifth place I tried for. But I couldn’t move in for another month, so I would need to keep living at the office for a while longer. I offered to pay the boss rent for the time I’d stayed so far, but instead, he pretty much loaned me money to buy furniture. I had him buy me the cheapest bedding, refrigerator, and washer out of my wages. I just couldn’t put him out any more than I already had.


  Indebtedness was, in a way, putting the losses incurred due to personal circumstances on deferment. Eventually, you had to become independent so you could afford to pay others back, with interest. In short, I now had a very tangible goal completely unlike finding the right brand of cigarettes.


  The employee’s missing card case that had caused a minor scandal was found. It had gotten stuck in the back of his desk drawer and had eventually fallen out over time. And even though nobody ever outright said whether they’d suspected me or not, the office was filled with awkwardness and defiance over the accusations, and so once everybody had gone home, I gave the office a good airing out.


  As the fresh, chilly air flowed into my living space, I started to crave a cigarette. It had been a full week.


  If possible, I hoped to hit the jackpot before I moved. My new place was on the opposite side of work from the parking lot, so it would be a hassle to go all the way over there. Besides, an upstanding citizen might notice a strange old man lurking around the girl and report me. If that happened, maybe I’d snitch on her petty thieving as payback for that welt she put on my hand. The day after it happened, one of the nice ladies at work who was finally starting to warm up to me spotted it and was worried, forcing me to lie and tell her a cat had done it. If I told her a teen girl had slapped me last night in a parking lot, that was a surefire way to get reported to the cops.


  I decided to buy my cigarettes at a different convenience store to avoid Matsukawa. This one stood alone in the middle of a residential area, probably mostly patronized by families. There looked to be just a skeleton crew working at night, and the only thing that could be heard was the noisy soundtrack playing over the sound system.


  The register was unmanned. I looked for an employee I knew ought to be around somewhere. Since the store was spacious and contained many blind spots, I had to walk down every aisle to look.


  It was only on a day like today that this could have happened.


  As I turned the corner to the makeup aisle, I witnessed someone shoplifting. It was a girl, dressed in sweats with a cute print and wearing heavy makeup, that I spotted carelessly shoving a product into her pocket. I seemed to have a cosmic connection with shoplifters lately. But this girl was the polar opposite from the other one in my life. Noticing she had been caught red-handed, she behaved exactly as you’d expect a teen in her position to. Clearly upset and scared, she shot a threatening glare at me to hide her panic before turning to dash out of the store.


  “Hey!”


  I knew I couldn’t stop a shoplifter by calling out to her. When a young employee finally arrived after being alerted by the commotion, I relayed to him what I’d just witnessed. He looked perplexed, then angry with the nuisance that had fallen into his lap. The college boy’s reactions to the situation were also very age-appropriate.


  The young employee slipped into the back, either to call the cops or get his manager. While he was gone, I seized the opportunity to slip out of the store. Even if they asked for my testimony, there was really nothing more to relay other than what I’d already shared.


  I forgot to buy the cigarettes, so I peddled hard on the borrowed bike in search of a convenience store close to the parking lot, and stumbled upon one rather quickly. Here I was, a sketchy old guy who gave a girl a hundred yen for a single cigarette instead of just buying them from a nearby convenience store. What an utter sicko.


  But it was a little too late to make excuses now. I tried my luck at the lottery on my own first. I ripped off the plastic, tossed it in the trash can at the front of the shop, and sucked on one of the freshly purchased cigarettes.


  Yet another dud. But seeing as I’d come all this way, that probably worked out in my favor. I failed to stop a shoplifter today, but I could still hope to prevent someone else from shoplifting tomorrow.


  Since I was in the neighborhood already, I pushed my bike and walked the rest of the way to the parking lot. Because I had taken my time going to another convenience store, the girl was already there, smoking. She didn’t answer my greeting, though I’m sure it wasn’t just because she was busy inhaling smoke.


  Our trade went smoothly that day. She didn’t throw anything at me or give me a welt. I took the pack of cigarettes from her hand and gave her what I’d bought. I wasn’t under the impression that she had warmed up to me. And I couldn’t say that warning her not to slap me before the exchange was what had deterred her either. Probably just a wolf’s whim; she was like a family dog who howled at passersby depending on her mood. As I watched her, sitting and unwaveringly staring at that same office building in her black sweats, I detected no trace of the age-appropriate panic or loneliness I’d seen in the teen shoplifter earlier. She was like a feral cat, merely existing in the neighborhood.


  It made me think that maybe that was why I was always the only other person who hung around here. As I put the cigarette she gave me in my mouth and took a drag, I heard a voice…and it took a moment to realize it had come from the girl.


  Unable to process the sudden noise that reached me, I paused for a moment until I finally realized that the girl was the one who had muttered a short sentence.


  She repeated herself as she leaned on the railing. Either because she thought that I had intentionally ignored her or that I was hard of hearing, her words were much slower and louder than the first time.


  “Are you the one who killed?”


  Maybe I was the only one who could have understood the meaning behind the protracted sound. I hesitated for a moment before I answered.


  “Yeah.”


   


  If she put her mind to it, she could have found the truth herself, so there was no reason for me to lie. Besides, she was at least twenty years younger than me. She surely had efficient ways of getting information.


  “The one who killed—odd way of phrasing it.”


  “Well, you might be the one who was killed.”


  For the first time, she turned her head and faced me directly. It was then that I realized the meaning behind what Matsukawa had said. Looking at the side of a person’s face rather than the front, the level of intimacy was so starkly different. The indistinct impression I had of the girl flew away. 


  Now she was real.


  As she stared at me, unblinking, she suddenly reminded me of myself as a young boy.


  Once, I was so engrossed in my favorite sentai series on TV that my mom yelled at me. When the TV screen suddenly went black, it reflected my starry-eyed face…and this girl had that exact same look now.


  But this was when I was five or six years old.


  How could somebody in junior high retain that childlike innocence? She looked like a starved animal, beseeching me for some grand hope or ceaseless gratification I couldn’t possibly give her. The unnecessary indebtedness made me flinch and look away.


  “The one who was killed… So you thought I was a ghost? How could a ghost trade cigarettes?”


  I did not detect a bit of embarrassment in the girl’s face for using the word “ghost.”


  From the earnest look in her eye, I started to worry she still might even believe in Santa. And though I was hesitant to believe it, I also wondered if that’s why she had slapped me. To see if physical attacks worked on me.


  Taking another drag on my cigarette, I had another realization.


  “So you know, then. About the house that used to be here.”


  “Nope. Heard from somebody else.”


  “Your biker friend?”


  “We don’t hang out.”


  So, she didn’t even consider somebody who comes to pick her up in the middle of the night as a friend… Thinking about it, from the age-defying directness in her gaze, it was hard to picture anybody being her friend and equal. If I were her age, I’d definitely steer clear of her.


  “Heard there was a massacre at the house that used to be here, then looked it up. If you were a man who used to live there, that would mean you were either the one who killed or the one who was killed. Either way, never met you before.”


  It didn’t sound like she had yet acquired the skill to adjust her way of speaking for her target audience yet. When I was her age, I made sure to do that so the older kids wouldn’t single me out—it was a rather socially motivated reason.


  If I were to take her words at face value, she had looked into the identity of the sketchy guy who appeared in the parking lot at night, found out who I was, and yet curiosity overcame any sense of fear or disgust, so here she was, waiting for me to show up.


  “I’m surprised to hear you were curious about me. You wouldn’t even look at me before.”


  “Didn’t think you wanted a Hiyori-reply.”


  “Hiyori what now?”


  “My name.”


  I thought she had stumbled over her words or I had misheard her. She didn’t strike me as the sort of person who would cutely refer to herself in the third person. But thinking about it, the way she refused to express herself as anyone but herself did seem consistent with her stray-wolf persona.


  “How did it feel to kill someone?”


  If her name—Hiyori—were written with the kanji for sun and peace, the name was much too benevolent for her violently straightforward nature and lack of social graces.


  “Hey. Kid.”


  “When you killed…what did you think? Was it fun? Were you sad?”


  Without offering even as much as a sympathetic smile, she didn’t know how to tactfully keep her thoughts to herself. As she kept pushing me with no attempt at hiding her greedy curiosity, instead of feeling upset, I felt concern…along with a glimmer of envy that had welled up inside of me.


  She was like a little bird who succumbed to curiosity and slipped down a dark and dangerous hole to see what was inside. But at the same time, I realized that living life that way must be incredibly refreshing. Just like a little child with big dreams, you could go through life wholeheartedly reaching for anything your heart desired.


  I had a list of possible answers prepared for her question. Some were colored deeply with regret and remorse, some elicited sympathy, some outlined the experiences that brought me to that moment in clear detail, and some were a combination of all that. I learned all of these answers from the lawyer who represented me, so I could provide the most suitable answer based on whoever asked me the question. My own feelings weren’t all that important; alleviating the burden of the lawyer and my surviving family members as much as I could was the main goal.


  I found it impossible to believe that this girl wanted any of those stock answers. At the very least, I knew what I would be curious about when I was an innocent little kid, obsessed with my TV shows and not yet understanding the ways of the world.


  I smoked my cigarette down to the filter while I was thinking. I didn’t have any more. The girl was still waiting for me to respond.


  “The kind you just gave me—gimme another.”


  She obliged, pulling the pack out of her pocket, tapping one out, and handing it to me. She then turned to the office building across the way and began to smoke the cigarette between her fingers.


  I didn’t really mind telling her. Not out of kindness or generosity but because it was my own desire to.


  It was the desire to be sincere with this person, who—ever so slightly—reminded me of the sort of person I’d always wanted to be.


  In the past ten-plus years, it was a feeling I hadn’t embraced for anyone else besides Muroto. It had nothing to do with her age and gender; I simply envied the person she was on the inside. My conversation with Murakawa the other day brought that feeling to light in me. It was completely divorced of any carnal desires.


  I could consider the cigarette and the exhilaration of my wish being granted as compensation.


  Being here at night and telling a total stranger named Hiyori my secret seemed to fit perfectly. Maybe it was just a feeling I had.


  “I thought…what a good deal.”


  Her gaze or posture gave no indication of sly suspicion.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “The thing about cigarettes is, no matter how expensive they get, the poor saps who smoke will pay any price. As long as they still think they’re worth it, that is. I paid a mere hundred yen. You probably stole them though.”


  “Hiyori wouldn’t pay any price.”


  What sort of values was this girl raised with? I really want to see what kind of parents she has.


  “Well, I needed to do it badly enough that I was willing to pay any price. But that’s just me. It felt like I was on a shopping spree at an expensive department store. I looked up what my sentence would be, how long I’d be in prison, and it seemed like a fair deal. I thought it would be worth paying for, so I did it. I don’t feel like I lost out, even now.”


  I was very picky, as if I were going to a fancy department store to buy new shoes or clothes. Practicalities and timing, the next chapter of my life, taking everything into account, I calculated the price. In a court of law, the more premeditated the crime, the heavier the sentence, so my lawyer made me keep my mouth shut. He told me to say there was an argument that led to me spontaneously killing him.


  “You paid the price…for murder?”


  “No. I paid the price for having a world without the person I wanted to kill in it.”


  Truthfully, there was still one aspect of it I had yet to pay for: My huge debt to Muroto. For befriending me in high school, for being my friend up to the moment I paid my price…and for remaining my friend the whole time I was locked up. I was fully prepared to lose him, so I appreciated that he was still there for me.


  “Well, Hiyori couldn’t afford that price in this lifetime.”


  The words spoken to no one in particular, rising to the sky with the smoke of her cigarette as a murmured soliloquy, contained a lilt in tone as if she were appraising a lethal weapon she saw for the first time. There was a tangible sense of danger about her, reminding me of a child who couldn’t tell the difference between a fake knife and a real one. She made me want to warn her to keep her hands off. Like an ignorant child, it seemed like she would innocently thrust the tip at another person, or perhaps cut her own fingers with it.


  I realized the word I had first used to describe her—rebellious—wasn’t exactly apt. Compared to the girl I caught shoplifting and compared to myself at her age, she was—how should I put it?—completely bare. She had no excess fat. Not on her body, but in her behavior and in her gaze.


  With the earnestness of a stray wolf or an innocent child, how much longer would she be able to survive? I suddenly found myself worried about her future.


  Even a guy like me knew that no one could live life the way they wished off the beauty of their soul alone. Societies existed anywhere you went. To be human, there were certain rules you had to abide by to survive.


  It wasn’t as if I wanted her to let adults or society dictate who she was. But as somebody with life experience, I wanted to give her the bare minimum of helpful advice.


  “Don’t kill anyone, okay?”


  She stared at me with one eye closed.


  “But you killed.”


  “I weighed the costs first. If you determine it’s worth it, go ahead. If somebody meddles with your life, twisting it into something horrible, and if nothing they did could ever make up for it, go ahead. Doesn’t matter if they’re a teacher, a boss, a politician, or a family member. But you’ll find out that compared to the ten to twenty years of your life you’ll have to give up, their life isn’t worth anything. So don’t kill anybody. It’s not worth it.”


  I didn’t know if she would take my lecture to heart, but I told her anyway. I hoped it would lessen the possibility of her, in the heat of passion, using the weapon she now knew about because of me.


  “How do you weigh the costs?”


  At first, I thought she didn’t understand my metaphor, but it was soon clear that wasn’t the case.


  “Were those twelve years, four months fun?”


  So she had read up on the sentencing as well. And yet, she still showed no disgust toward me. Seriously, how was this girl raised?


  “It wasn’t fun at all. I was bored the whole time. But them’s the rules. I accepted them and balanced them on the scale. In my case, I didn’t have any dreams I wanted to achieve, and there wasn’t anyone in this world I had to take care of. You’re still in your teens, so you might find something you dream of doing soon. I only became true friends with the people in my life after I became an adult. So if you kill somebody, it should only be after you weigh the costs and see that it’s indeed worth sacrificing your future for, including everything that’s important to you.”


  Even I thought I was being a bit preachy. I sounded like an upbeat pop song or one of those inspirational novels that drive me nuts. I didn’t think I’d be reminded here of all places what trivial social instincts I’d acquired in my life.


  Perhaps finding my advice just as cliché as I did, she quietly lit another cigarette.


  I realized then that this was the first time she actually talked to me. There were so many questions I wanted to ask her. What was her family like? Her friends? Her school? But each question sounded like it connected to the lecture I just gave her, so I held back.


  She asked no follow-up questions. She blew smoke as she stared at the office building in front of her. As a fellow human being, I felt like we were both wasting time.


  “What is that office building for?”


  She ignored my inoffensive question.


  “I’m asking you a question, Hiyori.”


  From what I knew about teens, hearing some sketchy guy call her by name ought to have upset her, but it wouldn’t be enough to make her give me a hard time.


  “I don’t know. Trucks go there a lot.”


  I sensed no anger in her reply.


  Looking back, though all my interactions with this girl were either standoffish or rude, not once did she ever seem angry. She just needlessly wasted time loitering out here, needlessly endangered herself with stealing, and smoked cigarettes she didn’t like enough to buy. Everything she did was something a kid tormented with boredom would do.


  Thinking it odd, I feigned ignorance and asked her, “Hiyori, do you enjoy your life?”


  “Yeah.”


  When Hiyori nodded without skipping a beat, I had to laugh.


  Ridiculous. I’ve lived twice as long as her, and I could never answer the question like that, no matter where I was. Even if I hadn’t killed anybody…even if I created a world where the one I wanted to kill never existed…I could never say yes so readily.


  I shouldn’t have the same sort of impatience most teens do.


  If she could keep the mentality she had now, then even without ghosts, Santa, or murderers, she could live the rest of her life with the fire of hope burning in her chest. I couldn’t envy her more.


  “Got one.”


  “…The hell?”


  Her sudden cryptic utterance and my crass query over it had apparently translated into a legitimate conversation in her mind.


  “A little sister. But Hiyori would like to have a friend to enjoy the rest of life with.”


  It was after the second sentence that I realized she was responding to the lecture I gave a few moments ago. Now things made sense. She didn’t have any friends to have fun with.


  “Then you should focus on taking good care of your little sister so she’ll have a good life. Is she doing well?”


  “Yeah. She’s into the supernatural, so we watched Ghostbusters together a little while ago.”


  The moment the conversation shifted to her sister, Hiyori was more talkative, revealing more than the bare minimum at last. But even more surprising than the number of words was her smile, brimming with affection.


  Maybe she had brought up the topic of friends because she wanted to talk about her sister. I tried to imagine Hiyori sitting side by side with a girl a year or two younger than her, watching a movie. I got the sense the sisters weren’t much alike. I then wondered if the movie was what had influenced her into thinking I might be a ghost.


  Hiyori finished her cigarette and tossed it aside. She then stood up silently like she always did, turned her back to me, and started to walk away. I didn’t feel that she and I had gotten any closer.


  “Promise me you won’t kill anyone, Hiyori.”


  But when she realized the words were directed at her and that a response was needed, she obligingly turned around.


  “Hiyori still can’t make up her mind.”


  She was impossible to read. But her reply gave me a bit of relief. It was an unspoken wish of mine that she would be as far as possible from dirtying her hands like me, but after repaying my debt to Muroto and finding out the brand of that cigarette, it was my third most important wish since getting out of the joint.


   


  My lottery assisted by Hiyori went on for another three months. Even when it got cold out, she still smoked outside in the parking lot, bundled up in a duffle coat and a knit cap. 


  I finished moving into my new place. As I settled into my new life, I went to make cigarette trades whenever I had time to spare, but I still couldn’t find the cigarette brand I was looking for. My notes app was filled with a string of brand names, but it wasn’t until that third month when I asked for some help.


  I decided to ask Hiyori once more if she had any idea what that brand was. After a long pause, Hiyori replied, “The ones you gave me recently tasted the same.” I was stunned, and couldn’t help but question the reliability of my memory. But Hiyori totally ignored the bumbling old man beside her and smoked her menthol cigarette—a different brand from the first time.


  All this time, I was smoking memories and nostalgia.


  Even after this revelation, I kept visiting the parking lot, convincing myself that it would help deter Hiyori from stealing. In actuality, I was probably more interested in and attached to the one new friend I’d made post-incarceration than I cared to admit. Anytime she asked me questions on a whim, I would answer to the best of my ability. Topics ranged from what prison was like, what happened after I committed my murder, where the soul was located—she seemed curious about those things in particular.


  “Did he haunt you?” she asked.


  “Would you be happy if I said yes?”


  “Yeah. Never seen that happen.”


  Whenever I asked her questions, sometimes she answered, and sometimes she didn’t.


  “Aren’t you scared of someone like me?” I asked.


  “Hiyori just hasn’t made her kill yet,” she answered.


  “Hey, don’t talk like it’s gonna happen.”


  “It’s the same with everyone.”


  Hiyori didn’t seem like she was keeping any skeletons in her closet. I got her to open up to me a little bit about her personal life. She didn’t seem to dislike school or think laws were a nuisance to follow. She went to school only if she was in the mood, regardless of what the adults around her told her to do. I knew I’d come across as a preachy old guy, but feeling it was my duty, I resigned myself to the backlash and gave her some basic advice.


  “Even if you don’t care about graduating or school itself, you can move around more freely when you’ve got a leg to stand on. And you’ll be able to take care of your little sister if she’s ever in trouble.”


  Hiyori gave no response, positive, negative, or apathetic. The freedom that came with a general amount of wealth, and that the utility of relationships could be both stolen and threatened—I got the sense that she already understood all that. She had a bandage wrapped around her left hand that night. I didn’t ask why.


  Spring came, and Hiyori stopped hanging out by the vending machine without so much as a goodbye. The first reason that came to mind was that she’d done something and gotten in trouble, but there was no point in pondering. She was under no obligation to tell me if she moved. And since I never got her age, if she was a senior in high school, she might have gone on to college or gotten a job. Or maybe she just got tired of hanging out there.


  Occasionally, I’d look up violent crimes in the news—it was the least I could do. And so far, there were no reported murders by anyone resembling Hiyori.


   


  It’s been five years since I last saw Hiyori.


  If the stray wolf was still alive, she was likely an upstanding member of society now. I realized worrying about how she was doing was a waste of time, so I gave up on it long ago. Sometimes, about once every half year or so, I’d revisit that place to have a smoke. As if the parking lot were a shrine and my cigarette were incense, I prayed for the good health of myself and Hiyori. More cars parked there now, and the drinks sold in the vending ­machine were now from a different brand.


  Nothing much in my life had changed. I was at the same home and same job. Every morning, I rode to work on my bicycle, said hello to my coworkers—who, after all those years, I was bound to warm up to eventually—changed into my work clothes, and headed into what used to be the boss’s office to offer a prayer at the Buddhist altar.


  Muroto, the man who befriended me in my teens, kept in touch while I was in prison, and helped me back on my feet after I got out, had died two winters ago.


  I didn’t have much of anybody to talk to about what those days were like. The pain of illness changed Muroto. He cursed everything. His family took it really hard, but I didn’t mind. He hurled obscenities at me every time I visited his hospital bed, and not a single one of them was wrong.


  “I shouldn’t have wasted so much of my precious time helping a murderer.”


  As the days—ones that seemed eternal yet limited—wore on, Muroto asked me to visit after two days of rain. And as if the past few months of his belligerence was a lie, he greeted me with a peaceful smile…and asked me to kill him.


  I wasn’t sure if that would repay my debt to him, or if I would even be okay with it if it did. So I asked him for some time to think. And later that night, Muroto drew his final breath.


  I didn’t stay working at his company as a means to repay him. It was a debt I owed him personally, so repaying it to his family or employees would mean nothing. The only reason I kept at my job was because there was nothing else for me to do.


  After Muroto died, I started having vivid dreams of my days in prison, reading the novels he would send me. I could feel the hardness of the floor and the walls, as well as the texture of the book’s pages as if they were real. And whenever I awoke, it felt wrong that there was nothing in my hands.


  I certainly thought of him as a dear friend ever since we were young. And after the murder, I constantly carried a debt to him in my heart. But even more significant was the knowledge that Muroto’s friendship had saved me from my loneliness. Only when it was too late did I finally recognize that as I went about my daily life.


  One day, I finally realized that the pent-up loneliness had broken me when I had the same dream again and awoke to find I was actually gripping a book in my hands.


  I did not recognize the book, and the cover did not display the author or the title. I flipped through the pages, but there was not a single word inside. This got me to quickly realize it was not real. I tossed it on the floor and went to the bathroom to find one on the closed lid of the toilet, which I ignored and went to the sink…only to find one beside my toothbrush. White books had been left all over the place.


  I was not at all confused or disturbed. I accepted the illusions, understanding why they were there. I was thinking about Hiyori a lot more, not just whenever I visited that parking lot. She wasn’t haunting me; I wasn’t that naive and I didn’t believe in ghosts. I was just losing my mind.


  Resigning myself to it, I stashed a white book into my coat pocket and headed to work. The book was a real go-getter—it was in my locker when I opened it, having moved there from my coat pocket. The fact that it wasn’t multiplying was a minor consolation.


  I spent the rest of my day being stalked by that book. When I got home, the book was on the table, waiting for me. I ignored it and took a shower. The book did not seem to mind getting wet.


  Just before bed, I wondered if the book would appear in my dreams. Not thinking much of it, I grabbed the book and flipped through its pages…and that’s when it changed.


  Words were clearly absent this morning, but now here they were, printed right on the page. Their meaning made me laugh a little at my own hallucination. It was just too commonplace…and just too crude.


  “The world is going to end. Everyone is going to die.”


  A little while ago on the TV at work, I saw a reporter making similar claims flip out on the news. This was all probably influenced by my subconscious, so I was neither scared nor surprised. I didn’t mind if the world ended when I woke up either. I turned off the light and closed my eyes.


  When I woke the next morning, the first thing that registered before the dryness of my throat or the grogginess of my mind was a question and repulsion toward the thought I had the night before.


  Why did I not care about the possibility of the world’s demise?


  I had paid a major price to get this world the way I wanted it. And yet last night, I was ready to throw it all away. My weakened psychological state and hallucinations were no excuse.


  This world was the only thing I devoted my life toward achieving. It was all I had.


  To make matters worse, even now, after I woke up, I was still fine with the apocalypse.


  I stared up at the stain left on the ceiling by the former tenant, my mind in torment. But my mind was being tormented long before that.


  That was because I now realized that the costs had outweighed the benefits, because there were no benefits left to weigh.


  If all I’d had to give up was twelve years and four months of my life, it would have been worth it.


  But I made Muroto pay the same price. And I’m not only talking about time. By trusting me and remaining my friend after the major choice I made, he likely lost a little trust, a little affection, a little love from those in his life. I owed it to him to repay everything I could, but he no longer existed in the world I had finally reclaimed. I could no longer pay back everything he had paid in advance for me.


  All that was left was me, going through the motions of life in a daze. Me, someone unable to nod yes when asked if I was enjoying my life.


  If we’re unable to bargain for what truly mattered, then what was the point in living?


  It was never my plan to pay twelve years and four months of my life to a world that would take Muroto all too soon.


  But no matter how hard I grieved, no matter how hard I bargained in the future, the time I lost was gone, and Muroto would never come back. What was I supposed to do with the rest of my life? As my brain got wrapped up in torment, I was ready to be swept up by the sweet little lies of hallucination. If the world was going to end, there were no more costs or benefits to analyze. All ledgers would be wiped completely clean, for both me and the world. If we both disappeared, we could call it even. There would be nobody to leave my debt to.


  I could have chosen to resist it, to pass it off as a momentary lapse in judgment and forget about it.


  The sane response would be to see a doctor or a priest, have the imbalance in my mind and body cured, and take a good long think about my next move. But there was nothing I wanted to achieve or attain with the remainder of my life.


  Hiyori’s face popped into my mind again.


  What would she do? What would she do if somebody told her the world was about to end?


  If she knew she wouldn’t need to pay for anything anymore and that all her valuable time would be reduced to nothing, she would do anything and everything she wanted in the time left, if she had the grit…


  Her eyes would fill with eager anticipation.


  I missed her.


  I picked up the book by my pillow, stayed lying on my back, and opened it. It changed yet again. I had the same reaction as the night before—I laughed at the quaintness of it all.


  “Really, it’s going to end. I’m not lying.”


  I’d never heard of a hallucination clarifying itself before. But okay, I get it. Fine.


  If you insist, I’ll believe you.


  And if I believe you, I’d better spread the word.


  I gave a stray wolf some silly advice; I had to let her go now.


  This was the sole compensation I had left to liquidate. Only if this world stayed on its course and if I survived, that is.


  Mustering up all my strength, I rose to my feet. I went to the bathroom to wash my hands and face, did my usual morning routine, and left the house. It was a full two hours before my usual commute time. I got on my bike and raced along the usual mundane path to work with a strange sense of refreshed vigor.


  Nobody was at the office yet at this hour besides security guards. I tapped on the window to the security office, told the sixty-year-old guard on duty that I needed to get something from my locker, and got the key.


  From about the time Muroto came to the company, the bonuses started being paid in cash, and I had left yesterday’s bonus in my locker. I would need it for my next move. I opened the locker, took out the envelope stashed under my work clothes, and slipped it into my pocket.


  Thinking I ought to take something else with me, I crouched down and pawed through the disorganized contents of my locker, but all I found was a document that wasn’t worth a single yen and a good luck charm. It was given to me by that nice lady who was the first person after Muroto to accept me.


  Feeling sentimental as I realized I would probably never come back here again, I turned to leave the locker room…but then I saw something shiny out of the corner of my eye. I turned to looked at the shadows by the trash can and saw that it was the light reflecting off the zipper of what appeared to be a coin case. Somebody had probably dropped it. I picked it up and looked inside. It contained coins, a few small bills, and two ten-thousand-yen bills folded in two. I zipped it shut and put it in my pocket.


  I thanked the guard and returned the key. Sending a silent prayer of thanks to Muroto, I headed out and left the company behind me.


  The next step was where the real difficulty lay.


  I had never searched for somebody before. Hiring a private eye would be insane. For a start, a middle-aged man looking for someone who was a minor the last time he saw her had fishy written all over it. Not to mention that if a PI looked into my history, they might not accept the job.


  I stopped by a McDonald’s on the way and bought the cheapest meal on the menu for breakfast.


  As I ate, I looked up the best methods of finding a person on my smartphone. I eventually determined that searching for her via social media would be my best bet. But with only the name “Hiyori” in hiragana to go off of, it was as good as impossible. I searched for her name just to see what would happen, but there were fifty thousand accounts with that name. Searching each account one by one wasn’t realistic, and if she didn’t use social media, I was dead in the water. So I took a long shot and went to the page I found on a certain anonymous message board about the area we lived in. I typed up a message that included her name and as much information as I knew about her, and sent it out as a request for information.


  I thought I might have to go back to basics and search by foot. It would take time, but I was out of options. I could start by going to the apartment complexes near where she used to hang out every night and knock on doors asking about her. I might not find her, but I might find her little sister or her parents. And if I did, there might be some hints in their homes.


  If she had made a name for herself as a truly rebellious kid, people in the streets might’ve known of her. Once it got dark, I could ask any sketchy-looking kids I bumped into. Then I remembered she always wore sweats, and I could recall the color scheme too. If that was her school’s PE uniform, that would speed up the process quite a bit.


  I decided to kill time at McDonald’s and watched videos on my phone until it was time for the rest of the world to start their day. First, I watched a commentary video about that TV reporter. I appreciated that there were captions and descriptions on the screen. The reporter not only foretold of the world’s end, but he mentioned satellites flying around him too. I pulled the white book out of my pocket (it had wound up in there at some point), held it up to the video screen, and murmured, “Friends of yours?” But there was no reply.


  There were other prophets on the Internet. Far more than I anticipated.


  After watching several YouTube videos from all ages and genders, I found a young woman chatting about quitting her job after finding out the world was going to end…and I felt a strange sense of closeness to her. There was a large number of unidentified creatures in her room, apparently. From the way she described them, they didn’t look like my book or the satellites the reporter on TV had seen. It was as if three people who had nothing to do with each other were all sharing the same experience. That just might increase its credibility.


  But to be precise, the probability of the apocalypse was not the issue.


  The issue lay within me. What did I believe? What did I consider valuable? Could I take a step forward? At the very least, that was how I lived my life while Muroto was still alive. The day he died, that was all I could think about too.


  The last conversation you have with a person doesn’t leave your memory all that easily. This was true not only of the person whose life I took, but also of the person whose life I couldn’t. It was true of Hiyori as well.


  Hiyori didn’t look at me. She just kept her eyes on that office building, a place whose line of business remained a mystery to this very day.


  “It’ll be nice when the weather warms up, won’t it, Hiyori?”


  “Don’t care.”


  Having smoked enough, she tossed her cigarette aside and left without a parting word.


  When I saw a high school couple enter the restaurant, I stood up. The daily commutes had begun. I had to make a move, even if I didn’t find what I was looking for. First up, I would go and check out those apartments.


  My heart raced. Of course, I didn’t know for certain if I would see her.


  It was the same uncertainty I had about the apocalypse. I was less interested in the outcome and more interested in the long-forgotten desire welling up inside of me. The desire to do something unrelated to physiological needs… There was meaning to that.


  I didn’t care if my objective was forcefully fabricated. Rather than spacing out and smoking a menthol cigarette I didn’t even like as I waited to turn into a corpse, I wanted to discover more meaningful ways I could spend my time.


  And if I was lucky and got to see her again, it was entirely likely that Hiyori had left her stray wolf self behind and grown up into a proper human being. An unprecedented disappointment might be waiting for me.


  But this time, I wouldn’t falter…
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  A Fetish Bolognese


   


  IS THERE A MANUAL out there that teaches you how to cope when your senior at work makes an unbelievably insane confession?


   


  “Heeey there. Welcome to my humble abode. Oh! Karasuda, you cut your hair. Looks cute. Yeah, I noticed right away. Well, ’cause your vibe was, like, toootally different when I saw you two days ago!”


  When Ms. Hara came out to greet me, she was as over-the-top cheerful as ever. So cheerful that she made you believe there was nothing to be concerned about. I put on some slippers, washed my hands, and greeted the others, all already assembled in the living room. I hadn’t brought any treats to share. It set a bad precedent.


  “Okay campers, let’s all have another fun day of cooking! Ooh, new apron? It looks sooo good on you! Your husband is such a rock star, going shopping to pick it out with you and all. No, I’m not just saying that. C’mooon, we’re friends, aren’t we?”


  We were a temporary cohort of students taking a cooking class in an incredibly large house. I didn’t know how the other three students felt about our group, but I was very happy with it. Ms. Hara, our host, was always so cheerful.


  “Are you all doing okay? If there’s any other changes, tell me about them now, okay? Torita, did you find yourself a hot guy to crush over? Hee hee, pardon my prying. I know, I know, I’m an annoying old lady.”


  This was a typical Ms. Hara interaction. She called herself out on prying and being annoying, and I knew some people at our workplace actually thought that about her. But as somebody who was never assertive when it came to making friends, who could just as easily form good and bad relationships with people, and whose life was always at the mercy of timing, I was grateful to Ms. Hara for welcoming me into her circle.


  “Now, let’s just jump into it! Here are today’s ingredients! Ah, yes, go ahead, take as many pictures as you’d like. Just from the ingredients, I think it’s obvious what we’re making today. Torita, you’re right on the nose! We’re going to make Bolognese todaaaay. That’s right! It’s much simpler than what we’ve been cooking, and it’s got that homey vibe, to boot, especially compared to that fancy casserole we made last time and that gorgeous tagliata we made before that. This time, I decided to be self-centered and share my favorite—Bolognese—with you all. Won’t you indulge me? Hee hee. As the second-oldest person here, my word is final! Oh no, Yoko, that wasn’t a jab at you! I swear, ha ha ha!”


  Some people describe human spirits using temperatures, and I truly did feel that Ms. Hara and I had to be at complete opposite ends of that spectrum. Ms. Hara’s warm openness and intense energy annoyed people sometimes, but she was deeply beloved for it too. Conversely, my cold demeanor only slightly annoyed others, and it was rare for somebody to make the effort to reach out to me. Somebody like Ms. Hara.


  “Ah! Yes, that’s right. I did it again. I hurt my arm during today’s prep work. Don’t worry, I’ve got a high pain tolerance! But I really lose credibility as a teacher if my arm’s all bandaged up, don’t I? Sorry about that. Aww, you think everything I make is delicious? That’s so sweet! But don’t get your hopes up today, okay? I’m seasoning this dish to my liking.”


  Despite being a good cook, Ms. Hara always had a burn or cut somewhere on her body. It suited her personality, though. The way she’d beam broadly behind her big bandage and start class…I already felt sentimental about it.


  “If you’ll indulge me on just one other thing! We’re going to mix another special meat in with the beef today. I thought a traditional Bolognese wouldn’t be as much fun, you know? Right! So how about we turn it into a little quiz! I don’t think you’ll be able to tell what it is by looking at it, so you’ll just have to wait until you give it a try. Don’t worry, I’ll tell you all where to buy it later. Sorry, kiddos. Is this vibe working for you? Oh, honey, you’re young, trust me. Torita, Sara, you’ll understand what I mean when you’re my age. I’m more than six years older than you; I just can’t call myself part of your generation—how presumptuous of me!”


  To be honest, I highly doubted she was even slightly self-conscious about the age difference. Well, she was prone to using terms like senior and junior. But she was mindful of our feelings, both at work and after-hours, and she always made extra certain we understood her. It wasn’t necessary, but I secretly loved her for it.


  “First, we’ll peel and cut the vegetables as usual. The onions, carrots, and celery, we’ll mince properly to be faithful to the dish. When we sauté these ingredients together, it’s called a sofrito. Okaaay, kiddos, grab whatever veggies you like and mince them up. I want to make today’s Bolognese extra savory so we’re using a ton of meat today, but when you cook this at home, use as many veggies as you’d like. Feast on meat today and you’ll be able to get through whatever you have on your plate tomorrow! Sad to say it’s all hacked to bits, though.”


  Even though we knew she was talking about the meat, we all froze, tightly gripping our knives and peelers. It was apparent that all of us had interpreted her words some type of way.


  “Okaaay, the phrase hacked to bits was a bit morbid, huh? Ooooh, I wish somebody would invent a tear-free oniooon. Somebody lighten up the mood, please? I’m just playing; it’s a joke! I promise I would never punish any of my sweet juniors and seniors in life like that. I’m not saying things to mess with you, Yoko, I promise. Awww, me? Hmm…well, I know I kid a lot, but I actually take things very seriously when I have to. Not to toot my own horn or anything.”


  Compared to the older generation, Ms. Hara had been like this ever since she joined the company: a little ditsy, cheerful, and cute. Everyone at the company nurtured those qualities in her. She said so herself one time, and I can easily imagine that’s mostly true. That’s Ms. Hara, in a nutshell.


  “Okay, why don’t I tell you kiddos about my secret hobby? Aw, that’s boring? Really? Ooh, you’ll hear me out?! Aww, I get to work alongside such sweet girls. I’m a lucky gal!”


  Whenever you want to talk about yourself, you first have to ask other people about themselves. That’s the rule we’re pushed to learn throughout our years of living in a society. Thinking about it more closely, Ms. Hara probably learned that same rule, but she may have just happened to turn out the way she did by chance.


  “Okaaay! Mincing accomplished. Yaaay! Applause, applause. Next, we’ll heat up some olive oil and get ready to sauté these veggies. Believe it or not, it takes thirty minutes for these veggies to break down properly. If you get bored, you can totally crack out your phones. Also, I’ve chilled some wine in the fridge, so you can drink if you want too. Can we have a big round of applause for Yoko, for always keeping us fully stocked on booze? Ohhh, not a problem! Since my husband isn’t home, I love having work buddies visit me. Now, let’s sizzle these veggies gently so they don’t brown, okay?”


  Ms. Hara’s husband was a TV newscaster. Since he broadcast live during the daytime, it gave us the freedom to come over to her house and have a little cooking class (in name only—it was actually more like a dinner party) without bothering anybody.


  “Seriously, we really have to let these veggies sweat for a long time, so you can all sit down and have a drink. Go ahead, right where we usually sit.”


  Our assigned seating for these gatherings was either beside our main chef, Ms. Hara, or at the long table, where she could still see us.


  “Yes, if you’re tired, just say so! It’s all good. Ah, Torita, can I switch places with you again? Thanks.”


  There was a reason why Ms. Hara called me, and only me, by my surname. For the first few months after my cohort joined the company six years ago, she’d misread my name tag as Shimada. To her, it was an intensely hilarious incident. Even now, she remembered how she told me, “Wow, having the kanji for bird in your name is just so cool!” the day she found out.


  “So, girls, look at what I’ve brought for today’s pre-meal snack…ta-daaaah! Prosciutto. One of my meat-connoisseur friends gave it to me. Come on, give it a try! Thanks, Torita! You eat up, okay? I know which pan is yours, don’t worry. Ooh, good idea. We definitely need a drink with this. Why don’t we make a little toast? Yoko brought her favorite sparkling wine—you all okay with that? Thanks. Sara, you know where the glasses are? Okay, let me slip out of the kitchen for a moment and… To the girls of the office! Cheeeers! Oops, I called us girls. Ooh, Yoko, this is divine! Thank you for educating me.”


  The dark red cured ham was salty and very savory, and it paired beautifully with sparkling wine.


  “Oh, no! Ha ha, my hobby isn’t interesting enough to serve as an appetizer, I assure you. No, I’m not purposely hiding it, I swear, I’m just a little worried it might raise some eyebrows. Cooking? Check. Movies? Check. International travel, double-check. But this hobby of mine isn’t quite like that…cosplay?! Ha ha, oh no, I’m way too old for that. I’m thirty-four!”


  I was twenty-eight. And Kashiwagi Sara was twenty-seven. We were both treated like teenagers, but we really weren’t all that young anymore. Yamamoto Moe was thirty-two, two years Ms. Hara’s junior. The oldest of our group was Takara Yoko, who was turning forty that year.


  “You see, it’s not technically a hobby…that’s why I’m a little worried it’ll put you girls off… I guess you could call it an idiosyncrasy? If I called it a fetish, that might be a bit too much for your sensitive ears. Urk—my desire to feed people delicious food? Well, that’s a super fetish of mine, you’re absolutely spot-on there!”


  It was surprising to hear the word “fetish” come out of Ms. Hara’s mouth. Even if it was used to describe a person’s preferences in food, not sex.


  “Ooh, I see your ears perked up when I used the word fetish. Well, I guess it’s safe for me to tell you my secret. Don’t worry, I’m still stirring your pans! Okay, before I get to the meat of the matter, I’m going to take a little detour. If it’s hard to follow, I can repeat myself, or if it’s too boring, I can always stop—just say the word! I feel bad subjecting you all to this old lady’s past exploits. Oh dear! No, no, no, you can’t call me a young lady. Only Torita and Sara hold that title here.”


  As a side note, we all worked at a trust bank. Unlike me, who couldn’t be bothered to explain the minute details of our job to a friend, I had a feeling Ms. Hara would delve into the specifics with her closest friends and family.


  “So, this happened about ten years ago, back when I was still a vibrant young twenty-something. There was this Japanese movie that made quite a splash. One of those ‘I’m gonna eat your organs’ sort of movies—huh, that didn’t actually happen? Ha ha ha, ohh, okay. I guess the title left the strongest impression on me. Well anyway, the movie was a sort of coming-of-age, emotionally moving type thing. I remember crying a lot.”


  Was that movie really like that? That’s the first I’ve heard of it.


  “So I went to see it with the person I was dating at the time—not my current husband, so this story stays between us, ladies. Eeew, no, no, I’ll tell you about that later. Hee hee. So, anyway, I saw that movie knowing nothing about it except for the title and who was in it. And as the movie went on, I realized ohhh, okay, so that’s the kind of story this is. But actually, from the moment the movie started, I was anticipating how it ought to end—even though I probably wasn’t aware I was doing that. It had nothing to do with all the hopes and expectations I had placed on my boyfriend, but in my mind, I had imagined how I wanted that movie to end. But at the time, I didn’t recognize I was doing that at all. And when it was over, that movie leaving me hanging on a cliff of tantalizing anticipation was partly why things didn’t work out with that boyfriend. I didn’t realize that until a lot of time had passed.”


  Ms. Hara paused her stirring and rapid-fire storytelling to take a swig of wine so long I was worried she might pass out. I took the opportunity to sip my own sparkling wine. I think I probably always took a sip of my drink when other people did.


  “So, lemme jump ahead in our story. About one year later, I was with my then-boyfriend—oh, he’s not the same boyfriend as before. Not my husband either. Ohhhh, you! Get your mind out of the gutter! Hey, I was a virile twenty-something. I had a very healthy appetite, if you know what I mean. Oops, that was a silly double entendre. Well anyway, with this boyfriend, we watched a foreign film at his house. Now, what I’m about to tell you connects with the story of that movie, so I’ll omit the title to avoid spoilers.”


  By the time Ms. Hara and I were close enough to see each other outside work like this, she was already in her thirties and married, which is why it was amusing to hear she had a promiscuous phase. It really did make me want to ask her all sorts of questions afterward. If her appetite for sex was large, mine was average. I wasn’t ravenous enough to seek out anyone myself, but I wasn’t so lacking in desire that I wouldn’t ensnare a date if the timing was right. I loved listening to the intense love stories of assertive people.


  “I’ll lay out a quick-and-dirty synopsis: A ship sinks in a storm, and everyone washes ashore somewhere without any food. The strong men wither away, and things look pretty bleak—that kind of story. Oh, you think you’ve seen it? We’ll sneak off and compare notes later. So, by the end of the movie the guys are like, ‘There’s nothing to eat. Are we just gonna die here?!’ It was a very cliché sort of scene in a way, honestly. But anyway, as I sat there watching it intently, I felt my body get very hot. I was drinking alcohol at the time, but it wasn’t because of that. Sure, the movie featured the intense flames of friendship, but it wasn’t catharsis I was experiencing either. I didn’t realize what it was until like a half hour later, but what I felt was—you guessed it—anticipation!”


  As if the memory of that night triggered a physical response—whether it actually happened at night was unclear, but you usually have a movie date at the boyfriend’s house at night—Ms. Hara seemed to flush red as she spoke faster.


  “I finally realized what my hot flashes meant when the credits started to roll. Oh dear, I’m seriously referring to what I felt as hot flashes. You know, we don’t know what we’ve got until we lose it. Anyway, the protagonists of that movie do get rescued eventually. There some ‘Awww, why couldn’t the rest of our crew have been saved?’ type of emotional scenes before the movie tied itself up with a tidy ‘We should all cherish the time we have on earth’ bow…but the moment the end credits started rolling, I realized that the big thing I’d been anticipating in that movie never came to pass. Because it didn’t, I kept on screaming and yelling at my boyfriend—I was drunk, of course.”


  Ms. Hara inhaled deeply—or maybe she was taking a long whiff of the sweating vegetables. Then she yelled…


  “Hey! Aren’t you guys gonna eat each other?!”


  Ms. Hara looked startled by how loud her own voice was. It was cute.


  “I bet that made no sense to you. Of course it didn’t. But when that primal voice screamed out from the bellows of my belly, it was crystal clear to me that I had a latent fetish. Then I thought back and realized aha, so that’s why I couldn’t really get into that movie I saw last year, because it didn’t have that kind of scene in it despite the title. I see, I see.”


  She was so smoothly articulate it sounded like she was singing a song.


  “So that was quite a long backstory, but anyway, my secret fetish I haven’t told anybody about is—ahhh, why am I getting cold feet after I’ve come so close? It’s okay. I’m old enough to know stalling like this will make you girls lose interest!”


  Ms. Hara proudly puffed up her chest and said, “I get off on the idea of people eating people. That’s why I was let down by movies that seemed like they would have a scene like that but didn’t. And thinking about it, my favorite movies either have those sorts of scenes, or they at least have imagery that evokes it—that can’t be a coincidence, can it? I know, right? It’s kind of scary, isn’t it? Look at that! I’ve sucked all the fun out of the air!”


  Ms. Hara described what she had just done as “sucking all the fun out of the air,” but it felt more to me like we were all gobsmacked. Or maybe filled with questions. Why did she bring this up right when we were snacking on meat? Not to mention that we were making a meat dish today. Since Ms. Hara was such a considerate person, this was especially baffling.


  “No, no, no! I don’t mean I like watching people eat each other out—it’s not a double entendre. I like scenes depicting humans eating human flesh. Okay, I’m not sure that resonates with any of you. Let me try to explain it better… Say there’s a story about cannibals who eat people on the daily—that doesn’t get me off at all. What I love is when people are pushed to their limits and they’re forced to eat a fellow human because they have no other choice—that really satisfies my craving! I also love it when they have a scene afterward where they regret what they did. And I know I’ve been talking about movies, but I love it in manga and books too. I also like it in a wide range of scenarios, like when somebody unknowingly eats human flesh. For example, when a chef feeds somebody a meal and lies about what meat is in it…”


  Was Ms. Hara’s sense of humor always that dark? I felt like the supervisor I respected was suddenly wearing a color of sneakers that clashed with her outfit.


  “Oh! No, no, I didn’t do what you’re all thinking! I’m sorry, that was terribly misleading. I hear human flesh isn’t as vibrant in color—so don’t worry! Ha ha, you were probably wondering what sort of person my meat-connoisseur friend is. Oh please, nobody would turn a whole human leg into a cured ham—far too risky!”


  Uh, wrong takeaway, lady.


  I let the quip flow freely in my mind, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud because I didn’t think I could compete with Ms. Hara’s energy.


  “This meat-connoisseur is a college friend of my husband’s—we met at a dinner party. Don’t worry, nothing sketchy! They just know their meat very well and they often like to give us some, that’s all.”


  Ms. Hara and her husband went to the same university. They met at a mutual friend’s wedding, hit it off, then got married. It was a textbook extrovert’s romance. Ms. Hara gushed to us about their romance once, saying they were even in a class together in college but they didn’t know it at the time. Indeed, timing truly was everything in life. The class they took together was biology, about the science behind cloning—something quite deep.


  Ms. Hara would never receive gifts of human flesh and not know about it. She’s not that dumb…


  As a joke, I tried to imagine Ms. Hara as purposefully evil.


  I believed she was a perfectly normal person, a silly and kind person, someone who did not live outside my personal set of ethics. Reflecting on it for a moment, it was strange that I had pretty much forgotten about the less than moral people in my circle when I was a child. As I grew up and was free to choose the people I associated with, I came to only associate with those I deemed as normal. I ran into plenty of weirdos online and when answering angry calls from customers at work, but they didn’t occupy any space in my real life.


  “Of course we’re not eating anybody in today’s Bolognese!”


  The belief that my normal coworkers would remain normal forever—that things would stay the same until the world ended, or until at least my own vision faded to black—seemed similar to that. When the person you thought was normal tells you they were just hiding their crazy all along, that conviction is rendered utterly meaningless.


  “Oh, god, I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to disgust you all like this. Do rest assured! The mystery meat in the fridge is in fact venison. Ideally, it would have been a guessing game, but since I really killed the mood, we’ll have to try again some other time with another mystery meat!”


  Ms. Hara puffed out her lips, jumped away from the frying pans, and scooted to the refrigerator. She brought out the bright red ground venison and showed it to us with a flourish. None of us seriously thought it was human flesh—we just felt uncomfortable saying anything after hearing such a morbid confession. And Ms. Hara took accountability for her part in that and used her charm to lighten up the mood…in theory.


  “Gosh, is this all really that surprising to you? I mean, everyone has a secret fetish or two, don’t theeey? Oh, I did say it gets me off, but I didn’t mean that in a sexual way. I tested that theory out once though. Of course I didn’t tell my boyfriend that’s what I was gunning for when I started fooling around with him during a cannibalistic scene in a movie—the sex wasn’t very good, turns out.”


  Not very many people can turn to a person and say, “You know what? You’re acting weird” when they’re acting weird. Most people rephrase the sentiment as something much kinder.


  “It’s okay, I don’t need a break. I’m not tired, I’m still full of energy. Seeee? I’m totally fine. I think it’s from all that volleyball I played in high school. Even at my age, I’ve still got plenty of energy!”


  Ms. Hara struck a cute muscle-man pose and guzzled down the rest of her sparkling wine. Perhaps interpreting the lack of reaction from anyone else as a signal that it was still her turn to talk, she continued.


  “Well, now that I’ve got a nice buzz going, I think it’s time to be honest—I’ve desperately wished I could see it in real life. People eating people, that is. But it’s not like I could survive a shipwreck—I’m strong, but I’m not that strong. I’m not interested in eating human flesh myself. I thought maybe in some ­foreign lab, there might be scientists sampling cloned human flesh, so I looked into it, and our technology just isn’t that advanced yet. And of course there’s no way to convince anybody to eat another person either. Apparently, you need extensive quality control with human flesh, otherwise the people who eat it get sick. Sad, huh? I did a fair bit of research on the edibility of different parts of the body, and apparently, the human brain has a substance called prion that’s dangerous to eat—then again, people say the brain is the tastiest part on most animals.”


  I think she cracked…


  I thought I heard somebody say that, but I didn’t bother checking. I was fine with the sentiment existing only in my head.


  “Okay…since we’re already on the subject…yeah…I think I’ll just say it.”


  Still wielding full control over the conversation, Ms. Hara thrust her right arm firmly toward the ceiling. (Which was totally unnecessary. All eyes were already fixed on her.)


  “Ladies! I have exciting news for you!”


  Even though nobody asked her to, Ms. Hara turned the stove off and held her wooden spoon up to her lips like a microphone.


  “Sooo…stay with me now, this isn’t entirely a tragic tale. As I’m sure you’re all aware, after what went down with my husband on live TV, my humble home has been in shambles. His mother and father intervened and are taking care of him at their house right now, but he’s been using the Internet to spread the gospel all over the world. Have you heard? Well, I guess it’s better if you haven’t. After talking it over, for the sake of myself and any of my future children, I filed for divorce. I’ve been considering staying with my own parents for a while as well. So, once all my affairs are settled at work, I’m going to resign. I’m really going to miss you all. And I’m terribly sorry for all the careless mistakes I’ve made at work these past few months—you shouldn’t have had to clean up my messes.”


  Though there was a somber look on Ms. Hara’s face, she did not lower her spoon-microphone. The dissonance between her words and pose read like a comedy sketch. It was creepy. Still, we all stood to our feet, told her we loved working with her and were going to miss her too, and that she didn’t need to apologize. For what it’s worth, I meant it, and I got the sense everyone else did too. That was the reason why all of us had spent the day acting like everything was normal, because we thought that would be for the best.


  “Sorry to get all sappy on you guys. Go and sit back down! Come on, come on…”


  After some persistent coaxing, we all returned to our seats. As I stared at the cured ham that had dried out by this point, I heard the sound of the stove burner igniting again.


  “So I gave you guys this news today for a reason, actually—and it’s related to my fetish I just told you about—did you think I’d suddenly lost my marbles? I mean, ugh, I’m sad to have to quit work, but I’ve gotta stay positive. I’m fine, I’m okay.”


  Nobody offered a courtesy reply.


  “I just wanted to thank you guys for all the kindness you’ve shown me over the years…that’s right. I think I should start by thanking you guys. Uh-huh. So, watching people squirm in fear, wondering if I’m serving them human flesh…I found out that excites me quite a bit! That alone makes telling you all my secret worth it. Sara—that wrinkle between your perplexed brows was epic.”


  In that moment, I wished that my coworkers knew exactly how to respond to something like that, but it was a selfish wish, so I didn’t mind it not coming true. Another selfish wish of mine was that Ms. Hara’s morbid stories were just a failed attempt at livening up her farewell party, but there was no way I could make that come true.


  “So, how I’ve been wanting to thank you guys…weeeell, I was going to take this to my grave, but…agh! Now that I’ve decided to tell you, my brain’s putting up a lot of resistance. Actually, I’m just embarrassed. Sit tight. I’m gonna take some deep breaths. Heeeee, hoooo. Heee, hoooo.”


  During Ms. Hara’s exaggerated breathing exercises, my mind raced through every memory I had of Ms. Hara.


  “Okay, now I can say it! I want to thank you all the right way, you see. This might be the last time we all gather at my house like this. Consider my sautéing a subterfuge for my shyness and close your eyes. So it’s like this. It didn’t happen today, but remember how we’ve had a lot of dinners here? Thank you all for getting me off all those times—eek! I can’t believe I said it!”


  During the second it took for my brain to process what she had just said, everything that happened during my visit today flashed before my eyes. Sadly, a coping strategy for dealing with my coworker’s very not-normal confession was not included in the manual in my brain.


  Against my will, my consciousness returned to the present moment.


  “See, the thing about preparing human flesh for consumption is, it doesn’t matter if the person is dead or alive. If you cut off their flesh and serve it to someone, you’re a criminal. Bodily harm this, corpse mutilation that. That’s why I—ohohoh, don’t worry! The prions I mentioned earlier are primarily found in the brain and internal organs. I prepared things very carefully, so there’s no chance you got sick. I ground it up too.”


  The giant bandage on Hara’s arm took over my field of vision. Moe, who once said any form of body horror made her squeamish, clamped a hand to her mouth and ran to the bathroom.


  “You might think I can’t be telling the truth, but I am. There isn’t any proof though. You can’t read a person’s mind, so you have to be compassionate. Ooh, listen to me. I’m like a greeting card!”


  Why was she always injured when she was such a good cook? Why was she wearing a bandage today? What she said was true, there was no proof of anything.


  “Remember what I told you? It’s not the prosciutto. If I’d cut off that much, I’d obviously die.”


  Had the unbearable weight of trauma, confusion, or responsibility broken Ms. Hara? That, I did not know. She was right about one thing: You can’t read a person’s mind. Since Ms. Hara was so kind, if she insisted this was just her way of thanking us for helping sate her fetish, I was inclined to believe her. And maybe, just maybe, she cut her finger cooking once and got a drop of blood in the food. Maybe she did that in a moment of weakness and regretted it.


  Ms. Hara was no longer sane. She could have snapped only yesterday, or even today. Or maybe she lost her mind long ago and it had nothing to do with her husband. Either way, I couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth or not.


  Though it was a small quantity, I just might have eaten human flesh.


  “Ms. Hara…I’ve got a question for you.”


  When I raised my hand, Ms. Hara looked at me, her eyes gentle and passionate.


  “Yes, Torita! I’ll gladly answer any questions you have!”


  She pointed the tip of her spoon-microphone at me. It was a bit unsettling, so I averted my gaze.


  “Just a hunch, but…do you see strange things?”


  “Huh?! Strange things? No, I can’t see anything. What, did you think my sixth sense awakened? No, I’m not like my husband at all.”


  All right…so she wasn’t driven mad out of despair and desperation.


  Her husband’s condition didn’t infect her. She isn’t a believer.


  When I heard her answer, I had to decide how the rest of this was going to go down.


  I thought back to the first day I came over to this house, many years ago.


  That day, Moe—who, incidentally, was still in the bathroom in the present—and I had come to Ms. Hara’s house to share a pot of piping-hot stew. Next time, it was a meat pie.


  Aha, I think I know which movie influenced her there.


  After that, we had gratin and hot pot. There was also a succulent roast chicken and tagliata. Then there were the foreign dishes whose names I only learned after I started visiting Ms. Hara—casseroles and trattoria. Everything was delicious. Just the sort of flavors I loved.


  “Who wants seconds? I sure dooo. Go ahead and eat up, girls, dig in! Oh, Yoko, this really is so scrumptious. Oh, wait just a sec. Was this really venison? Whoa—what—what? Well, whatever.”


  As I listened to Ms. Hara freak out and calm down in the span of a second, I stabbed a piece of dry prosciutto with my fork and ate it. It was salty and paired beautifully with the sparkling wine. Yoko and Sara shot terrified looks at me. It was kind of funny.


  I was relieved.


  Now, had I found out that my coworker was feeding me human flesh all these years, and I knew I’d have to live with that grim truth for decades…that would be rough. It didn’t matter how close we were, it was a painful truth to accept. It would probably be even tougher for me to reconcile that truth after we were no longer friends.


  But according to the little guys crawling and swarming on Ms. Hara’s face…the world was going to end very soon.


  If we were all going to disappear, we could cast ethics and disgust aside. Up until today, I neither believed nor disbelieved the little guys (and I neither considered Mr. Hara normal nor not-normal) but in that moment, I was happy to tip the scales toward believing. And in deciding that, for the first time in my life, I got to be not-normal too.


  The hive-minded little guys seemed to like Ms. Hara just as much as they liked me. Ever since I came here, they’ve been crawling all over her body.


  I feel like I’ve seen this somewhere before…right. The Mummy. Ms. Hara might have watched it during a movie night with one of her boyfriends.


  Unfortunately, Ms. Hara couldn’t see the little guys. Without a certain level of persuasive competency, I couldn’t even begin to explain my little aha moment or that Mr. Hara was actually not wrong.


  If nothing else, I was happy that I could join my beloved senior coworker in her little fetish.


  Besides, that prosciutto is seriously so good. I’ll bet the Bolognese we’re about to eat will also be delicious. With Ms. Hara handling the seasonings, that’s one thing I know for sure.


  Feeling a sudden surge of energy, I rose from my seat, opened the fridge without asking, and took out another bottle of sparkling wine. We were now blood sisters, so there was no need to show any restraint. If everything Ms. Hara had confessed to was a lie, my actions would make me nothing more than a rude junior coworker. But she was going to quit work soon anyway, and it wasn’t as if she really cared about hierarchical protocol in the first place.


  I returned to my seat, uncorked the wine, and poured it into my glass. I asked the other two guests if they needed more. Their lips remained sealed shut. I caught myself wishing they would enjoy their final moments of life—what a passionate and optimistic feeling for me. And I had Ms. Hara to thank.


  “Hey, Ms. Hara?”


  “Yeeees?”


  “What were you like in your promiscuous twenties?”


  “Oh, honey, it’ll take me hours to tell you. But I think that chapter of my life was very nourishing to my soul. So you should party hard too, Torita! Youth is the best makeup, and you’re so stylish. Okaaay, where shall I start my tantalizing tale…”


  Just watching Ms. Hara’s eyes sparkle made me happy too. Maybe that was one of my few fetishes.


  And as I breathed in the scent of the mystery meat cooking, I sat back and happily listened to Ms. Hara recount the sexually intense days of her youth.


  [image: ]


  An Impressionist Attitude


   


  HELLO! It’s me again, the fan who’s been sending you lots of letters, Nasu Koyuki! I guess after sending you this many letters, you probably remember me by now (or maybe I’m just too full of myself, lmao). I loved your recent ­album Delta, so I just had to write you again. I love the title track and the music video that went along with it. It reminds me of your earlier songs. More of that, please!


  How do you come up with melodies and lyrics like that? All the other hit songs in Japan pale in comparison. I’m aware that the view count for your music video keeps going up, but all the magazine polls keep ranking idol and Vocaloid songs higher than yours, and I just don’t get it. Maybe the people who vote in those only get their music from TikTok… I guess that’s the current trend. As far as I’m concerned, you’re #1! I also love that the certified earworm “seek” is on the album. Love the lazy vibes. It’s so cool that I get to listen to a song about the tropical fish you post on IG all the time! I tried to think of something in my life that I loved enough to write a song about, but I got nothing *sweats awkwardly* By the way, I’ve recently gotten into exposé-style channels on YouTube! It’s just so addicting, watching people’s dark secrets get exposed. They make the wrongdoers repay their debts to society too. I think that’s quite an accomplishment. (Though it’s probably not as relaxing as watching tropical fish lol).


  I noticed you incorporated more electronic beats and collabs into this album along with your usual singing and guitar playing. I can see the pros and cons, but I do think it’s great that you’re reaching a more mainstream audience. As long as you don’t let the artists you collab with influence you too much, I’ll be very satisfied! And I noticed you’re playing bigger venues on your tours now! It would be really nice if longtime fans or fans who pay more money—you know, the true fans—could get the best seats, so you should start a fan club. Then again, the label you’re under has a bad history with fan clubs, so when you do decide to start one, I recommend you do so without them (lmao). The more fans you have—and the more uptight grown-ups protest your shows—the more that proves you’re selling well. I recently bought one of your older indie CDs secondhand (because those songs aren’t available on any streaming service) and I was amazed at how expensive it was! (Then when it came in the mail, I found out it was autographed! I’ll treasure it forever!) “Impression,” the song that’s about your place in the world, literally leaves such a strong impression. It really makes you think—the more famous you get, the more problems you have.


  Just please don’t become one of those artists who hates their fans after they get popular! (Like H-san, according to some rumors.)


  Okay, if you’ll let me riff off one of your song titles for a minute…do you know the word “impressionist”? When I saw a comment from another fan mentioning it, I looked it up, and it’s an art genre. Instead of painting silhouettes of objects, you focus on the light that surrounds them. I thought it was a perfect art style for expressing an artist who’s always shining so brightly, so I wanted to tell you about it. On the flip side though, I’m very, very unlucky. Would you mind if I told you about something horrible that happened to me recently? I feel like my letters always devolve into pity parties, but everything I write is true, I swear T_T. A few days ago, my thumbnail peeled off T_T. Now you’re probably ­assuming I grabbed the tip of the nail and forcibly peeled it away from the skin! Sorry, but that’s not what happened! Okay, let me explain it a little better. I accidentally slammed a car door on my thumb the other day. Thinking back on the moment it happened, it was more of a “heavy” sensation than a painful one. The car safety function helped me get my thumb free right away, but my thumb throbbed with pain, and its color changed from a healthy pink to a reddish-brown before my very eyes. My friend who was with me freaked out a lot more than I did and insisted we go to the ER. Now, this ER in question was a dump. Not just the building, the people were trashy as hell too lol. I’m not sure why or how, but the doctor said the bone wasn’t damaged and gave me a surprising suggestion. She said if you rip the thumbnail off right away, it will grow back much cleaner. I was like, “Shut up before I fucking kill you!” Lmao. But watching all those exposé videos on YouTube made me really appreciate the value in getting rid of the bad to let the good in, so in the name of a speedy recovery, I decided to let the doctor do it. I regretted it immediately. The doctor slid a blade between the nail and skin of my right thumb. I screamed and wished that I really had just killed her lol. The doctor did warn me that it would hurt before she started, but I was not even remotely prepared for the shock. I was like, why me? T_T But fear not! My thumbnail is being reborn, little by little. Ahh, the miracle of life. Have you experienced any miracles? I’d love to hear about them. You should totally talk about it somewhere!


  Speaking of the miracle of life, have you heard the world is going to end soon? It’s a hot topic among the paranormal geeks right now. That newscaster’s meltdown on live TV was what got the news going viral. (Now, granted, it was unprofessional of him to derail the show like that, but I think the main reason girls are dogpiling him is because he’s not exactly eye candy. Talk about “impressions”! Visual impressions rule the world.) Ever since that little snafu, more and more people have been popping up on social media claiming they see things others can’t, and all of them say the apocalypse is nigh. It seems like some mean-spirited meme making fun of that newscaster to me. When I stumbled upon a conspiracy theorist streamer who’s trying to spread the anti-gospel, I left a stern comment!


  World annihilation and shadow governments are at the core of many conspiracy theories, but when the bad actors manipulate the idiots (in a way, they are evilest of evil) and rile them up so they rant and rave in a way that bothers us sane people, that really crosses a line. Delta makes my ears happier than any other album I’ve heard before! That’s why I’ll never lend an ear to ­conspiracy theorists!


  At least that’s what I’d like to believe. I don’t want to think I’m as foolish as those idiots. But there’s something I want you to know, so I’m going to write it here. Apparently, the world really is going to end. I know, a staunch skeptic like me is saying this, but please hear me out. I’m not like the others. Now, I’m not like that TV newscaster, or those Internet weirdos who claim to see little creatures…but I do see strange things. One day, I could suddenly see this sort of injection contraption with three needles sticking out of my left arm. The needles pierce me, but I don’t feel a thing. It looks kind of like that thing from the Saw movies, except bigger. It’s transparent on the outside and filled with three vials of pink liquid. I didn’t know what it was at first, but once the needles started injecting my body with the pink liquid, I figured it out. These contraptions appeared to inform everyone about the apocalypse. I get an injection about twice daily now, and after every injection—including the very first—I’m warned about the coming apocalypse. Something I learned recently was that these needles can communicate. I’m not sure whether they’re alive or not, but if I ask them a simple question, they’ll give me an answer during the next injection. I never thought I’d become one of those crazy prophets—life’s truly full of mysteries. But because of this, now I’m starting to think everyone else is telling the truth too. The world really might be ending soon. Don’t worry, I’m not like the other conspiracy theorists. I’m not going to spread the news far and wide and bother the people trying to lead normal lives. Those people may technically be my allies, but I’m warning you to steer clear of them. But I figured there were some people who ought to know, and that’s why I’m writing to you about all this in a letter. Please find a way to accomplish everything you want to before the world ends, so you’ll have no regrets.


  Thank you so much for reading all this! I’ll be your fan forever. Take care of your health and keep creating all those badass songs!


  P.S. You should be more subtle with your political messaging.


   


  I was going to send the letter above as is, like all the others. But I was going to be on pins and needles while I wondered when you were going to read it, then I was going to feel sick when I was sure you’d read it, and then I was going to be filled with regret over sending you a letter overflowing with all that unpleasantness. And I’d just have to live with all those feelings, even though I’d have to console myself a little. But right when I was about to seal the envelope, I received my daily injection. And with the renewed knowledge that the world was going to end soon, I got greedy. I thought, what the hell did I just write? If the world really is going to end, there are so many more things I want to say, so many questions I want to ask. Nothing I wrote to you before is untrue. Okay, most of it was true. I am your fan, I do regularly check your IG, and I’ve loved your songs since the beginning. Adding onto that, I think you became a different artist ever since you did a song for that anime. I mean that in neither a good or bad way. Sorry if this is making even less sense. I’m writing really fast now. I really did lose my thumbnail, but I was lying about the exposé YouTubers.


  What I really want to tell you about is impressionism. I’ve mentioned impressionism before, remember? It’s a special brush technique impressionist artists use and it’s quite famous. Did you know about it already? If you mix a lot of paints together, the color gets darker and darker. So instead of actually mixing colors, the impressionists line up contrasting colors, which forces the human brain to do the mixing and gives the painting itself a brighter look overall. I might be technically a bit off, but let’s just pretend I’m right. All the normal people who send you fan mail probably mix their bright feelings, their dark feelings, their amorous feelings, and their frustration toward the things they don’t like all together. They’ll blend all those feelings into a pleasant color and deliver their messages to you using only the kindest of words. I think this is how we all talk to our families and friends too. 


  My take is that it’s unfair to those people. I just can’t do it. The more I mix my feelings, the darker they get, until everything is just bad. I hate being like that. I can’t stand it. That’s why I decided to let my colors show through to everyone clearly. I didn’t know about impressionists when I had that epiphany, but looking back now, I think it’s a very impressionistic way of thinking. Simply put, if I want to make people feel good, I’ll say good things, and if I want to make people feel bad, I’ll say bad things. After I started doing that, my life changed a little. You’re probably assuming I made a lot of enemies. I get it, people tend to hold on to bad memories longer than the good ones. If you remember any of the letters I’ve sent, you probably think of me as that annoying fan who always tells you gross stories, or upsetting stories, or who gives you unsolicited advice, or who takes you for a fool. You probably think I’m a really cringey fan. You’re probably disgusted that someone like me likes you. I’ve probably made you uncomfortable. But I wanted to do just that. When somebody hates me, I feel like I become a stronger ally for myself. It’s just like with impressionist paintings. If you stick two contrasting colors beside each other, they look a bit brighter. Sure, living this way does lead to a lot of fights and breakups, but compared to the time in my life when I wasn’t my own ally, it’s much easier. And if I say critical things in a fan letter to an artist I like, I figure since the premise is that I’m a huge fan, we won’t fight over it—at least that’s what I’d like to think. Thanks for letting me believe that.


  And now I have a question for you. Highly doubt I’ll ever get an answer though. You never reply to fans on social media, and you never arrange any meet-and-greet events. I actually appreciate that about you. So here’s my question: In your song “Impression,” you have that lyric, “Accept my heart and embrace it.” How exactly do you do that? Did you mean that you should be your own ally without exploiting anyone else? Is that what everyone else does? You’re attractive, you were born with a powerful voice and a gift for music, you’ve got tons of friends and allies, and you’re super rich—how did you feel when you sang those lyrics? Just an innocent question. I’m not trying to get you to hate me by asking this. What even am I writing? It’s wrong of me to ask this. I know that. I’m really crying right now not because the world is ending that’s not why it just hurts to hurt but that’s pretty typical for me so I don’t know why I’m writing this while I’m crying but okay I really didn’t have to share that so I guess that’s all I’m going to say now…


   


  I’m sorry. I didn’t want to write anything that would make you pity me. You’re so tenderhearted and all. If someone like you pitied me, I don’t think I’d be able to be my own ally anymore. But I just had to share all this with you. The truth is, I wish I could have a lot of allies, just like you…but if we’re all going to die soon, then I don’t need those anymore. You get so many letters, I bet you read them weeks or months after they were sent. Or maybe your staff weeds out crazy letters like mine. Either way, I pray that the world will end before you get a chance to open this letter. Thank you so much for everything over the years. Even after I send this letter, I will always be your fan.


  Nasu Koyuki


   


  What a pitiful person.


  I folded the letter shut, hoping at least to hide that unfulfilled wish.


  Since it was very wordy for a fan letter, it was quite thick when folded in two. And the envelope was much bigger than standard size. Since there was a possibility it could contain something dangerous, my staff had already broken the seal and checked the contents before putting the letter back in the envelope and giving it to me.


  After a beat, something small and black—like a pebble—spilled out of the envelope. Some of my fans sent me little gemstones from time to time, so I assumed it was that.


  I reached for the stone…but just when I thought I grabbed it, it was nowhere to be found. It was weird. Thinking I might have dropped it, I checked all over the floor, even in between the cracks, but couldn’t find anything. Resigning myself to forgetting about it, I set the letter back down alongside the others in the cardboard box reserved for fan mail.


  I remembered Nasu Koyuki.


  I wasn’t sure if that was their legal name or a pen name, but they left a lasting impression. I couldn’t determine their age or gender, but they sent me fan mail regularly. The contents of Koyuki’s letters weren’t of the unrestrained gushing variety, but I always got the feeling that they excessively lied about themselves when they wrote to me since their writing style was rather basic. They sent in the typical cringey fan letter.


  But in actuality, it turns out they weren’t lying to me at all. They seemed to think they had made a shocking confession to me, and they had convinced themselves that they had to slam me with all their unpleasant thoughts and get slammed right back to protect themselves. They had bad intentions—that much was certain. Along with that fault of theirs, their letters always screamed of hesitation. It was clear there was a line they could not cross because they were too scared. The successfully crossed that line with this letter, though.


  That’s why when I read Nasu Koyuki’s very raw, unfiltered letter, the absurdity of their sudden doomsday declaration was what surprised me the most. I never took them for somebody who could say something so bold.


  I couldn’t stop thinking about the letter as I drew a hot bath, had a soak, drank a beer, and then lay down in bed alone.


  When I closed my eyes, the flowers I always saw were there.


  It was a scene that lived behind my eyelids ever since I was little. The beautiful flowers were always there…and I hated them.


   


  I told a doctor about the unpleasant flowers once, but nothing came of it. The serotonin-inducing medication they prescribed didn’t work, so I decided to stop taking it. A musician I was friends with at the start of my career once told me, “Maybe the flowers will go away once you’ve achieved your life’s calling?” But that hope was in vain. Even when I stood before tens of thousands of adoring fans, if I closed my eyes and took a breath, they were there. Blooming.


  I could tell a lot about my psychological state by the number of flowers I saw. Some days, I only saw two or three, other days I saw enough to fill a bouquet. The more flowers I saw, the worse my mental health. It’s generally not an omen of anything more.


  And today, there were so many flowers that I couldn’t hold them in both hands if I tried.


  When alone in an elevator on the way to an interview, my manager said, “Let’s keep it bright and cheerful today,” and I responded by sticking out my tongue. She didn’t even flinch—she’s known me for years, so she knows how I am. Still, I felt bad about it, and I could have said something to make peace, but if I suddenly apologized, that would mean acknowledging I’d stuck my tongue out at her. In the end, I opted to wait silently for the time to pass.


  My social anxiety wore on. During the interview, I tried to get my mind off things by reading the billboard outside the window, but when the interviewer loudly called my name, I was so flustered that I snapped at them, accusing the publication of asking me the same questions every time, regardless of what I was releasing. This time, my manager had no choice but to smooth things over for me.


  After the interview was over and my manager and I were alone, she asked me how many flowers there were. She also asked if I would be okay if left on my own. She was worried.


  I was offended that she would underestimate me, and I told her as much. But since there had already been some days when I really shouldn’t have been left alone, she was right to be concerned.


  Luckily, I had no other heavy tasks that day. All I had left was an evening obligation—the director of a film I’d sung the theme song for had invited me to a private screening of his latest movie.


  Ordinarily, I’d push myself through a little discomfort. But today, I asked my manager to tell the director I was very sorry, but I was feeling ill, and wanted to rest at home for the day.


  She could have left it at that and called it a day herself without comment, but it was out of a sense of obligation that she informed me, “It’s going to be this director’s best work yet. You should at least see it in a movie theater.” 


  This prompted me to snap back, “So the movie I sung the theme song for wasn’t his best work?” and put my poor manager in the awkward position of answering a question she couldn’t possibly have an answer for.


  There was a period in my life when I used to wander from bar to bar looking for a fight. But when I randomly noticed that there were more flowers the days after I went drinking, I gave it up. The pent-up aggression and sexual frustration was just that—pent-up. I could fill the emptiness inside all I wanted, but if I didn’t address the root of the problem, I would only have more emptiness to show for it.


  I ought to understand that…but whenever I closed my eyes, the massive amount of flowers was there, and there was no way I could fall asleep faster than normal. After drinking beer in my house alone, I called the person whose support of my music no longer meant anything to me.


   


  I was sure the big bunch of flowers that had prompted the canceling of my plans would dwindle by the next day. That was always how it worked before. But when I woke up the next morning, there were even more that had bloomed.


  It was a travel day. I had to take the shinkansen to where a music festival I would be performing at the next day would be held. Since I had a local radio appearance that night, I needed to leave the day prior. At 3 p.m., I met my manager at Shinagawa Station’s shinkansen ticket gate. She handed me my ticket and we headed to the platform. While waiting, she asked a concerned question about my health, but I ignored her. Sharing my woes was meaningless. It wasn’t as if she could get me off work or find me a cure so easily.


  I often took the shinkansen for work. Whenever I waited for the train on the platform, I got dizzy. This was also something not worth telling my manager, so I kept it to myself. I felt helplessly scared, especially on days like today. 


  What made me feel that way was the gate between the platform and the railway. They shouldn’t build those things so low a person could easily hop over them. It was dangerous. What would a person do if they found themselves here on a day where they felt like giving up on the world? I would often imagine everyone on the platform jumping onto the tracks—and it made me feel sick.


  What yanked me from my morbid fantasy was a pair of junior high schoolers who had just bought some tea and coffee at the mini café on the platform. When they tried to say hi, my manager intervened immediately, thanking them and sending them on their way. I imagined Nasu Koyuki, the person whose letter I’d received two days ago, was a junior high schooler like them. I wasn’t sure what gender they were, but the thought of a full-grown adult writing letters like that filled me with other morbid fantasies I’d rather not indulge in.


  We got into the luxury car with a four-leaf clover motif, and I quickly sat in the window seat designated on my ticket. I set my bag on the aisle seat beside me, while my manager took her seat behind me. She was probably on guard, ready to deal with any danger that might arise. So far, there had never been any really serious incidents. You’d hope so, after all the money we spent on these seats. After all, my manager utilized these slightly-bigger-than-average seats not for comfort but for clientele. In an expensive car like this, though the probability was not quite zero, it was much less likely that somebody would approach me or take a candid photo. About that much, we could rest easy.


  So this wasn’t elitism but a defense measure—I always told myself this to convince myself I wasn’t looking down on people who rode on the standard cars. But when I caught myself feeling a sense of superiority, there was a tightness in my chest.


  My manager buried her nose in work, even when we were traveling. I told her once that I felt bad spacing out in my seat while she worked. But she answered with a smile, “Isn’t traveling to where you’re needed part of your job?” Well, by that logic, our agency should start the clock the moment she left her home to commute. When I suggested this, she kept her steady smile and replied, “No, that time isn’t as valuable.” It was the worst answer she could have given me. I knew that she was the one saying her time wasn’t worth anything, but it came across as if I was the one who implied it.


  On days when the flowers bloomed in the darkness, the multitude of anxieties I carried with me every day piled higher and higher, suffocating me.


  I took off my sunglasses and stared out the window.


  The vistas whizzing past me through the train window weighed heavily on my agitated brain. Without a stiff drink or an instrument to soothe me, whenever I let my mind wander like this, painful memories and gruesome incidents from the past haunted me. I tried to use the knowledge and perspective I had now to help banish the horrific flashbacks from my brain. When I opened my eyes again and pictured the little lives being led in each small house outside my window, I was able to imagine their quaint moments of happiness. For a fleeting moment at least, I was successful. I had taught myself this technique in junior high, and it worked in cars and on bicycles too.


  But today was such a horrible mental health day that you could very well call it a fluke.


  I impulsively changed sitting positions and shifted my focus from the side to the rear.


  And that was because I suddenly sensed a strange space had burst open in the flowing scenery. But before I could figure out what it was, the shinkansen entered a tunnel. My manager asked me if something was wrong, and I assured her everything was fine. I knew it was nothing more than a trick of the eyes. Surely the darkness and reality had jumbled themselves together again without my noticing it.


  Just then, I thought I saw a field of flowers blooming in the corner of the rice paddies.


  Even though I knew there was no way the flowers behind my eyelids could possibly bloom anywhere else.


   


  Well, if you’re gonna make that big a deal out of it, what kind of flowers are they?


  Ever since I was a child, I was asked to describe my flowers many times. The question always came from a place of kindness, either out of curiosity or a desire to help me find a solution to my problem. And even though I knew I would receive a blank stare in reply, I truthfully answered the question every single time.


  They’re always on fire.


  They looked like pansies when they were open. The thickness of the flower petals was similar to aloe leaves, and they were transparent, though sometimes appearing a lemony yellow or red, depending on the angle. And from the gaps between the folded petals, I could see glimpses of flickering fire. See? Right over there.


  It was neither the story of an imaginative adult nor the dream of a child. To me, it was an ever-present reality, but it was difficult to get others to understand. Most either laughed it off or evaded the crux of the issue by saying I had the soul of an artist.


  When we arrived at our destination, we dropped our stuff off at the hotel, then schmoozed with the people we would be working with and did the radio appearance. My perpetual hangovers being the source of my lack of talkativeness worked in my favor. It was almost 10 p.m. by the time our obligations for the day were done.


  My manager invited me out to dinner, but I declined. She had only asked out of politeness anyway, so declining was the polite thing to do. When she said goodnight and bowed her head to me not because she wanted to, but out of professionalism, my eyes were drawn to the messy cowlick on her head. I felt the anxiety that always itched deep in my heart grow even larger due to the instability of the day.


  I decided to take a little walk outside the hotel. I was on the lookout for some fast food or coffee. There was a Mos Burger just in front of the hotel, but peering into the restaurant window from the outside revealed a group of businessmen carrying briefcases, so I decided against it. I felt an unconditional aversion toward people who loudly watched videos in public places, as well as people who violated others’ personal space without realizing it.


  At worst, this aversion was my fault for embracing prejudiced thoughts, or perhaps it had nothing to do with my morality, and I simply could not dissociate myself from them enough.


  It was not a dramatic turn of events or the hands of fate that brought me to where I was. It was sheer coincidence that I happened to find myself standing in front of a retro coffee house shrouded in darkness, already closed for the day. Looking at the shop itself, an understanding that might as well be called resignation overwhelmed me. Honestly, a part of me had probably expected this moment to arrive someday.


  What I saw from the window of the shinkansen earlier that day was not a trick of the eyes after all.


  They escaped from behind my eyelids.


  I stopped in my tracks and stared. The flowers that only existed in my mind were blooming in front of the coffee house. The flames did not feel hot, and the fire didn’t spread to the other nearby plants.


  I somehow knew it would be like this, but when I crouched down to touch them, nothing grazed my fingertips. These flowers did not actually exist. In other words, there was nothing wrong with the coffee house—it was me. I was insane.


  Wanting to see how it looked to other people, I held up my phone. And as if the flowers were reacting to it, one of them exploded like a firework.


  As it exploded, the sensation of somebody’s thoughts entering my brain reverberated through my head. It reminded me of my first time using headphones as a child and hearing the music ringing directly in the center of my brain.


  Without warning, the flower next to it burst, and with it, a different thought entered my mind. It had clear meaning, but the words that popped into my brain were just as flippant. I checked my immediate surroundings just to be certain, but unlike headphones, I could tell my eardrums were not blocking out the other sounds around me.


  The sounds reverberated behind my eyelids. That was the best way I could possibly explain it.


  And vexing though it was, from my longtime association with these flowers, I immediately recognized the truth.


  The flowers were talking to me.


  Whether the thoughts came from the flowers individually or collectively, I did not know. Just like humans used their vocal cords, it seemed like these flowers communicated by dying. After all these years of being with them, I was learning this for the first time. Just then, another flower burst.


  The flowers were singing of the apocalypse.


  Of course, I couldn’t help but recall Nasu Koyuki’s letter from a couple days prior. Perhaps my unstable psyche had created this delusion from the words on the page. That was a logical conclusion to come to.


  But someone who spent their life seeing flowers that did not exist was in no place to refute the unrealistic claims of someone else. What if what Koyuki wrote was their truth? What if the omen and the injections were all real? Maybe I was experiencing a similar phenomenon.


  The words mass hysteria materialized in my mind. The next thought I entertained was that I was infected by some sort of bacteria or virus attached to the letter.


  Just how much of this was intentional on Koyuki’s part?


  What if not only the worsening of my mental health, but the escape of the flowers from my eyelids to the outside world had something to do with Koyuki? I should want to berate or question them, but what I felt wasn’t anger.


  I just kept dwelling on Koyuki’s wish that didn’t come true.


  Sorry, sucks for you.


  I felt bad after Koyuki went through all the trouble to warn me, but I could neither believe nor disbelieve what they wrote. I mean, it was the apocalypse.


  In the letter, Koyuki seemed joyful and emboldened by the apocalypse. I could pick up on the hope and excitement written between the lines.


  I was fairly certain they weren’t scared when they gained the ability to see things. If anything, they were likely relieved. If the world ended, they wouldn’t have to defend their dark, introverted self anymore. They could finally unmask the true thoughts they’d kept hidden all these years. How liberating that must be.


  I felt sick. This line of thought was akin to murder-suicide, this solution akin to terrorism. It was self-centered and evil, and I was left filled with disgust.


  I snapped another picture of the flowers…but they didn’t show up. Instead, there were a bunch of pots in a row, filled only with dirt. Without a lingering regret over my prediction confirmed, I turned to leave.


  At the convenience store, all I bought were some onigiri and alcohol. When I got back to the hotel room, I went on the Internet to see if anybody else had been hallucinating syringes or flowers. Apparently, many people had started seeing things that others couldn’t after that TV newscaster insisted she saw satellites floating around his head during a live broadcast. Looked like I was right: It was mass hysteria.


  I closed my eyes, wondering why the messengers of the apocalypse looked different to everyone. I wish mine were syringes instead of flowers. I could have loved them.


   


  When I was a child, there was a period when I drew flowers all the time. I was trying to get others to believe me when I told them I was scared of the flowers I saw whenever I closed my eyes. From their lackluster reactions, I figured out that I needed to hone the skills needed to manifest my thoughts into concrete shape—which brought me to my current career.


  To the flowers, I felt neither gratitude nor attachment. I thought of them as nothing more than a crystallized symbol of my gloomy humanity. Whenever I confided in a friend or a doctor, I couldn’t help but mention them in a context of disgust.


  So if the flowers also had feelings, they might’ve been angry.


  When I woke in the double bed of my hotel room, I thought I was dead. Theoretically, that sort of vision was typically only exposed to the dead, and I had no plans on seeing it in actuality.


  The bed was surrounded by the flowers, and they had made their way to the top of my head as well. I tried to take them off, but I couldn’t touch them. It wasn’t time to wake up yet, but I shook my heavy head in resignation and walked along the flowery carpet to wash my face.


  Thinking it might make me feel better, I wore a mask outside. The flowers were blooming all around the hotel too. I had to use my phone’s camera app now to tell what color the real flowers blooming in front of the hotel entrance were. 


  I swung by the nearest Starbucks to grab a cup of coffee. It looked like there were flowers growing out of the cup, but when I pressed my lips to the rim and the hot liquid flowed into me, it was quite bitter. In curly handwriting, somebody had written, “Good luck at tonight’s show” on the cup. It was my job—I wish they hadn’t bothered telling me that. Same goes to those junior high schoolers yesterday—I wish they’d all stop. The only time I wanted to see the faces of my fans was when I was on stage.


  The reality that the flowers were there even when my eyes were open was much harder to accept than I thought it would be.


  And now, this haunting of a different type assaulted my senses on top of that. I wanted to disappear, but who in the world lives with flowers in their chest anyway? I felt like I was being denigrated again.


  When the flowers learned of the world’s end, they had probably decided to torture their host, since everyone was going to die anyway. As these meaningless thoughts that served nobody tortured me, I basked in the sun’s rays.


  When I could no longer bear to be surrounded by the flowers, I called my manager, even though I knew she was still asleep. As her groggy voice answered the phone, I begged her to pack up to go on an excursion with me right away.


  Once our rendezvous time was decided, I returned to my room. When we met at the hotel entrance twenty minutes later, she showed not a shred of annoyance at her rude awakening, and hailed a taxi with flowers plastered to the windshield.


  Before we got in, I apologized for being so selfish.


  “Oh, no, it actually worked out really well. I like to explore unfamiliar towns when I have the chance.”


  I knew she was going to say something like that. I think that’s why I apologized.


  Yet again, the flowers had multiplied.


  It’s happening again. Just like last night. Deep in my heart, I feel frustrated by the way she behaves.


  There was no use hiding the source of my discomfort. It boiled down to sadism—the sadism of forcing a cog in the machine to put a selfish musician’s needs above her own.


  Admonishing myself for letting my mind go there all the while, I let my instability take over and let the words seep into my mind. Before I knew it, I arrived at my true feelings. The more picture-perfect of an employee she was, the more cherished she was for her position, not for the person she was. I wanted to rip away the facade of respect for me that she hid behind. I wanted to test her, to see how much abuse she could take before she would accept the truth.


  What if I yelled at you for nothing? Slapped you in the face? Yanked your plain maxi skirt off your slender body? What would you do?


  We both quietly got into the taxi.


  Both of us had benefited from good luck, that’s all. A third party had spared us from all these hypotheticals. Thanks to her predecessor crashing and burning at the job in sacrifice, my suspicions and self-love were fulfilled for a brief moment. He was kind enough to tell me he hated me. Frankly, it was a relief not to have to play along with the lie anymore. Thanks to his sacrifice, the two of us could now sit pleasantly in the backseat of the taxi.


  During the ride, my manager spoke with me about my Instagram account she was running. Since what happened a couple days prior had caused a mini-scandal, she had posted a picture of her tropical fish to help calm the storm.


  Though it did not serve as a replacement for her fish, when we arrived at the castle ruins this town was known for, she took some pictures of the moat illuminated by the morning sun. When she showed me the display screen of her phone, there was not a trace of the many flowers in the moat.


  Instability brought further instability. The flowers kept summoning their friends.


  I spent the rest of the day staring at the flowers, whether my eyes were open or closed, and I made it to the venue with a look on my face as if everything were normal.


   


  Thinking about it now, I was much better off before.


  Because I believed. I believed that I wasn’t the only horrible person on this planet.


  I believed that deep in their hearts, everyone was dark and anxious. That everyone forced themselves to smile and pretend to be happy. That everyone else had to be leading just as unstable inner lives as me, some form of disgust brooding in their thoughts and feelings.


  I wasn’t sure which event led to my epiphany.


  It could have been the period of my life where I was bullied mercilessly. I think telling people about the flowers must have had something to do with it. Those were some dark memories. But what tormented me more was not the bullying I was on the receiving end of, but the bullying of someone else that I turned a blind eye to. After carrying that regret with me for years, when I finally reconnected with my friends from that time and opened up about it, they had all forgotten the name of the kid that was victimized.


  It could have been the day I saw images on the news of people in a distant country, the victims of war. When I walked to school the next day feeling extra gloomy, everyone else around me was smiling as colorfully as flowers. When I checked the accounts of my favorite artists on social media, aside from a few of them who expressed their thoughts on the violent war, most didn’t even so much as mention it. I figured everyone was skirting the issue so as not to depress everyone else. I convinced myself to do the same…until immediately after, when a murder that was definitely not indiscriminate happened in my own country. During that incident, everyone raised their voices in sadness and sympathy. I hated them all, for their performative emphatic grief, and I hated myself for holding them in contempt.


  The same people who take what popular celebrities say out of context and criticize them for ridiculing a certain profession turned around and espoused that we should be lenient with the bigoted statements made boldly by politicians. The same people who grieved the death of a celebrity ignored the news the day before of a child being beaten to death. Everything was repulsive and intolerable to me. But what repulsed me most of all was myself, for living my life the exact same way.


  At some point, I had an epiphany.


  Nobody—or at least nobody who led a normal life—carried the heavy weight of anxiety I did. Even if they felt an intense disgust toward the world or themselves, it would not adversely affect their health or lifestyles. They could quickly overwrite their thoughts and emotions and act like everything was perfectly fine. Which way of life was kinder to those around you? Which spread more peace and harmony in your life? That was a mystery. Even if I knew the answer, I would be unable to act on it. I was doomed to a life of taking out my gloom and anger on myself and on everyone else in my orbit. You are a dark and sordid human being—every time I closed my eyes, the flowers pointed at me, mocked me, and suffocated me daily with the crushing weight of emotion.


  I never met anyone who could clear the dark clouds in my soul or give me a reason to live…but I was good at writing songs.


  I got my hair and makeup done in the greenroom and had a pre-event meeting. The flowers were burning in every empty space available. My mind was consumed with worry that those flowers would get in my way. What if they were blooming so thick on the stage that I couldn’t see the microphone stand? It was a morbid mental image to say the least.


  As I warmed up my voice, I heard the knock at the door I was waiting for. The door to the prefabricated hut that served as a dressing room opened, and my name was called.


  I joined the circle of staff who had gotten there ahead of me and were on standby. I cracked a joke, and we all shared a soft laugh. I gave the men and women a stirring pep talk about putting on the best show of our lives.


  Not that it mattered. Once I was on that stage, I was always alone.


  The issue lay with my performance style, in part. But even if I were in a band, and the other members were on stage waiting for me, I doubt anything would be different.


  I quietly stood in the wings, positioning myself so I could neither see the audience nor be seen by them. And when I did, all the memories related to my weakness that I’d tried to exorcise, all the tragic images I’d seen on the news, all the violence I wanted to turn my eyes away from…it was because I tried not to think about them that they all came flooding back with even more intensity than usual.


  I enjoyed a moment of relief when I confirmed the location of the microphone on the stage with my naked eye. Alas, that relief was fleeting. Just like any other of my worst days, my mental state remained unchanged. It was a banal routine at this point. From my thoroughly unstable mind, I uttered an earnest wish.


  Why can’t the world just end now?


  If only there were a doomsday switch on that stage, that once flipped, would allow me to hear the screams of fans eager for my music. I would walk out there without hesitation if there was. Then all the sadness and uncertainty would disappear, and I—the catalyst for the apocalypse—could die alone. The flowers behind my eyelids would disappear with me.


  All the children dying in wars…all the raped girls…all the adults suffering in poverty, everyone hurting and crying, and those who cast them aside to live their own lives—why couldn’t it all just come to an end?


  I’m sorry you had to suffer.


  It wasn’t worth telling anybody. I neither believed nor disbelieved in the end of the world—because doomsday was in my mind all along. No love, no hope. Only destruction.


  I’m sorry.


  The clock ticked away, daring the apocalypse to stop it.


  In the end, I did not have the courage to die alone. Crushed by the guilt of wishing for a group-suicide with the people who loved my music despite the monster I was, I resolved to bring as much joy as I could to as many people as possible. I looked all the way out to the back of the giant auditorium and pointed at the person I knew was always there.


  Today, I hadn’t found a single thing to strive for.


  My body almost shut itself down, but muscle memory managed to pull through. Of the three guitars stationed in the middle of the stage, I picked up the acoustic guitar and slung the strap over my shoulder. Then I took my place behind the microphone stand.


  The scene that spread before my eyes was quite different than usual—it resembled a wasteland. Looking at it, I wouldn’t be surprised if the world ended then and there.


  I couldn’t see anybody’s face. My eyes felt like they were being crushed.


  I guess…I’ll just have to sing to the flowers from now on.


  Somewhere in the audience, a lone flower burst. There were so many of them, I couldn’t tell where it happened. Soon, a thought found a voice and entered my mind.


  I could also hear scattered voices calling my name here and there, but the flowers quickly drowned them out. The voices ringing in my head were much louder than the voices in the audience.


  The flowers burst one after another as I stood still, faced with the reality that I had just wished death upon all the people there. My wish for the apocalypse mixed with the flowers’ omen of the apocalypse, creating a chaotic mess in my brain.


  Nevertheless, I have to sing.


  I was grateful that I’d scheduled my first two songs to be acoustic. These were songs I had sung hundreds of times in front of people, ones I always reserved for days like today when I knew there would be a lot of new fans in the audience. I was able to get through them thanks to that. The third song was where we would have a problem. I had to call in my support musicians to play the piano and drums behind me. While I sang, the flowers grew louder and amped up in number…all while closing in on me. They were so loud, my own voice started to sound foreign to me. I didn’t think I would be able to hear other people play instruments like this.


  It was as I’d feared: The apocalypse was coming, and the flowers were trying to tell me how angry they were about it.


  “We didn’t exactly enjoy spending all those years with you.”


  “How dare you keep denying our existence.”


  The applause sounded different too. I only make out pockets of it. As it echoed around me, I began my little speech to introduce myself and the other musicians.


  The flowers kept bursting everywhere, and they were getting louder by the second. Guided only by the reverberations of my voice in my own head, I was somehow able to speak.


  “I had a radio appearance last night—thanks everyone who listened before they came here. I was hoping to sample the local food scene afterward, but it was late at night, so I sadly couldn’t find a place to eat. I wound up getting some onigiri at the 7-eleven near my hotel. Then I went to bed, woke up, and had the continental breakfast at the hotel. After that, I met a couple of people outside earlier today—they’re probably here right now. I hope you two aren’t wasting your paid vacation on this. Well, not like it matters. Enjoy the music festival however you like. Anyway, when I came to this venue, I plunged into serious discussions about the specifications of this stage, and I met so many new people. But when I went into the greenroom to say hi to everyone, it was almost curtain time, so I found a moment to meditate and—well, that’s how it always goes. But when I was greeted by all your wonderful faces as always, it made me appreciate all over again just how far my music has taken me. Thank you. Ugh, I can’t do this anymore.”


  I pulled the monitor out of my ear.


  Sensing my speech was coming to an end, my support musicians eagerly stepped out onto the stage. I held up a hand to stop them.


  “I can’t hear any of your voices anymore.”


   


  I made up for the extra long speech by cutting one of the songs from my set. I left the stage as soon as I was done.


  I gave suitable replies to the admonishments and worried questions flying at me as I returned to the greenroom. I didn’t feel bothered in the slightest—all I needed was to be alone. It was the staff that would have to deal with the aftermath, not me. I could at least offer up an apology, but it would not make up for what I did.


  The overflow of flowers had gone entirely back behind my eyelids.


  After checking in with my manager, I had dinner alone, then I drank to pass the time. Then I returned to the stage with the band who composed music with me in the past. Once I’d met all my obligations, I put the music festival behind me as soon as I could.


  Since the shinkansen was crowded, I sat beside my manager, and I shoved the familiar rising gloom back down as I stared at the scenery outside the window in silence. Of course, none of the fields outside had those flowers.


  In the blink of an eye, we were back in my city. My manager dropped me off in front of my condo with the parting words, “Avoid checking social media for a while.”


  Just as I got in the elevator, I heard a pair of fast footsteps approaching behind me. I had no obligation to wait, but I held the door open for them just the same.


  The woman tumbled into the elevator without thanking me. As I looked her over, thinking she seemed strangely familiar, an audible gasp of shock escaped my lips. From her breast pocket, one of those flowers was sticking out.


  Feeling unsettled, I took a step back. She didn’t seem to care. I wondered if maybe I would start to see things other than flowers or injection needles. Perhaps someone gave her that flower, but who?


  The woman got off the elevator before I did. And as the doors closed, she looked at me. When her eyes tensed, I knew.


  I might have inflicted my affliction onto others, either in person or through a recording. I felt sick to my stomach over the possibility of contagious hallucinations as I locked my front door, took off my shoes, walked the needlessly long hallway, and pushed the living room door open.


  When I saw a vase somebody had left on the table had been filled with the flowers, that was just about the last straw. I considered throwing the flowers out, vase and all, but I knew they would come back in some different form anyway, so what was the point? Besides, the fact that I could see them with my eyes open meant that they were probably warning me of the end of the world, if not through their voices or their thoughts. And if they were right, we would part ways soon enough.


  I ignored the flowers, drank whatever liquor I still had in my fridge, and quietly read the rest of my unread fan mail. I drank in the warm words, then placed each unique letter in the designated cardboard fan mail box. I ignored the worried texts from my family. They had heard the rumors.


  I took my customary evening bath, drank another beer, lay in bed alone, and opened up my phone to watch the video somebody in the audience had taken of me on stage that day without permission. My manager had not sent me the link, for fear it would only spike my anxiety further.


  As I stared at my fretful face on the screen, I did not see a musician who sang of love and hope.


   


  “Okay…I get it. So, I was supposed to go right into my third song here. I was supposed to sing ‘Impression.’ But I’ve got something on my mind, so I’m just gonna let it out. I have to spit it out at least once—get it out of my system, you know? Hey, you—I don’t know if you’re here or not, but you know who you are. The person who sent me all those letters, pretending to be a cringey fan. You probably think I don’t remember your name. I don’t know if you’re actually here—you said you’re not able to travel much. And it doesn’t really matter if you hear what I have to say either. Anyway, everything you say…everything you do…it’s wrong. All those weird things you sent me—they’re driving me crazy. Don’t you dare try to protect your ego by hurting people who have nothing to do with your pain. Put more thought into how you act. You said I’m tenderhearted, and you don’t want me to pity you, remember? What exactly made you think I’m tenderhearted? Remember how you once said my lyrics were empathetic? That my melodies were catchy? The sort everyone could sing along to? Well, that isn’t tenderheartedness. It’s technique. It’s an encapsulation of the selfishness of the person who wrote the song. At the very least, I can say it’s not a feel-good tenderheartedness that’s specifically aimed at you. I’m not tenderhearted… I don’t empathize with you or understand you… I just don’t. Did you think I was like the others? You think I’m one of those singers who lies and says, ‘I’m singing this for all you people out there, because I’m just like you’? Well, a liar I’m not. Don’t get me wrong, I am just like you—because I sing for me and me alone. If you can’t understand the distinction, then whatever. Most people aren’t honest like this. I always followed that rule in polite society, no matter how anxious it made me. The people who hear me sing will never see me as just another human being. No matter how badly I wish for that, it won’t happen. But if it’s all going to end soon anyway, there really won’t even be a chance. That’s why I decided to talk to you right now, even though you might not be here, and to every single person in the world listening to me right now. Even though nobody asked for it, I’m right here doing it. I can’t see a single person’s face in the audience right now. So hey, that’s not the only thing you’re wrong about. You can give me your opinions of my songs all you want. I don’t need to share anything with you. But if I’m telling the truth, the writing process for ‘Delta’ was completely different than my earlier stuff, my manager is the one with the tropical fish, not me, and I don’t have a single song about my place in the world. Not one. You keep telling me in your letters how you were my fan from the very beginning. That’s probably just your way of taking a jab at my newer music, but if you really liked my old music, I’m glad. But when you say it’s ‘good’ that my music is reaching a mainstream audience, or that you wished the so-called true fans got special treatment—when you make these claims without a leg to stand on—I can tell you weren’t truly my fan from the beginning. Your most recent letter confirmed that. The people that supported me from the very beginning—the people who don’t listen to my music anymore—they know what I used to look and sound like. This isn’t me coming out or anything. You hid your looks, your voice, and your pronouns in your letters. You never disclosed your age and gender and word vomited a bunch of stuff to me that you really didn’t have to. I’m just doing the same thing here. Tell me—did it feel good, getting it all off your chest? Were you able to be more optimistic? Did the urge to attack others go away? You’ve got a dark soul—any sign of that changing? Well, let me give you the answer: It won’t. You’ll never change. All the hypocrisy, all the cruelty, all the selfishness in your soul…all the sadness, all the pain…it will never go away. Even when the world ends, you’ll still be you. That’s why—”


  There was a moment of silence. Like the flowers were taking their last breath.


  “The beautiful flowers—just ignore them.”


  Even through the video, I could hear them scream. Countless cries of flowers, offing themselves in protest.


  “People more beautiful than you—don’t compare yourself to them. Don’t try to compete with them. Don’t try to blend in with them. You’ve been a dismal abomination from the very start, so much so that you’re not even worth hating. Just drop the act. You don’t have to hurt others to be your own ally. I’m sure you can think of just as many encouraging words as destructive ones. Own that and listen to yourself once more. I was going to add in a piano for this one, but let’s stick with just the guitar. This is Impression.”


   


  The video cut out there.


  The flowers bursting in silence weren’t showing on the screen anymore. Either they had given up, knowing anything they said was futile, or they had gotten tired of multiplying.


  I set my phone alarm and bid the blue light goodnight. And with no salvation coming from the words I hurled at myself—a person who resembled you—I closed my eyes.


  I only hoped that somebody would interpret what I’d said in a way that helped them. That the impression of my words would give them salvation. That was what the song was about.


  As I looked at the flowers in the darkness, a passing thought popped into my head.


  Maybe those little black pebbles in the envelope were seeds…
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  Sayo’s Serenade


   


  I LIVED MY LIFE holding two covenants close to my heart.


  To keep those covenants and spend my days in a healthy way, I spent my mornings on the second-story balcony, sunbathing and talking to my friend. After lunch, I would go down to the first floor, sit on the big sofa, and have a good long think…and before I knew it, the sun would set. By the time evening rolled around, he would come home, usually around the same time each day.


  His name was Mamoru. Despite his tough exterior at work, he always broke out in a big smile as soon as he saw me. He would quickly wash his hands before he made dinner for both of us. As we ate the simple but plentiful meals in the kitchen together, Mamoru always took the initiative in conversation. The weather was nice, he saw the neighborhood cat again—even simple conversations like that were precious among family. I offered responses in turn. Mamoru was empathetic. That’s why whenever an ambulance sounded outside, he would always smooth over the tension in the air by explaining it away by saying, “There’s a hospital nearby.”


  After tonight’s dinner, Mamoru took a shower and shut himself in the workroom. I stayed in the living room and quietly watched TV. I preferred movies and drama series over variety shows and reality TV. My favorite was the Toy Story movies, but they weren’t airing tonight. When I got tired of the TV, I went to check on Mamoru, only to find him with his headphones on, staring intensely at the computer. He was like that a lot lately. I slowly closed the door and left the room.


  I ignored It.


  Just as I was starting to nod off in the living room, Mamoru arrived, looking just as sleepy. As long as neither of us was sick, we slept side by side in the living room. I’d curl up on the futon and he’d sleep on the sofa. Then, before we knew it, morning would come, and if the weather was nice, we’d go on a twenty-minute walk together. Mamoru wasn’t a morning person, so I would have to pull him along by the hand, help him avoid the vehicles on their way to school and work, and I would always be first to greet any acquaintances we passed along the way. Mamoru would not fully wake until we got back home. Just like dinner, we would eat breakfast side by side in the kitchen, then after he got ready, I would send him off to work.


  When Mamoru was gone, It would move from Mamoru’s workroom where it lived to the living room. Maybe out of boredom, or perhaps it was simply waiting for its next task.


  Sensing It today, just like any other, I ran up the stairs to the bedroom on the second floor. I wanted to avoid as much unpleasantness as I could. Mamoru didn’t know this because he stopped sleeping in the bedroom, but the bedroom door and patio door were always left slightly ajar.


  I slipped behind the curtain and out the cracked-open patio door, then made my way onto the second-story balcony—only to find someone else had gotten there first.


  “You act like you own the place,” I said.


  The brown mackerel tabby cat acted as if he was just now aware of my presence (though I was sure he had sensed it long before). He remained in his sprawled-out position on the balcony and flicked just his tail.


  “This has always been the perfect spot for a morning nap this time of year. It’s just the right temperature, and the only person living here is out.”


  “You haven’t even been sneaking in here for a year.”


  “Well, there’s a reliable guard dog I have to deal with.”


  “Not reliable enough to bark at a stray cat, it seems.”


  I put some distance between myself and the tabby as I sat beneath the parasol that had never once been taken down or cleaned.


  “Hey, give me a break. I haven’t been here in five whole days. I don’t bother you when your master’s home—I can be considerate when I want to. You’re cooped up inside two whole days a week—you and that master of yours. What’s his name again?”


  The word “master” sounded rather archaic by today’s standards. Though I did respect the man, I didn’t feel any sort of hierarchy in our relationship.


  “Mamoru. I’ve mentioned that before.”


  The tabby cat snorted and curled into a ball.


  The friend I mentioned talking to yesterday morning was not this cat. My friend and I had a much longer and much more intimate relationship. This was just the neighborhood stray cat who, as soon as he knew I was in a good mood, would barge onto the balcony for a snooze. He was an intruder, nothing more. His arrogance came from his long life. Apparently, this was his ninety-eighth reincarnation as a cat, and he had lived longer than most beings on earth. I call bullshit.


  I knew I ought to ignore this braggart cat. But since he was there, I figured I ought to at least take a venue fee from him.


  “It is still living here.”


  Without even turning to look at me, the bullshitting ball of a cat yawned. “It probably hasn’t fulfilled its mission.”


  “It keeps talking to Mamoru, all day, every day.”


  “It’s probably gonna hang around until whatever brought it here disappears, or until the matter is closed.”


  “Great. Now I have a headache.”


  The cat stretched on his side and looked back at me. There was not an iota of proof that what he said was the truth. But it was an undeniable fact that, as a stray, he came into contact with all sorts of information I was not privy to. I figured I’d at least hear him out.


  Lately, we would fall into the same discussion every time we met. It was about the thing that had become a daily guest, and how it was changing.


  It was always there—at the very least, it existed within a range that I could perceive it. It floated in a space between life and death with a fleeting sense of existence. By the time I’d gained sentience, it was constantly hanging around. I’d always assumed it was a divine providence of nature.


  Then one day, that providence of nature underwent a metamorphosis.


  It came without warning. The half-living beings, who posed neither a threat nor were they threatened, converged into one shape and suddenly made an appearance in our home. I remembered the date clearly, as it happened just two weeks after Sayo left. That was also around the time this cat started intruding on our balcony.


  At first, I had interrogated the self-proclaimed hundred-lived cat.


  “I don’t suppose you brought that thing along with you?”


  I could tell that our new guest was a metamorphosed version of It—I immediately recognized the smell. It did not cause any direct harm, but since it took shape and could be touched, I had to avoid it while I was indoors. I once got brave enough to bite it, but It did not seem to even notice. I had no clue what had caused it to take up residence in our home. And what’s more, I didn’t know why it had settled on that disturbing form.


  “It’s female,” the cat had offered, with a knowing look. Even now, remembering the way he looked made my stomach churn.


  “The ones that have a physical form we can touch are female, and the ones who can only meddle from their plane of existence are male. This old-timer spirit cat I met about five hundred years ago told me so—wait, I think she was a wolf back then.”


  “Well…that sounds plausible.”


  According to the pathological liar of a cat and my friend with an abundant intelligence network, Its metamorphosis was not a phenomenon contained to my home. It was something happening all over the world.


  “Maybe it’s a fluke? Or maybe it needs food—not really sure what it needs, but maybe It has to take shape every few centuries and commune with other living beings for some purpose or another. It seems to be sentient, though not as much as you or I.”


  I did not care to learn such detailed information about It. What I cared about was how to get rid of it. And as I asked these crucial questions in earnest, the useless cat opened his mouth wide and yawned.


  “In my several lives’ worth of experience…I don’t think It is something you can intentionally get rid of. It’ll disappear on its own once it’s fulfilled its mission. Has it delivered any messages?”


  “It’s ending…”


  “What is?”


  “‘The world is ending.’ That’s what It told Mamoru.”


  Several months had passed since the intermittently visiting, nonsense-spewing cat and the disturbing thing decided to start hanging around our house.


  Around noon, It always returned to Mamoru’s workroom. That might be because Mamoru returned there once in the middle of the day to pick up something he’d forgotten. I left the lounging cat on the balcony (I knew he would make himself scarce sometime before sunset) and returned back inside the house.


  It was night before I knew it, and I went out to modestly greet Mamoru. We had dinner side by side just like the day before. After Mamoru filled his belly, he shut himself in his workroom.


  This home only had one human. And yet, every evening, I would hear what sounded like a conversation coming from the workroom. He was not using the phone to talk to someone far away. The one he was talking to was in the room with him.


  I waited until I could hear Mamoru’s voice, then I quietly nudged opened the sliding door and peeked into the room. Mamoru was staring intently at his computer screen. It was sitting in the corner of the room.


  Howling, barking, biting—I had already considered and tested every way to attack. But It could neither be destroyed nor frightened. So I resorted to glaring hard, warning It to stay away from Mamoru.


  According to the impudent cat and my precious friend, It appeared in many different places, metamorphosing into different forms. If It could take any form, why was our version of It mimicking a human woman’s shape?


  It was shaped like her, yet pitch-black like a shadow. It had no luster and no detailed protrusions, nor any facial parts, except a bump to simulate a nose. There was no way to distinguish its facial expressions.


  And yet, somehow…Mamoru saw Sayo in It.


   


  Sayo was the one who brought me to this home.


  I don’t have any memory of my birth and infancy. From what I could glean from the conversation Sayo had with the doctor at the hospital, I was taken away from somewhere when I was a puppy. I had my first birthday in the studio apartment I shared with Sayo, then we moved to this house. I was still not quite sentient when we moved in with the man Sayo had chosen for her partner, and at first, I caused Mamoru a lot of grief. I also bothered the neighborhood pets, since I was an easily scared puppy and howled whenever it was dark.


  I spent three years with them, then four, then five. A baby never entered the picture. A list of circumstances prevented that from being an option for the couple. Looking back now, I did not know if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but there wasn’t a thing anybody could do about it. But one thing was clear: Our little family was happy. We ate together, went on walks and vacations together, and we celebrated our three birthdays every year.


  Sayo left on a rainy day in May. She didn’t come home from work when she was supposed to. She didn’t call Mamoru, so he was very worried. She just never came home. She didn’t return the next day, or the day after that. I didn’t think we would have to say goodbye so soon.


  Despite it being pointless to do so, I conjured up one alternative reality. If Sayo had died in a traffic accident, maybe Mamoru’s memories of her could have remained beautiful.


  From the perspective of the family, it was a big deal. On a larger scale, it was a trivial occurrence that happened all the time all over the world. Even the cat who, in this lifetime, never had an owner, laughed at the news and responded with a blasé “Humans are always so cliché.”


  Sayo had fulfilled all her obligations to everyone besides Mamoru before she left. She told her parents she had already split up with him, and she had quit her job in secret. I did not hear any of this from Sayo directly, but I found out when I heard Mamoru listlessly ruminating about it.


  “Sayo gets bored easily. She’s been like that ever since she was a child.”


  That’s what he muttered once to me when I looked back at him. Having a strong sense of responsibility, Mamoru forced himself to keep his daily routine. Thanks to this, I got to keep the same lifestyle I had when Sayo was still here. And as Mamoru acted like everything was fine, as he dragged himself through the motions of a stable life, he was actually getting better little by little…or so I thought.


  I’m partly to blame for not seeing the truth. I take some responsibility for Mamoru letting It creep into his heart.


  If there were some way of protecting him from It, I would have done it—even if it meant asking that pompous cat for help. But when the floating things metamorphosed into one solid It, there was no aggressive barging into our home. It was just there one day. And after several days, it was clear It was neither leaving, nor returning to Its original form.


  Mamoru thought he was sick in the head, and I was inclined to agree. In actuality, It had poisoned Mamoru’s mind.


  At first, it only happened once a day at most—Mamoru would see It out of the corner of his eye and mistake It for Sayo. He would laugh in self-deprecation. In other words, he was able to objectively perceive that she was a figment of his own yearning.


  But the more days that passed with It under my threatening glare, Mamoru’s delusions grew in scale. One night, when Mamoru came home from work, he called that thing Sayo.


  Maybe It was waiting for the right moment. As I stared in astonishment, It eyed me, opened Its non-mouth, and told Mamoru the world was going to end.


  That’s when Mamoru changed. He still went to work and took care of me. But now, he only did the bare minimum of housework. The time he always cleaned the floors, tended to the garden, and folded clothes every day, had been replaced with staring at the computer screen.


  Curious about what he was looking at, I jumped on his lap one day so I could see the screen. I knew I could not comprehend every bit of information released by humans, but I hoped that I could at least catch a glimpse of what Mamoru was so obsessed with. And when I found out what it was, I hoped that he could somehow be led to a resolution.


  Startled by my sudden display of affection, Mamoru jumped back slightly in his chair. The motion dislodged his headphone cord from the computer jack.


  “An omen of the End Times that only the chosen ones can comprehend—”


  Perhaps thinking the sound would scare me, Mamoru quickly paused the video, picked me up, and carried me to the living room. All the while, It sat in the corner of the room, intently watching this scene unfold. Even though It had no eyes, I’ve caught It looking at me before. The way It moved was so disturbing.


  After that, I tried to sneak a peek at Mamoru’s computer screen whenever I could. I looked at the covers of the mysterious books strewn on the coffee table too. And over time, I figured out what it all meant.


  Apparently, Mamoru had come to earnestly believe that the things It said to him were words from his beloved wife. Believing the omen, he was gathering all the information he could. My theory was confirmed the day I saw Mamoru sitting on the floor beside It, neither scared nor upset, and chancing a conversation with It.


  No matter what Mamoru said or asked, It only replied that the world was going to be destroyed. That was certainly what I heard, but maybe Mamoru heard something different. Sometimes his reactions were enthusiastic, sometimes they were sad…and sometimes, they were outright joyful.


   


  “Over the past few days, I’ve found two more of them. They just keep multiplying. If that cat is right and the species rises every few centuries to tell the humans the world is going to end, then that thing might indeed be some sort of omen. The world might actually end very soon.”


  My friend was visiting me on the balcony. He was a gray pigeon who had developed an interest in that thing and had been observing it from the sky for the past month. I had asked him to try to figure out a way to destroy It.


  “Do any of the others take human form?” I asked.


  “Haven’t seen any, no. One looks like a floating fish, another took the form of a stuffed animal.”


  “Interesting. Thanks for the update.”


  “I’m just sorry I couldn’t find any clues to help us get rid of them.”


  He jumped off the handrail and perched in a sunny spot on the balcony. Sayo and I used to sunbathe there a lot.


  “I had a thought yesterday when I was listening in to that thing talking in our house like It always does. Whose destruction is It talking about, exactly? Every living being in the world? Or the actual planet itself? Considering the ones those things are talking to, I think they might mean just humans.”


  “If it’s the latter, that’s nothing to worry about. We already knew that was going to happen eventually. In my view, the real problem is that we don’t know what to expect. For example, if this entire planet is going to be destroyed, where will the souls go?”


  “I’d love to send that bullshitter cat off this planet to find the answer.”


  The pigeon flapped his wings and laughed at my light joke. From where we sat, we could hear the laughing voices of children and the bells of bicycles coming from the street in front of the house. Although the world teetered on the dangerous precipice of possible annihilation, our little corner on the balcony was a peaceful oasis.


  “Right, I just remembered—are you sure you don’t need more detailed intel about that woman? It might take a little more time, but I can listen in the wind for gossip.”


  “It’s okay. All I care about is that she’s alive and well.”


  Immediately after Sayo left, I asked my friend to look for her, just like Mamoru had asked somebody to do the same. I at least wanted to know if she was dead or alive. Eventually, I learned that she was alive and well—though much further away than I could have imagined—and surrounded by very kind people.


  I wasn’t about to raise a fuss over how she chose to live her life. I had known her since she was a small child, so course I would miss her. But as the humans often say, “You only live once.” She should enjoy her life.


  Maybe I was shallow for being able to—as the humans would say—compartmentalize my feelings.


  “Well, I’ll report to you again if I learn anything new. I’ll come to visit regardless, of course.”


  With that, the hungry pigeon spread his wings and flew away.


  I opened the patio door and went back inside. Just as I closed it and prepared to leave the bedroom, I did a double take.


  It was standing in front of the bedroom door.


  A panicked thought raced through my mind, Did that thing hear us discussing It? But anger over it encroaching on our space washed over me. I howled my head off and sank my teeth into the space where Its human-shaped legs would be. Once again, all I did was bite down on air. Hypocritical of me to say this, but it felt like I was gnawing on an indestructible chew toy.


  I couldn’t damage the thing. But perhaps sensing my animosity, It immediately darted away from the door and dashed downstairs. I really hoped It hadn’t followed me up here because it had gotten wise to what I was trying to accomplish.


  Unlike us, those things did not have any sense of elegance or pride. If those things were going to meddle with our covenants, then I couldn’t spend my time licking Mamoru’s wounds. I needed to devote myself in earnest to finding a way to exorcise that thing.


  But unfortunately, the uninvited guests kept coming by. And I’m not talking about the arrogant cat.


  On Saturday, Mamoru had the day off. We went on a walk in the morning, said hello to a local dog we knew, and returned home as usual. It wasn’t until several hours later that it happened.


  While I was lounging in the living room, Mamoru went and stuck me in the cage he kept there. That didn’t happen often. In fact, it was the first time he’d put me in the cage since Sayo left. Even in recent memory, the last time I was caged was several years ago. It happened when Sayo’s little sister came to visit, and they were worried the still young girl would be afraid of dogs. To ease her worries, Mamoru snuggled extra hard with me, to show her I was safe. He even explained to me that the little girl was related to Sayo and that she was very nice. I remembered it like it was yesterday.


  If those relatives walked through the door as if everything was totally normal, I would love to question them about their sense of ethics…but that didn’t happen.


  Two men and a woman I didn’t know came into our house. The man looked about ten years older than Mamoru. As soon as he entered the living room, he said, “You have a lovely home,” as he observed the cluttered space that was a far cry from the level of cleanliness it enjoyed when Sayo was still around. When the woman who was around Mamoru’s age saw me, she said, “What a cute dog!” She only made that remark to be kind. The younger man took a solemn look around the room. Just when I was starting to think they were all coworkers of Mamoru’s, I quickly learned why they were really here.


  “Is she in your room, Mamoru?” the young man asked.


  Mamoru then led the party of three toward his workroom. After a while, they returned to the living room saying things like, “I’m not surprised nobody else can see her,” and “But the prophecy is the same,” and “It responds to everyone’s individual spiritual powers.” They sounded exactly like the crackpots in the videos Mamoru watched. Then it clicked: Mamoru had met them through their shared interest.


  Mamoru brewed some coffee and the party sat at the kitchen table to chat. I strained my ears, hoping to glean some new information about It, but I was quickly disappointed. I let my eyes close, unbeknownst to any of them.


  They were either lying or mentally ill—that’s why I let myself fall asleep.


  The trio claimed they also had begun to see strange things and that was why they were here. But I did not see a single one of those things metamorphosed in their vicinity. They lacked that distinctive scent.


  If there was one thing I managed to learn, it was that so far Mamoru was the only person who had seen our version of It. I presumed that those things chose which humans could perceive them. Which meant maybe the version of It in our home chose to take the form of a human woman because it understood what Mamoru was going through. I stewed in anger over the possibility, but there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was close my eyes and try to calm myself down.


  For two hours, the party talked about DNA, aliens, the presidential election—all sorts of topics I rarely got a chance to hear about in my daily life—and at the end of their visit, they shook Mamoru’s hand in the living room and left.


  If they had tried to sell Mamoru some expensive products he didn’t need, I was going to bark my head off, but that didn’t appear to be the case. I was, however, a little concerned when he agreed to join some sort of group. The living room was now quiet once again. When Mamoru opened my cage, I barked at him, and he patted my head.


  It was a sketchy new relationship, that much was clear. They were either a group of liars or hallucinators. But maybe Mamoru needed them to fill the emptiness in his heart. Maybe his work and me weren’t enough during this time in his life.


  “Of course, if Mamoru put his well-being first, he would need the courage to either move out of that house or find a new partner,” I said.


  The cat gave a big stretch in the setting sun. “Somebody who thinks the world is about to end wouldn’t bother doing that.”


  I snorted. On the surface, the cat’s observation was quite pragmatic.


  We were at the park where we used to go frequently when Sayo still lived with us. Mamoru had finally brought me here after so long. I couldn’t remember the last time we had gone out any time other than our morning walks. Maybe the gathering he’d just hosted had lifted his spirits a little. The long leash stretched from my body, and Mamoru sat on a bench several feet away, keeping a firm hold on it. The bullshitter cat had just happened to be in the park.


  “I’ve seen it happen in every era,” the cat said. “Those born into certain families or bloodlines can easily obtain specific knowledge, and in their desperate attempt to weave these thin threads together they create a wonder drug that makes them believe they are the ones with the only correct answers. They get so high and mighty, they even forget they’re human.”


  “What does this drug do?” I asked.


  “Numb wounds of the heart.”


  Proud of dropping this nugget of wisdom, the cat yawned his glowing face into the sun. He looked like he had been asleep all day.


  “Well, all drugs have side effects,” I said.


  “Of course. The worst side effect is war and dragging other species into it, thereby bringing death to us all. If you really start to sense you’re in danger, you should run away. I can help you if you need me to.”


  “No, thank you.”


  Even if that cat was on his ninety-eighth life, nobody knew Mamoru’s personality better than me. I found it hard to believe that the man who had kept up his daily routine after losing Sayo would fall to pieces even if he believed the world was going to end soon.


  “It’s fine to feel affection for your human, but don’t follow in his footsteps.”


  “No need to worry about that.”


  In other words, I took great pride in my own cognition.


  I didn’t believe there were clearly defined boundaries. This was just the latest wonder drug that, like It, had seeped into Mamoru’s wounds and was quickly eating away at him.


  I used to spend a lot of time with Sayo out on the bedroom balcony.


  Sayo had primarily lived in condos ever since she was born. When she finally moved into her two-story dream house (albeit a meager one), she seemed to enjoy the simple act of walking up and down the stairs.


  Whenever it was time for Mamoru to come home from work, Sayo would always take me up to the second floor with her. She would open up the patio door, step out onto the balcony, and peer down at the sidewalk in front of our house.


  Not long after we took our post, Sayo would wave softly to the street below when she spotted her beloved husband. Since there was a school and businesses nearby, there was always a stream of bicycles. Nevertheless, Sayo could easily identify the light of Mamoru’s bicycle among them. He would raise a hand to signal to her, then give the bell two gentle rings.


  Those two rings were the shortest serenade in the world.


  Sayo happily shared the symbolism behind that bell with me. That her name meant serenade, that Mamoru’s bicycle bell meant something special, that those two rings that floated through the patio door were a love song just for her. I would never hear that song again. She left, and I was alone.


  I did not know what happened between them. I did not know the definitive reason why Sayo left. Sayo told me a few things, but never once did she complain or say anything mean about Mamoru. I witnessed them fighting many times. But in the end, one of them (usually Mamoru) would fold, and the fight would be resolved without any problems. They had both lived long enough to be considered adults as humans.


  Still, their personalities weren’t completely compatible. All living things, especially humans, had egos. It was pointless finding faults in somebody who was already gone, but from the breakup, it was easy to point out that Sayo had always been very bad at focusing on one single thing.


  Meanwhile, Mamoru was deeply responsible—but on the flip side, he tended to not really consider the consequences of his actions. He was ardently protective of everything he held dear. To put it simply, he turned a blind eye to inevitable problems that might arise. To put it uncharitably, he was running from the future. That was the impression I got, at least. Because of his disposition, I still got to eat regularly even though Sayo left. But because of his disposition, Sayo had left—there were two ways of seeing it.


  In other words, they were incompatible all along. I guess the word incompatible could apply to Mamoru and Sayo, but it definitely applied to Mamoru and It. When he came home one day with an iron contraption he got from somewhere, he stuck it into the weed-riddled garden and patted my head, gently saying it was there to protect us from bad electromagnetic waves. This gave me a bad feeling.


  Days later, his older sister came to visit and he excitedly showed her the contraption in the garden and explained its properties to her. When I saw Mamoru passionately jumping into details about the impending apocalypse, that bad feeling only grew stronger. 


  As his family, his sister was clearly worried about him. “Hey, why don’t you come home and stay with Mom and Dad for a while? If you can’t because of work, at least let me take care of your dog to lighten the load.”


  Mamoru wouldn’t have it.


  “That would make my life and my work more difficult. Besides, I have to keep this little guy in Sayo’s house or he’ll be sad.”


  While I agreed that it was pointless sending only me far away, at the very least, I wanted Mamoru to be far away from It, so I concurred with his sister’s worries. But unfortunately, since that would break one of the covenants, I couldn’t tell him that. His wise sister pressed him further, saying she was worried about him, and took a spare key to the house back with her just in case she needed to use it.


  I didn’t know how noticeable the change in Mamoru was to his family by blood. But for what it’s worth, from a dog’s-eye view, the change in Mamoru was obvious.


  Firstly, he cursed under his breath a lot more. He watched videos while he ate, so sometimes his grip would falter, causing him to drop his chopsticks. He usually wasn’t the sort of person who would swear from something minor like that. He got more verbally abusive too. One morning on our walk, when an elderly man with a dog we both knew called out to him, Mamoru lashed out with a frenzied preaching of his faith. His exhausted supply of words fell on deaf ears. When the elderly man gently advised him to take some time off, Mamoru quietly cursed him out and jogged away, grumbling curses under his breath the rest of the way home. And while Mamoru was rambling on about the end of the world, about how it had something to do with good aliens and bad aliens, one of the elder dogs asked, “What is wrong with your master?” I had an answer, but I couldn’t convey it very well. Instead, I gave a minimal explanation: “He wasn’t always like this.” He was changed by Sayo leaving, he was changed by It taking up space in our house, and he was changed by the sketchy and manic people and information he associated with.


  That being said…


  Curses under the breath, abusive language, griping—none of those were too bad. It wasn’t kind on the ears, but it wasn’t life-threatening. Maybe because his entire life was now consumed by his misplaced faith, he’d forgotten to feed me several times. I knew where he kept the box of food, so I was able to help myself. When Mamoru realized he’d forgotten to feed me, he apologized.


  What disgusted me to no end was how Mamoru had begun to obsessively touch that thing.


  That thing only took the basic form of a human woman. It had no real head, no torso, and no limbs. It had no shoulders, chest, or hair. It was akin to a lump of dirt. And yet, Mamoru would sometimes caress Its non-skin, lovingly fondling It as if that thing were his beloved wife. If he wanted a replacement for Sayo, I wished he would at least choose someone with a pulse.


  As if that thing had emotions, It had taken to following Mamoru everywhere he went while in the house, instead of confining itself to Mamoru’s workroom. It even slept with Mamoru now, so I had to sleep in the kitchen. Soon, Mamoru stopped sleeping in the living room, and he spent longer hours in his workroom. He seemed to only nap in short bursts on the hard floor up there. He was growing more visibly exhausted with each passing day, but Mamoru did not seem to notice or care. He probably thought remaining healthy for his future self was pointless.


  Mamoru welcomed that thing with open arms. His belief in the apocalypse enabled him to turn a blind eye to the truth that Sayo had left him. He was supposed to accept his new life of solitude, pushing through the pain to come out a better man on the other side—but he was turning his back on that future.


  These days of unsettling peace had no end in sight.


  About two weeks after Mamoru’s sister visited, the pigeon came to give me the latest report. Friends always tended to show up when your heart needed them the most.


  “Sorry I haven’t been around for a while,” he said. “So, how are things going? Not good from the looks of it.”


  “Yeah, you’re right on the money. His disturbing friends came over again yesterday with some strange liquid, and it devolved into a freakish sort of dinner party.”


  “I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ve found a solution to your problem, but the wind carried some whispers about those things again.”


  “Tell me what you heard.”


  According to his intel, those things were manifesting overseas as well. Since only a select few humans could see them, the ones who were open about it like Mamoru were regarded as crazy ­lunatics. My pigeon friend also posited the theory that those things adapted a sort of persona in the physical forms they took.


  “Some of them take the form of grotesque monsters, and others take forms humans would consider cute. Some of them also seem to take physical forms that complement their chosen human’s likes and hobbies, or reflect the person’s state of mind or physical state of being.”


  “So it took on that form after observing that Mamoru still wasn’t over his ex. I think you’re spot-on. Though I sense there’s a caveat to this…”


  “But if that’s the case, then why do they make themselves visible to only one person? They ought to prefer being seen by as many people as possible.”


  “Maybe it’s just a limitation of their powers.”


  Dogs couldn’t fly and pigeons couldn’t powerfully bite things. So maybe those things had similar limitations. If humans were so ignorant that it took everything in their power to be visible to just one of them…that would make sense to me.


  Just like how most cats did not live and die ninety-seven times.


  “Why, hello there, Mr. Cat. Haven’t seen you in a while.”


  “Well, well, well. Considering the shortness of our current lives, it hasn’t been very long at all.”


  “It doesn’t feel like a very long time in my lifespan, either,” I added.


  The cat gracefully jumped off the handrail and landed on the balcony as if he owned it. Then he curled into a ball in the shade and closed his eyes. Either out of concern or morbid curiosity for the drama going down at my humble home (or because one of his other napping spots simply got dismantled), he had taken to visiting more frequently.


  “Well, what are you gonna do about it?” the cat asked me, butting into my conversation with the pigeon. (Turns out, he wasn’t asleep at all.)


  “If it’s starting to interfere with his everyday life, you can’t exactly afford to take your time,” the cat said. “You should make preparations to run away sooner rather than later.”


  “Of course I’ve thought through the worst-case scenario. I know my food supply isn’t infinite.”


  But at this point in time, I couldn’t bring myself to abandon Mamoru. Leaving Mamoru alone in our house with that thing went against my moral code.


  The cat’s tail shifted angles and he let out a leisurely yawn. “You know, even if the world got destroyed, everything would still work out.”


  I rolled my eyes. “How honorable, I’ve been bestowed with the reliable wisdom of a cat who has lived a hundred lives.”


  “I can imagine,” the pigeon chimed in. “One of the times he died was in an era where something like this happened.”


  “I was being sarcastic,” the cat said. “I don’t want the world to end yet.”


  Until I could at least make sure Mamoru left his memories with Sayo in the past and moved on, I couldn’t let myself die either. I had to think like a loyal pet dog. Seeing if there was something I could do to solve the problem just the way I was.


  And as if to mock my newfound resolve, the circumstances of humans are always determined—and changed—by humans.


  I wasn’t going to call them stupid, but the whole thing made me want to throw my paws up in the air and quip a very cynical “That’s humans for you.”


  It happened only two nights later. It was raining.


  I thought I would never smell that scent ever again.


  Mamoru still had his job. Though I worried about his relationships with his coworkers, he had not quit, nor had he been fired. When I heard him coming through the front door after work that night …I received the shock of my life. I smelled Sayo.


  She hadn’t come back. I could tell from the strength of the scent. The smell was coming from the pile of letters and junk mail Mamoru had tossed on the coffee table without bothering to check the names of the senders.


  There was a tired smile on Mamoru’s face when he greeted me. It seemed like he was going to remember to feed me dinner tonight, but I ignored him and jumped up on the coffee table, seeking out the source of the smell.


  And after I nosed my way through several postcards and flyers, I landed upon a single envelope. “Sayo” was written on the front. It had a return address, but the sender had no surname. It was simply “Sayo.”


  I barked three times to call Mamoru back into the living room. Had he gone to wash his hands or to say hello to It—I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I just barked.


  Mamoru eventually returned with a sour look on his face, as if I had interrupted his sweet time with his beloved wife, and I thrust the truth at him. I pointed at the envelope with my nose.


  A dubious look grew on Mamoru’s face as he took the envelope in his hand. Humans could not distinguish who sent a letter by its smell. As such, he ought to show surprise and bewilderment once he read the name. I was filled with hope that this shock would jolt Mamoru free from the delusions that had imprisoned him.


  But nothing changed.


  When he saw Sayo’s name, Mamoru did not look distraught in the slightest. He calmly ripped open the envelope, looked inside, and then placed it back where it had been on the coffee table. He didn’t even attempt to take what was inside out of the envelope.


  Feeling just as upset as the first night Mamoru called that thing Sayo, I barked with all my might at him as he left for the kitchen. But all I got in return was a scolding, like a parent would give an unruly child.


  It was me, not Mamoru, drifting in a whirlpool of bewilderment. The first thought that pulled me back from the vortex was a concern over the contents of the envelope. The envelope had a bulge. I used my nose and chin to drag the envelope to me, then I levered it against the corner of the table to drop its contents onto the floor.


  Two rings rolled out. Each was wrapped in transparent bubble-wrap.


  One had a vibrant gemstone, while the other was a plain band. I immediately understood the meaning behind Sayo’s actions. Though she had originally taken the rings with her, she had sent them back almost as an afterthought. Even though she tired of things easily, she still tended to agonize over pulling the trigger even when her mind was made up, as if there was more than one option she’d entertain following through on. There was discord mixed into the curtness of the contents of the envelope.


  If even I, a dog, could understand the meaning behind it, then surely a man of her species, a man with whom she shared a mutually loving relationship, would understand it too. I knew very well that humans were occasionally ignorant. They were stupid fools who continuously ran away from their own feelings and from necessary confrontations.


  I howled one more time, as a cry to the universe pleading for it to recognize my final wish. Mamoru responded by calling from the kitchen, telling me my dinner was ready.


  Even after dinner, Mamoru did not pick up the rings. He watched videos of doomsday prophets in his workroom while It sat on the chair Mamoru bought, leaning right up against him.


  When I saw Mamoru curled up asleep late at night in his workroom, I had a feeling I was at a fork in the road and tonight would probably be my last chance to choose a path. This prompted me to carefully move the rings into the bedroom where they would be safe.


   


  I sat alone on the balcony, staring straight up at the clear blue sky. Not that I wished anything of it. I just stared up at the blue, picturing my past—picturing a mercy killing and suicide—and sighing.


  I lived my life keeping two covenants sacred.


  The first covenant decreed that I not have any direct communication with Sayo or Mamoru. We had to hold true to the rules that were bestowed upon us the moment we drew our first breath. I did not know who made that rule or why. That covenant was embedded deep within our souls. To break it would be, to borrow a turn of phrase from the humans, like selling our souls. Setting aside the group of corrupted souls that came before us, most living things walked the straight and narrow without deviation.


  But what took precedence in our humble home was the second covenant—the promise I made to Sayo. Maybe she had been talking to herself when she uttered it, but I took it as a sacred covenant. I told her as much.


  That day, we were out on the balcony. We were waiting to hear the serenade ring out from the direction Sayo was looking. Sayo rested her elbows on the balcony railing, and I looked out through the narrow gap between the railing and the balcony floor.


  As I indulged in the daily custom, a voice from above broke the routine. Sayo had turned her eyes away from the street where her beloved husband would appear soon, and she was looking directly at me.


  She had called my name, but she wouldn’t say anything. Her eyes were swimming as she absentmindedly scratched her neck. Eventually, after a long time agonizing over her words, she told me her wish.


  “If you and I are to ever part ways…I want you to eat your yummy food every day, I want you to go on walks, bathe in the sun, and when you go to bed at night, I want you to fill your little heart with hope for the next day and have sweet dreams. Tell him I said so too.”


  At the time, I did not know what Sayo had actually meant. I simply hadn’t given it much thought. I assumed she was telling me the obvious truth that this joyous time would not last forever, that we needed to cherish every precious moment. 


  At the time, I gave her a little bark to show that I understood. But now I knew what she meant—she intended to pass the torch of duty on to me. She had put Mamoru’s future in my hands. Although, I never dreamed the moment would come so quickly.


  Though I had gotten the true meaning of her words wrong at the time, it was my final promise to Sayo. I could not take it lightly.


  I put my all into fulfilling that promise. After Sayo was gone, I made sure to eat and go on walks every day so I could have as happy a life as I could. Even when that thing appeared and threatened Mamoru, I thought long and hard, in my own dog way, as to how I could expel it. At the very least, I made sure to give it the evil eye.


  That was because I thought that was what Mamoru needed if he was also to eat yummy food, go on walks, bathe in the sun, and fill his little heart with hope for the next day and have sweet dreams when he went to bed at night.


  Maybe my meddling was needless. Even without my help, Mamoru was moving on with his life, because he joined hands with It, and truly believed that the apocalypse might come as soon as tomorrow.


  And though that thing was quite disturbing, I couldn’t say with conviction that it was evil. If the world really did end in some way very soon, then those things were here to warn humans of the danger, and it was entirely possible that the people who took them seriously were the ones in the right.


  I could never fault Sayo for how she lived her life, and it would be wrong of me to complain about how Mamoru lived his. Mamoru did not see that thing as an intruder, but as part of our family. They met, they lived together, and they forged a relationship—I was no different from It.


  If Sayo saw him in that state, she might be satisfied, because after she had left him, Mamoru didn’t remain stuck in the past. He was having fun living with his friends.


  Of course, I say all of this in jest, since I broke my promise to Sayo.


  Three days passed since the envelope from Sayo arrived. Mamoru still spent his days fully accepting that thing and the coming apocalypse. I didn’t see him looking for the rings even once. What I did see was him feverishly typing on his computer, him engrossed in the piles of envelopes and suspicious books on his table, and him smiling softly as he nuzzled up against that thing…and I had normalized it all. Slowly but surely, I was on the cusp of letting that thing become a normal part of my life too. All I could do was pray that the world would end before that happened.


  “What a surprise—I thought your master was home today.”


  As I slumped on my belly on the balcony, the pigeon, who happened to be passing by, flew down to greet me.


  “Oh, he’s home. He has the day off. Mamoru just doesn’t care where I go anymore. He still stays away from the bedroom and the balcony.”


  “Ah, sounds like he’s in dire condition…”


  He landed on the balcony floor as usual and rested his wings.


  “For what it’s worth, I don’t think you should take things so hard. You’re going to part ways with them soon, so it’s vital that you make the rest of your life as easy as possible on yourself.”


  “I know. But he was my family. I want to at least confront him the best I can.”


  “You really are a loyal dog, aren’t you? I respect that.”


  There wasn’t a trace of mockery in the pigeon’s words. I could say the same of the compassionate pigeon, who consistently stopped by for a visit, no matter how long he’d been away.


  I filled him in on everything that had happened while he was gone. With every fact the pigeon acknowledged, I felt my mood sink from my own words. At least my friend’s judgment was always fair. That gave me a little salvation.


  “He’s probably afraid of drowning in despair forever,” the pigeon said.


  “But he has to face his fears.”


  That’s the best way to fill your heart with hope before you drift into dreamland.


  “Instead, he…he’s decided to replace Sayo with that thing.”


  “Humans often describe their loved ones as irreplaceable, but to him, it appears she was very much replaceable.”


  “That’s right. All he needed was something to hold that reminded him of Sayo.”


  The being in the shape of a woman had come to him with impeccable timing that suggested It was his wife. It was affectionate, It did not reject him. Mamoru had forced an interpretation that suited his needs and numbed the wounds of his heart—Mamoru had chosen to treat that thing as if it were Sayo.


  From my perspective—the one of his closest family—this situation could only be described as a tragedy. But observed from a distance, the whole thing might be rather amusing. After all, Mamoru perceived that abomination as his wife. He loved her, and he was going to cherish her forever.


  “Laugh. I know you want to,” I told the pigeon.


  Until the world ended, he would welcome that thing as Sayo.


  He would treat It as his beloved family.


  “This is just wrong,” I said.


  “Humans…that just might be the kind of creatures they are.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  The pigeon craned his neck sideways to get a closer look at me, hoping to grasp the meaning behind the words emanating from the alarm that sounded in the back of my brain.


  I had sympathy for my friend, but it was taking everything in me to grasp ahold of the paradoxical thought that had formed and reel it in.


  “If Mamoru truly regards that thing as Sayo…then why hasn’t he gone into the bedroom yet? He ought to take that thing to bed with him and get a peaceful night’s sleep.”


  If Mamoru thought of that thing as family, why did he still sleep on the hard floor of his workroom? Why did he still avoid the bedroom?


  The woman who left this house no longer resided in the heart she broke. So wouldn’t Mamoru consider that dark amorphous blob to be Sayo? If he did, then why didn’t he let It into the bedroom? They ought to share a bed together and sleep peacefully.


  Something was wrong. Things weren’t adding up.


  Mamoru was avoiding something.


  That meant there had to be some kind of fear lurking.


  There was likely a fear of something…or someone.


  “So that’s it…you damn coward.”


  This was the universe’s sick joke at my expense, all because I misinterpreted everything.


  “I’m so sorry, my friend.”


  The pigeon cocked his head at my sudden apology. It was the quintessential pigeon-like pose.


  I repeated, “I’m so sorry, my pigeon friend.”


  “Sorry about what?”


  “I’m going to break the covenant.”


  There was no need to explain. From our short conversation, the pigeon understood what it was I intended to do. In spite of this knowledge, he was still there for me.


  He was a pigeon, not a deer—I doubted he’d ever been caught in the headlights.


  “Why?”


  “To keep my promise.”


  With those parting words, I left him on the balcony and returned inside. Leaving the patio door and bedroom door open, I ran along the hard floors of my home sweet home.


  I ran, not wanting to waste a single second, terrified that I would destroy the delicate balance.


  Living beings and the souls that inhabited them were cosmic wonders. Though I didn’t have much investment in it before, I suddenly began to fear the world’s destruction.


  Yes, I was afraid of the apocalypse. Of having a heart-to-heart confrontation. Fear and apprehension—they came from true devotion. That was because I wanted to live long enough to make my wish come true. Resenting my life as trivial—that made me almost human. Laughter escaped from my mouth, so much so that my sides hurt. Even the fair-minded pigeon could look at me with such condemnation.


  Mamoru was standing in the kitchen, drinking coffee. Of course that thing was parked right beside him.


  I barked at him. He flinched, then raised his mug and assured me, “It’s just coffee.” Then he slid his hand over to that thing’s torso area, caressing it.


  The fork in the road was no longer there. I was about to obliterate it all.


  Even though they knew what I was going to do, neither the cat nor the pigeon were present. Maybe a mouse was hiding in the wall somewhere, listening in. All that I saw before me were the human, who did not need to know the secret, and that thing, who probably did know, yet had no tangible connection to it.


  Memories of this lifetime flashed before my eyes.


  I was standing on the precipice.


  Memories with Sayo, smiling thinly, but smiling all the same. Then Mamoru joined us, and when I learned how kind he was, I came to love and respect him. Not as that unilaterally-decided-upon title of Master, but as my family.


  I was racked with guilt. No amount of apologizing could atone for what I was about to do. It was like selling my soul.


  I’m about to break the sacred rule… Sorry to leave you behind, my friend.


  ‹That’s enough.› 


  Visibly perplexed, Mamoru released his hand from It.


  He turned around to look at the messy kitchen, surveying the room, hoping to find an answer that wasn’t there.


  Apparently, he couldn’t understand where the voice in his head had come from.


  Humans were arrogant and odd creatures.


  If something as pathetic as It could do it, why had they baselessly convinced themselves we animals couldn’t? Perhaps he simply could not fathom that living beings typically deemed not worth talking to might judge him.


  ‹Mamoru—it’s me. I was the one who misunderstood what was happening, not you. I misjudged you.›


  Mamoru looked up at the ceiling, seeming to accept the very human hypothesis that it was God in Heaven talking to him. But there was no God or Heaven.


  ‹I made the mistake of believing that a part of you was missing. That you earnestly believed that disgusting creature could serve as a replacement for Sayo. But I was wrong. The process that absorbed you in the world’s destruction and the reason you treated that thing as human—both of those were connected.›


  The name “Sayo” finally got Mamoru to look in my direction. My voice resonating in his mind was different from the voice he normally heard me use. The former came from my soul, and the latter came from the flesh body I attained when I was born into this world. And yet, I was sure he understood.


  ‹That’s right.›


  When Mamoru finally recognized my gaze and behavior for what it was, he blinked in silence, then slowly brought a hand to his head. If he was doubting his sanity, so be it. Be I a figment of his imagination, or his pet dog actually talking to him, as long as what he needed and what I wished for were reflected in this moment, there wasn’t much of a difference between the two. All I needed was for him to reflect on what had been happening.


  ‹Mamoru…you need to stop. You don’t understand that your behavior is steadily destroying you. If you stay on this path, the most important part of your soul will eventually break. But you can avoid that fate. You don’t need to cozy up to that thing, you don’t need to try talking to it, and you don’t need to associate with doomsday cultists anymore.›


  I shook my head to emphasize the point.


  ‹I understand…I finally understand. Mamoru, you were just—›


  Ever since Sayo left, when our home had lost its sense of normalcy, that disgusting creature had intruded when we were most vulnerable. We didn’t know what it was, but it was a danger not only to Mamoru’s mind but his heart, and it could not be easily eliminated. To a household that had already undergone a huge change, It had dumped a heavy burden of stress on the entire family that resided there. Naturally, that would make Mamoru worry.


  The secret feelings hidden behind the words of my family member had been misunderstood by me, somebody who had spent my life by his side.


  ‹You were just trying to keep me from being scared.›


  Memories of my puppyhood had probably left a lasting impression in Mamoru’s mind.


  When I initially greeted that thing with menace, Mamoru mistook my feelings for fear, rather than animosity. To ease my fears, Mamoru had to pretend to welcome that thing into our lives…he had to pretend to an excessive degree.


  I could hear a voice speak out from my memories. It felt like it happened yesterday, as if Sayo were still here.


  “This little guy has a kind soul,” her voice rang in my head. “If you pet him gently, he won’t bite or bark. See how happy he looks? He knows he’s safe right now because the door is closed.”


  ‹The walls were closing in around you, and yet you tasked yourself with consoling your pet dog, only further destroying your mind. That opened you up to being bewitched and taken advantage of by the paradigm shift of the world’s end.›


  What’s more, his faith had probably not yet reached its final form.


  ‹I think you’ve been educating yourself for Sayo’s sake.›


  Again, the name Sayo made Mamoru’s shoulders flinch.


  ‹When you learned of the world’s impending demise, you longed for the right words to tell Sayo. All so she would be as fearless as possible at the world’s end, so that she could have the salvation of peace or reincarnation after she died. If I’m right, your ridiculous evangelizing crusade has something to do with that. You’re doing this not only for Sayo, but for everyone. You want to let everybody know that the apocalypse doesn’t spell sudden doom but that it’s only an occurrence beyond the normalcy of life that they don’t need to fear.›


  I didn’t care if I got some of the details wrong. In that moment, there wasn’t much importance in being right. I was a dog talking to a human, I knew my time was limited.


  ‹You need to go to Sayo.›


  Being right was not my true intention. Humans could not be reassured by truth and facts.


  ‹Ever since Sayo left, you haven’t left this house more than a day at a time. You haven’t come home with her scent on you either. I know you haven’t seen her since she left.›


  Telling humans hard truths as an act of love was like dooming my soul to Hell. But I was not upset by it. Either because I had already entirely fallen from grace, or because I was doing this for my family.


  ‹If the world is going to end anyway, then forget all about time, distance, work, and caring for me. Look her in the eye, call her by name, and demand to know why she left you. And learn that choosing the path she did was her only choice, or perhaps you’ll discover some other truth. Regardless, if you don’t change something soon, you’ll just spin your wheels forever.›


  Unable to keep up with the lecture from his pet dog, Mamoru’s free hand joined the one already clenching his head and tangling his hair. He showed no sign of changing his current ways. He needed one more push.


  But what could I say to give Mamoru the push he needed? What sort of words resonated most in a human heart?


  As I faltered, Mamoru surprised me—not by taking a step forward, but by falling to his knees.


  His messy words of love spilled from his lips soon after.


  “But Sayo will be scared.”


  I was flabbergasted. Why were humans always like this?


  ‹You’re her family! Sayo would never be scared of you. But if you can’t even confront her, then wouldn’t it be good to at least give her a scare to remember you by? You don’t owe her anything—she left you unilaterally without offering so much as an explanation! Before Sayo disappeared from this house, she had the nerve to make a self-serving wish.›


  Mamoru slowly lowered his hands from his face.


  ‹She wished for her beloved family to fill their hearts with hope for the future.›


  I did not know what happened between them as a couple. However…


  ‹You probably think you can’t possibly have hope for a future without Sayo.›


  …I don’t remember ever smelling hatred or fear between them. Not even once.


  ‹Go, Mamoru.›


  It would all happen soon.


  With the heavy sound of the front door shutting, the once-warm house was empty. I was alone.


  A sigh escaped, but I felt no loneliness. As I sat in my humble home, with nobody left to answer me, I thought of my beloved family.


  Sayo.


  I kept the promise. Not sure it happened like you wanted, but I kept it.


  Well…I have to stay sharp. First, I have to find a way out and check the house for food. If my friend is still out on the balcony, he might be able to help me.


  As I turned to leave the kitchen, that thing tilted to the side, finding nothing to lean against. It reacted as if it were human, agonizing over what action to take next.


  “Time for you to get lost too,” I snorted at the thing.


  There was no answer.


   


  “One week,” in the unit of time humans developed long ago, passed by.


  I had not seen Mamoru since our conversation.


  But the remaining days of my life were quite good. I went on a walk every morning, exchanged greetings with the new friends I’d made, and after lunch, I spent the afternoons sprawled out on the green. Sometimes the loud sounds of children reverberating through my new living quarters worried me, but it wasn’t bad enough to scold them.


  A guest came to visit today. Not It. Though my former living space remained untouched, It had vanished from my old home shortly after Mamoru had.


  Being perceived as rude was a pet peeve of mine. I was going to at least give my guest a courtesy greeting, but the humans made their way to him before I could. After completing the unskilled feat of displaying his belly, he was rewarded with a plate of dried fish.


  “Just what do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.


  “There was a season of my life where I wandered the world performing tricks for food. The undiscerning humans found my little performance just now more than satisfactory.”


  The self-ascribed cat of a hundred lives curled up in a ball at my feet.


  “I’ve gone through the trouble of coming all the way out to this little Podunk town—can you blame me for expecting star treatment?”


  “It’s just one town over.”


  “Don’t be so dismissive. Do you have any idea how many perils I’ve endured to get here?”


  “How did you know where I live now?”


  “The pigeon told me. I was surprised you’d left so suddenly. Glad to see you’re doing okay, though.”


  Friends always gave you more than you asked for, though I knew this cat had only come to tease me. He already knew what had happened.


  “You were a real dumbass. Never thought an animal would choose damnation to save a human.”


  Watch me.


  But unfortunately for the profane cat, I wasn’t in the mood to react the way he expected. I waited until the sound of the vacuum cleaner disappeared behind me before I spoke.


  “To tell the truth…”


  “Hm?”


  “I was thinking the time was right.”


  “The time for what?”


  “I’ve lived a full life.”


  “How many lives did you say you were on?”


  “This is my twentieth.”


  The cat’s apathetic yawn turned into a little mew in the garden.


  “Let me tell you something honestly: That’s a good number, despite what some cats may think.”


  “No, a good number is more like one or two hundred. I’m far from that.”


  “Bullshit. Just who are you trying to convince here?”


  Many souls grow weary or lonely after ten lives or so, and they voluntarily choose to leave the circle of life. Comparatively speaking, I’d lived a long time. This cat, who claimed to have lived ninety-eight lives…well, he was full of shit. He wasn’t to be taken seriously.


  “But that pigeon is still alive, isn’t he? You sure you’re okay, leaving your friend behind?”


  “He’s on his eighteenth life already. I’ll wait for him on the other side.”


  The soul that was currently a male pigeon had a long-standing connection with me.


  We’d met and parted ways many times, in different forms and in different eras, and in different towns. To think that this life would be our last. I felt a little melancholic about it, but not regretful.


  “Besides, it’s not as if it’s ‘good’ or ‘bad’ anymore. I no longer have a choice in the matter.”


  A soul who breaks the cardinal rule and gets too close to a mere human would not have a next life.


  My soul would be taken to a world far away from here. To the place we stayed in between lives. There was no physical matter nor flesh forms there, and neither were there any dirty souls who’d experienced life as human beings.


  “Ah.”


  “Does that upset you?” I asked.


  “It just might. So, is there anything you wanna howl about in your final life? I’ll help you out. I only ask for one thing in return: Find me something humans are good for besides dried fish.”


  “I’ll have to refuse your offer. I’ve done more than enough.”


  I looked up at the blue sky just as I did every day. It wasn’t that I hoped to see anything up there, I just liked to imagine what those two were doing, up beyond the sky. According to the address written on the envelope, Sayo lived on the top floor of a building. If she didn’t come out to see him, he could just play the serenade until she did.


  “No matter what happens, the time I spent with Sayo and Mamoru was the most blissful of all my lives. That’s more than enough for me.”


  Among my many lives, where I had grown accustomed to either having no family, losing my family, or, worst of all, being fought over, when I lived with that couple, I clearly sensed there was true love between them.


  Besides, truth be told, the pigeon was not the only one I had a soul connection with. In my last life, which I also spent as a dog, I spent my final days in poor health. As I struggled to breathe, the little girl, one who was notorious for getting bored easily, cried and took care of me as best she could. That core memory was still deeply etched into my soul. I had more than I could ever ask for.


  An outsider might think I was a pathetic dog, swayed by unworthy humans. I flung such a self-deprecating joke at the sleepy cat.


  “Well, the world’s going to end anyway, so it’s all the same.”


  “I wouldn’t be so sure…” the cat said thoughtfully. “Ah—that’s right. I just remembered. I learned something very interesting about that thing. Apparently, some humans are helping It.”


  Before the bullshitter cat could continue, somebody called my name. I turned around to see the head of the household, Mamoru’s sister, holding the phone in one hand. The call was for me.
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  A Violent Episode


   


  “AT TEN THIRTY-FIVE—make that thirty-six—p.m., the circumstantial evidence was photographed with a clock…” Huff. “I photographed…” huff “…your photo ID—” hack, hack! “—and saved it to the cloud. You’re out of options, honey.”


  “D-do you really think so?”


  “You’re squatting on the floor with your arms and feet bound like a Christmas ham—do you hear yourself? Ugh…”


  “Nishimura, are you okay? You’re kinda bleeding…”


  “For real…?” huff “…seriously, what a priceless experience I just had…” huff “You’d do something so intensely—” huff “—to keep your mouth shut—” huff “—never thought I’d see the day…” huff. “You’re fucking crazy, for real. There’s no telling…” huff, huff “…if everyone’ll even still be alive by the time a proper trial gets rolling…” huff, huff “So before I turn you in to the cops…um, what the hell have you been doing?” Sigh. “I’m talking to you, bitch.”


  “Um… I, uh, yes, well, you don’t need my name, age, and address, right, ma’am? That information is all on my ID. So, as for who I am, I work for a research firm. We conduct market research on behalf of other companies—interviews and surveys. I believe that’s what you’d likely be most familiar with. Anyway, I supervise a lot of workers now and I have a really good time there. I’m not married, so I live alone in a condo. I mostly do all my own cooking, but I tend to go out on weekends… Yes, that’s about the size of it. I’m not seeing anyone right now, so it’s not that frequent—ah, yes, I know, I know, I’m sorry, you don’t need my life story, all you need to know is what brought me here today. Should I just tell you everything from the beginning? Going back to when it all started, when I didn’t know a teeny iota about you.”


  “You little shit, don’t give me that teeny shit—it’s gross.”


  “S-sorry. Anyway, I learned about you when my sister suddenly started going down the wrong path. Not in a hikikomori or wrist-cutter sense—she just turned bad. Went rotten. My little sister never used to lash out at all. Then a little while ago, my mom confided in me that she was acting strangely. She was going through puberty, so most people probably wouldn’t think anything of it, but to my family, it was a major crisis. Her future was at stake. I may not look it, but I’m actually a very understanding big sister. So, personally, if she wanted to change of her own free will, I figured there was nothing I should do about it. All I could do was watch from a distance and hope that she didn’t commit any major crimes—don’t you agree that’s reasonable?”


  “You’re such a hypocr—never mind, keep going.”


  “Okay, well, at first, I thought I’d keep a quiet but watchful eye on my little sister. I made up some excuse to move back home, regularly checked her texts and LINE messages—I even snooped through her room and stalked her a bit as well. Sneakily, of course. I didn’t want her suddenly attacking me. Anyway, with all that going on, I discovered a damning fact that tied everything together with what happened today, when I went to ask a casual acquaintance about my sister’s behavior. They were a reliable source of information, but I couldn’t wrap my head around what they’d told me, so I kept an eye on my sister for a while longer. In the end, that was more than enough. When she was in her room, I peeked inside—and I saw it. I saw her talking to something that wasn’t there. Which lined up perfectly with what my acquaintance had told me about her. But as you can imagine, it was still a shock—seeing my own sister like that. What do you think? Umm—let’s ask that young man first.”


  “Hey, don’t push the conversation onto somebody else! You’re an occupational hazard, y’know?”


  “S-sorry, ma’am. By the way—this is just a quick aside—this sort of survey, where it’s verbal questions and answers instead of numbers, is called qualitative research. See? It was just a little detour. Okay, back to my testimony. So, I had a few theories as to what exactly had happened to my sister. Either a haunting or an imaginary friend or she gained the ability to speak with inanimate objects—I guess the simple answer is she developed psychosis and was hallucinating. If it was drugs, that would have been a relief, but I checked her things and I couldn’t find any…yeah. So, jumping ahead to the conclusion, I still don’t know if she can see something we don’t. Even so, the recording device I set up in her room picked up a few words. She spends all her time talking to whatever it is about the end of the world. Ugh…I guess you think she’s insane.”


  “Well, it’s kind of hard for people to jump to kinder conclusions when they’re bleeding profusely.”


  “R-right. I pray for your swift recovery, ma’am. Anyway, that sort of…paranormal fascination, I guess? I don’t really know much about it, but I tune into TV specials on it sometimes. You know, urban legend specials. Is it true or not? You decide. That sort of thing. I’ve seen those shows. At first, I assumed she was going through a cringey teen phase where she was influenced by what she saw. You know, like girly role-playing? I was like, oh, okay, she’s not too far gone, she’s just pretending. I looked it up on the Internet and researched some stuff, and well, some people believe the crazy theory that you gradually turn more violent once you get like that, you know? Well, I figured if I left her alone, it would all eventually fade into an embarrassing memory from her past. But that thought didn’t exactly put my mind at ease, because there was a little something tugging at my conscience. There were these words that kept coming up in her ramblings. Infection and transmission. I dug a little deeper and discovered that she thinks whatever it is she can see was transmitted to her from someone else—like a virus. Oh, but don’t jump to any weird conclusions. She may have gone rotten and gotten infected with something, but as far as I can tell, she’s a bit of a late bloomer sexually, so it’s nothing like that.”


  “And?”


  “Yes, well, I decided to look into the matter further, to see if I could find the source of the infection that seemed to torment her with hallucinations. If such a thing really existed, as her big sister, I’d have to get justice for her. And if it turned out she was just into the paranormal—like, thought it was fun or cool—then I didn’t care if she could see strange things or wore an eyepatch or dressed in Gothic Lolita fashion. I didn’t care if she skulked around town with a metal bat or picked a lot of fights or shoplifted or got arrested. But if she could actually see things that weren’t there and was convinced that the world was going to end soon, how could she possibly be enjoying herself? She would just be like, suffering, you know? And I couldn’t have that. So I looked into the hallucinations she was having and the first thing I learned was that there was this TV newscaster who had a psychotic episode on live TV. According to my research, he quit his job and was spotted in a little town, walking with an elderly couple. The Internet sure comes in handy when you use it the right way! Thanks to all the info on the Internet, I was able to confirm that the live TV snafu did not happen at the same time as my precious baby sister losing it. I also learned that a famous musician likely confessed to getting plastic surgery because they knew that the world was going to end—it’s a baseless rumor, there were a lot of those going around at the time.”


  “Ohhh, right. I remember that was quite the scandal.”


  “Hey! Stalker Boy! No quipping during the Crazy Criminal Chronicles!”


  “You two, please don’t fight. That young man there is your lifesaver, Nishimura. Er, sorry, I got a little carried away. Yes, anyway, back to my testimony, if that TV newscaster and musician were the source of my sister’s ‘infection,’ that would have been a good place to start, but neither of those things were definitive proof. So I checked my sister’s browser history on both her phone and computer. I then cross-referenced it with testimonies from acquaintances, which brought me to a streamer’s YouTube channel. Once some of my suspicions were confirmed, it was rather easy to get the truth out of her. So, I came home early that day and dropped the name of that streamer at the dinner table. That startled my little sister, and she was like, You’ve heard of her? while chewing on her rice. From there, I found out what was driving her, and soon after, I figured out when she would escalate her behavior. I gathered personal information about the streamer not from the Internet, but through an old acquaintance from my rebellious phase. This acquaintance is a criminal—make of that what you will. I mean, if anybody could go online and easily learn anything about anybody, you could say there’s something wrong with our society. That’d be a good reason for the world ending, huh? Oh, by the way, for a crash course in streamer-doxxing methodology, first, you listen for any sounds coming from outside during the stream. I guess most people know that, though.”


  “Yeah…I’ve heard a lot about that.”


  “Right, so if you’re a streamer, cars that drive around making loud announcements for local political candidates are basically your archnemesis. I’m not a streamer, but back when I used to be a night owl, I got so pissed off about how noisy those cars were that I wanted to dash out of the house to stop them, but before I could go outside, my family nipped it in the bud. ‘Violence is not the answer!’ they said, so I had no choice but to stand out on our narrow street and physically block them. I won that battle of wills, by the way. That was a fun little chapter of my youth. Sorry, took a detour down memory lane there. So, anyway, this streamer was apparently the one who was a bad influence on my sister, so I meticulously combed through her archived live streams. The information I found most useful was the sound of a firetruck siren that suddenly went off one day, and the weather, a topic she always broke the ice with even though nobody ever asked for it. Also, she rattled off the names of several chain restaurants in her neighborhood. Then I took screenshots of the room she filmed in—I’ve got more detailed ones—and I dug out as much information as I could. It took me a few weeks to really nail down the identifying details. I know I’m repeating myself, but I am employed, you see. I also wandered around my target’s neighborhood on weekends or after work. But what got me her exact address in the end wasn’t due to any skill or effort on my part—it was sheer dumb luck. She just happened to pop out unexpectedly. Hey there, young man.”


  “M-me?”


  “Be careful, okay? Don’t do anything that could give away any clues about your friends, family, or coworkers’ addresses. People like me will snatch that information from you.”


  “But most people wouldn’t do anything with that information! Okay, finding the place is one thing, but how did you get on the balcony?”


  “I danced.”


  “You danced?”


  “I danced. To the melody of the wind, the rhythm of the rain, the irregular time signature of the thunder, I danced my way there.”


  “Who are you the Joker? I know the sequel’s coming out, but are you an idiot?”


  “I’m not a murderer, ma’am, don’t lump me in with him. I meant more in a folk-dancey sort of way. Of course, I only did that once I got rather close. I wouldn’t have had the stamina otherwise. And surprisingly, nobody tried to talk to me. I wonder if somebody got me on camera? Maybe I’ll make my streaming debut soon. In any case, I narrowed my target down to two homes—that was where I got lucky. All I had to do was climb on top of the dumpster and I could easily make the jump. You all probably think I’m athletic, but I’m really not. What matters most of all in this sort of thing is experience, not skill. I think you know the story from here. I greeted Nishimura from the balcony, then we got into an altercation, then that young man over there intervened, which brings us to me being tied up now. Anyway, I think that explains everything on my end. At least, everything you all wanted to know.”


  “Huh, interesting.”


  “Go ahead and call the police.”


  “But there’s so much more I have to say.”


  “Oh, right, I guess I did all the talking. If you have something to add—like cussing me out—be my guest. I won’t stop you.”


  “Of course, I could call you an idiot…a dumb fuck…a psycho bitch… I could scream at you for destroying my masterpiece and threaten to kill you before the world ends—once I got started, I probably wouldn’t be able to stop myself… So instead, I’m gonna ask you a question again.”


  “Yes, of course. What is it? Was something in my testimony lacking?”


  “You know you still haven’t even answered my original question.”


  “Which is?”


  “Are you fucking kidding—ugh…my brain hurts. My back hurts too! Look, bitch. I’m asking you: What the hell have you been doing?”


  “Well, I’ve been explaining why I was here—”


  “No. I don’t mean that.”


  “Huh?”


  “Do you have split-personality disorder or something?”


  “…Oh. So that’s what you mean.”


  “Seriously…what is your deal?”


  “Ah ha ha ha, so that’s what this is.”


  “You changed up your facial expressions and the way you talk the second we tied you up.”


  “Ah ha ha ha, I didn’t notice—do you prefer me like this? I could have acted as I usually do, but you seemed to have some trauma from your office worker days, and I thought it would be fun to tease you, so I slipped into upstanding-member-of-society mode. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have an infinite number of personalities or anything. It’s just, something recently awakened the hospitality side of me. If you have a preference, speak up, Nishimura Meiko—oops, you’d rather not be called that, would you?”


  “Seriously, what are you playing at—”


  “Right, Konarun! Doesn’t matter what you say, Hiyori gets her kicks either way!”


   


  Just in case somebody wants my testimony as the victim at a later date, I have to explain the facts as I see them.


  So, about tonight. I stream on YouTube as a hobby. During tonight’s stream, a woman broke in through my window and charged in to attack me. According to the ID I snatched off her, her name is Watanabe Hiyori, and she’s twenty-three years old. The fact that she was carrying her photo ID and the entire contents of her wallet with her during a crime…either she was confident I wasn’t going to retaliate, or maybe she just lacks that level of common sense. I can’t determine which at present, but I personally have a feeling it’s the latter.


  It happened while I was reading my first superchat comment and thanking them. What happened, you ask? She introduced herself? We had an altercation? Do you always belittle the testimonies of your victims? Give me a break.


  I barely had time to scream in surprise when I heard the ear-shattering sound of glass breaking because a metal pipe had been lobbed through my window and broke my streaming camera. Barely a second after, some derpy voice said, “Oops, I missed.”


  And as I sat there in shock, a soaking wet hand reached out through the broken pane of glass. That damn pipe-throwing hand took a bafflingly long time to properly unlock the window and open it the rest of the way.


  Greet her? Why would I bother doing that? This lady wearing a bright blue raincoat swiped the curtain aside and tromped her muddy boots right into my room. Maybe that image was stuck in my head because I was too terrified and confused to process it. She looked like a typical woman you’d see anywhere. She’d be considered a five on the attractiveness scale, and her hair was parted in the middle, yet she had the maniacal grin of a villain—the sort you’d see in a movie.


  The lady said nothing as she walked over to where I was sitting, paralyzed in shock. She then picked up the pipe that had been thrown into my room and raised it high. If she had switched the priority of her targets on a whim, I would have been in real danger. Instead, she used the pipe like a golf club to smash my computer toward the wall. The keys of my keyboard spurted out like droplets of blood—when the E-key ricocheted off my arm, the faint sensation of it was what finally got me to scream.


  If she were a hit man sent by some shady underground mob, she would have gagged me from the start. Instead, she watched me scream, then nodded once as if she had confirmed something. She pointed at her next target—me—as she twirled her index finger the same way you do when you want to make a dragonfly dizzy enough to capture.


  “Kooonaaaarun! You’re the prophet who made my little sister see those strange hallucinations!”


  She seemed to be thoroughly enjoying herself. Not out of a sense of accomplishment for catching her target, or as a way to try and intimidate or threaten me—it felt like she was just playing a game. I guess most people would say, my life flashed before my eyes. She reminded me of a little version of myself when I went to Toys “R” Us for the first time.


  My brain was the one part of me that remained calm—it didn’t matter who she was, I had to run away. I could call the cops, but it would take too long for them to get here. Logically, I knew all of that, but my brain and body weren’t in sync. It’s like one of those dreams where you want to run away, but you can’t move.


  I somehow managed to crawl to the front door to escape, but the woman nimbly ran in front of me, blocking the way out. Knowing I was in real danger, I covered my face with my arm and scooted away from her. Then my shoulder hit the sofa and I was flung onto my back. In the end, this worked in my favor.


  The metal pipe, which was whizzing mercilessly fast toward my forehead, smashed the model ship I kept on top of my sofa, breaking the mast. Blood spurting from the cut on my forehead and the flying fragments of all my hard work burst into my line of vision simultaneously.


  It was that image that gave me strength. My fear and confusion were joined by rage. I’ve got to do what I’ve got to do—for the first time in my life, a phrase like one you’d find in the eleventh hour in any story reverberated in my chest.


  “Aw, just remembered! That’s right, the so-called thing in question really does suit you, huh!”


  Ignoring the word salad, I lunged at the woman, aiming for the pipe loosely dangling from her right hand. Unfortunately, either due to my sedentary lifestyle or my lack of athleticism to begin with, the woman hoisted the pipe out of reach and I pointlessly slammed my face into the floor.


  “Blech!”


  I made a grunting sound I never remembered making as a busy office worker. Even without eyes in the back of my head, I knew what had happened. The woman had pressed the metal pipe into my back as if I were some sort of insect specimen. She rubbed the pipe into my spine, but it didn’t seem like she was trying to kill me.


  “So, hey, are those weird-shaped creature thingies in your room right now, Konarun? If they are, why aren’t they helping you?”


  I mustered all the neck strength I had to lift my head. The blood flowing from my forehead entered my right eye, so I used my left eye to look and check. The things were there. They were keeping a safe distance, though, and were surrounding us as if they were watching a sport. I already knew this, but they weren’t exactly on my side, so it’s not like I could count on them for help.


  “Hiyori can’t see them, you know.”


  From the information I had at present, I wasn’t sure if Hiyori was the name of the woman or her little sister that I had supposedly brainwashed. Regardless, from the way she spoke, she didn’t sound like she wanted to kill me. Something about her—her frankness, maybe?—struck me as odd. There was no sense of urgency, which made her resemble a psychotic movie villain.


  I was under no obligation to answer her questions. Enduring the pain in my back and forehead, I surveyed my surroundings. The way things stood, I was a sitting duck. But then I found it—a part of my ship that had been so unceremoniously smashed. The broken mast was lying right by the heel of her right loafer. It had a pointed edge…it could be a weapon. Knowing I didn’t have time to waste, I braced myself for the pain and twisted my spine. The pipe dug hard into my back as I moved. I had a welt later.


  Yet my sacrifice was for naught. My chance at a weapon was a mere dream or empty hope. I guess this sort of thing all came down to a lack of experience on my part. Before I could reach the ship mast, the pipe thrust hard into my side, exploiting the momentum of my spinal twist to flip me onto my back.


  I coughed violently as a little of the beer I drank earlier came up into my mouth. The woman had straddled my stomach as if I were a horse.


  “It’s breaking time.”


  She said it casually, along the lines of “I’d better bring an umbrella in case it rains.” But I grasped what she’d meant, and with this realization came a sense of foreboding over the tragedy that would most certainly unfold in a few seconds. The innocent smile directly overhead was terror incarnate. All I could do was scream.


  I’m not sure that scream was at all as effective as my first scream was.


  “What are you doing?!”


  My stalker, dripping-wet, jumped in from the balcony—I know, fuck me—but I had to give him a pass just that once.


  What happened next happened in an instant—the psycho bitch whirled around in the direction the voice came from, my stalker body-slammed her with all his might, and I managed to scream with all my wits about me this time.


  “Help me!”


   


  “That feeling when you get tied up in somebody’s apartment…”


  “Don’t talk like a meme, you little shit.”


  They were two ordinary grown-ups not accustomed to physical combat, but despite the little struggle, she was outnumbered. In sheer body weight, we clearly had her bested. After being hit with a proactive Stalker Tackle, the bitch was flat on her stomach, arms pinned to the floor. I breathed new life into my now useless computer cable to tightly bind her wrists and feet. Realizing she had lost the moment we tied her up, Watanabe Hiyori put up no resistance whatsoever—it almost felt like she was helping us by going along with it.


  The rains and winds had calmed down outside—since my window was broken, I could tell right away. The floor was soaked with rain and mud and littered with broken glass. At least it was early autumn. I finally put on my slippers, a little after the fact. The blood on my forehead had clotted and was sticky.


  “So, Stalker Boy! You smell like smoke—can you hook up Hiyori with a cigarette and lighter?”


  “No smoking!” I hissed. “When you’re in prison, buy some from commissary and smoke all you want.”


  “Oh, Konarun, you watch way too many movies!”


  I think I’ll split her head open. No, she’s already tied up. Anything more’ll probably count as excessive self-defense. I should probably let the justice system handle her—or the fate of the world. I don’t wanna meet the world’s end behind a prison fence with her. But seriously, what am I supposed to do with all this rage?


  “At the very least, you’re covering all the damages,” I told her.


  “Aw, why do you care? The world’s gonna end anyway, right?”


  “I won’t feel better until you’ve at least paid for my ship first.”


  I suppose even a person with a lifetime of social anxiety is capable of quipping at a criminal after she has had a near death experience. As I glared sharply at the goofy face of the woman that seemed not at all nervous over the prospect of going to jail for attacking somebody, I picked up her driver’s license from the coffee table. The Watanabe Hiyori in her driver’s license photo stared emotionlessly at me in a white shirt and jacket. She was a dormant psychopath swinging an iron pipe at my head, someone the world had created without remorse—and it was starting to piss me off.


  “Why don’t you just report me already? Hiyori’s always wanted to ride in a cop car.”


  “Shut up, sicko. I’ve still got questions.”


  “Ohhhh, like what?”


  “You claim I infected your little sister?”


  That was the one piece of information in this crazy bitch’s nonsensical ramblings that had caught my interest.


  Obviously, it was something I’d considered might be a possibility, that there were others besides me and that TV reporter who could see the little guys who were currently bouncing around my feet at the psycho bitch’s head, announcing the end of the world. Scroll any social media site for a few minutes and you’ll find people making similar claims. But as for who was lying and who was telling the truth…looking into that would be an overwhelmingly wasteful way to spend my precious final days before the world ended. I’d decided to let my imagination and expectations run free, and make zero effort to discover the truth. Assuming I didn’t have a mental illness or something wrong with my eyes, it was possible that the TV reporter had “infected” me through the electromagnetic waves, which then meant it wouldn’t be too far off base to assume something similar had happened to other people through my streams. I had reached that soft conclusion.


  And now, the definitive answer to my hypothesis had made a violent grand entrance right in front of my face. For the victims’ sake, I ought to at least hear her out before I turned her over to the authorities.


  “Isn’t that what happened?”


  Watanabe Hiyori looked like a teenager who had given up on answering a very long question in English class.


  “Isn’t that what happened???” I repeated.


  “Well, isn’t it? Hiyori has a feeling.”


  “You have a feeling? Truly stellar logic there.”


  “Hey, how’s Hiyori supposed to know how it’s transmitted? My little sister might have watched other streamers besides you. But you were her favorite—congrats.” Hiyori moved her tied-up fingers as if giving a quiet little round of applause. “If she really got it from some random guy, as her big sister, that would make me very sad…”


  “Are you seriously—”


  A surge of words flashed and sparked in my enraged mind. I squished them all together and spat them all out at once.


  “Are you seriously telling me you did all of this on a hunch?”


  My voice weighted with fathomless disbelief, I pointed to the window, the floor, the remains of my ship, the remains of my computer, the remains of my camera, and finally, to my forehead.


  “Ooooh, where’d you get that popcorn?” the little shit asked back.


  My stalker shot me a worried look without saying anything—probably because I scolded him earlier for speaking out of turn.


  “If I’d made one false move, I’d be dead right now,” I said.


  “Yeah, Hiyori totally thought she was gonna kill you. But she failed. That sucks, but it was fun.”


  The psycho bitch flopped from her squat into the fetal position. She was still restrained, but she could still maneuver her bound arms to grab a kernel of spilled popcorn, right herself back to a squat, and pop it into her mouth.


  “Did you have fun, Konarun? When you thought you were gonna die, was it like a roller coaster?”


  She was acting like we had just watched a movie unfold. Definitely unhinged, that’s the only way I can describe it. The psycho was looking at me with stars in her eyes. And she was eating popcorn, to boot.


  “Of course I didn’t have fun.”


  I knew normal logic wouldn’t work on somebody who would break into a stranger’s house and attempt to kill her, so my only recourse was to choose to word the feelings I possessed very carefully.


  “Nobody would enjoy this. Meanwhile, look at you. You came here to save your precious baby sister, but you failed spectacularly, racked up a long list of crimes, got tied up, and now you’re going to jail. You’ll spend your final days locked up until the world ends—how is any of this fun?”


  “Oh, but it really is. To live with truly no regrets is oh so fun.”


  Everyone’s feelings were different, especially when they were insane. Attempting to find common ground through communication was a fool’s errand.


  “It really feels so good,” she said.


  “What?”


  I mean, if the world weren’t ending, and if I hadn’t just been in a fight with my life on the line, I wouldn’t have bothered asking her what she meant. I would have been like, “Bitch is hopeless” and had the po-po cart her ass away. Then I’d focus on annoying tasks like tidying the place up, because that’s what it meant to be a functioning member of society.


  But what happened in this apartment was just so chaotic and nonsensical that polite society no longer existed here. It seemed like trying to figure out what the psycho was getting at was the right move, and as proof, nobody protested or attempted to stop me from asking questions.


  The bitch’s lips turned up into a smile. Then she wiggled both index fingers from their restraints and pointed them at me.


  “Don’t you have it? It’s surprising you’re going about your life without having it.”


  “What the hell are you on about?”


  “You seem so excited about the end of the world—Hiyori just assumed you had it.”


  What the hell was she suggesting I didn’t have? I’m more aware than anyone about what I’m lacking as a human being, and she was in no position to tell me what that was.


  If we’re talking about something this bitch had that I lacked…the strong familial love that would drive me to murder a total stranger because my little sister went “rotten”? The initiative to find a streamer’s address on a hunch? The insanity to sacrifice anything that got in the way of my goal? If you asked me if I wanted any of those qualities, that’d be a hell no. But what was it? What was this thing the sicko thought I possessed, but actually didn’t?


  What. Was. It.


  “The power to decipher.”


  Picking up on the curiosity behind my short silence, Watanabe Hiyori gave her answer—it still made virtually no sense, however.


  “You broke into my house and tried to murder me. What kind of messed up language class did you take that made you think you have the power to decipher anything?”


  “Oh, don’t take it so literally.”


  “Japanese language classes are all about morality. I may not look it, but I took a teacher’s training course.”


  “Ah. Interesting. Well, Hiyori didn’t learn it in school. Hiyori came to the realization on her own. Okay, use your imagination or your listening ability if you must—you’ve been treating Hiyori like a lunatic ever since she got here. But from Hiyori’s point of view, it’s crazier to live your life without deciphering your own feelings. When Hiyori was a teen, she thought everyone was just numb to pain, but even murderers feel pain when they’re caught, apparently.”


  I stopped paying attention at the word “teen.”


  In the middle of her monologue, she had flipped over and tried to pick up a shard of broken glass, which I hastily stepped on. She was this close to getting her hands on a weapon. As she cursed tiredly under her breath and flipped back to how she’d been sitting on the floor, I had my useless former coworker hold her shoulders down. I never thought I’d get the advice to call the cops stat from my stalker of all people, but here we are.


  “I’ll call them soon, but wait just a minute. I don’t want to leave any stone unturned. I want to know why she thought I had this…feeling…that doesn’t make any sense at all. Bitch. Explain yourself. And when you’re done, you’ll get that cop car ride you’ve always dreamed of.”


  “Okay, coooool, but Hiyori isn’t sure where to start. Nobody’s ever asked, and Hiyori has never explained it before. Hmmm…”


  Watanabe Hiyori squinted her eyes until they were shut, and she breathed so softly and slowly that I almost wondered if she was going to fall asleep. After a while, she opened her eyes and delivered the exact sort of nonsensical explanation I imagined she would.


  “When Hiyori was in kindergarten…she got the feeling that there was more to pain than pain.”


  The bitch proceeded to give her life story. It was a master class in rambling—her explanation went all over the place and kept repeating itself without leaving any room for interruptions. Left with little other recourse, I put my unused language teacher’s license to good use and derived my own interpretation.


  Watanabe Hiyori was popular and loved playing with her peers in kindergarten. It made me think that, all too often, the craziest motherfuckers were extroverts. But I digress. One day, she fell down and scraped her knee while she was playing. An injury that would be a nonissue to an adult was a major crisis for a kindergartner. She wailed and screamed, the other kids got frantic, and a teacher ran up to her and disinfected the wound. And as the tears and snot streamed down her face, she had a thought—It hurts so bad. How can I make the pain go away? How can I escape this pain? While she had a bandage on her wound, she conducted some very kindergartner-like tests on it…and a sudden question hit her.


  What is pain?


  Pain is painful…but do we always have to cry and be upset when we’re in pain? Maybe we don’t have to be upset or cry when we’re in pain. Once she shifted her thoughts this way, the tears stopped.


  “Just what kind of kindergartner were you?”


  From that day onward, the sense of wrongness Watanabe Hiyori felt in her own body spread and festered endlessly with each passing day.


  When she was in first grade, she was sad when she found out a young man she liked was getting married. But what was sadness? Was feeling sad really all there was to sadness?


  When her little sister was born, her parents were obsessed with her for a time, and Hiyori felt lonely. But what was loneliness? Did her loneliness have to be perceived only as loneliness?


  Wanting answers, Watanabe Hiyori put herself in danger and did bad things, trying to sample as many negative feelings as possible. Grown-ups came to the obvious conclusion that she was a “bad girl,” but that was apparently not actually the case. Even though people worried about her, yelled at her, and were hostile to her—since she sometimes got into truly dangerous situations and was injured badly—she kept voluntarily giving herself negative feelings. She kept this up until she reached the latter half of her teens, when she finally arrived at an answer to her question.


  “Sadness, loneliness, pain, hatred—if you decipher them properly, they all mean fun.”


  “What?”


  “It’s like watching an emotionally moving movie.”


  Before she realized it, all her memories were covered with a new coat of paint. Feeling loneliness, being hated by someone, accepting the pain that sucked life away by the second—it held the same meaning as being accepted and loved. Children no longer needed to be labeled as “good” or “bad.” Whether she obeyed or disobeyed society’s rules, she could choose on a whim. Whether she was a rebellious troublemaker or an upstanding member of society, there was no particular difference.


  That’s why when she found the streamer who had tricked her little sister, hating her with all her heart and acting on that hatred made her extremely happy. She was as deeply moved, just as she would be if her little sister got her a special present for her birthday.


  “Whoa, whoa, hold up. This makes no sense,” I interjected.


  “Really? Hiyori thought you were just like me. Unlike that TV reporter, you seemed to be reveling in the impending apocalypse. You had the media literacy to decipher the great, great sadness of everyone dying into a thrill.”


  “I’m not happy everyone’s going to die. I’m not a violent psychopath like you.”


  “Ah, no, you’re not understanding, that’s not what Hiyori meant—I’m saying it’s fun to be sad. You’ve got it all wrong. Hiyori does not enjoy violence. If somebody asked which was better, inflicting violence or receiving it, Hiyori would proudly answer neither. Both are sad. Awww, all of Konarun’s precious things got destroyed, how sad, how sad, oh no, she might be murdered, how horrible, how horrible—now that’s fun.”


  “Are you a super masochist cosplaying as a super sadist?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Do you hear yourself? I’m gonna throw you out the window.”


  “And you not understanding and getting really pissed is so, so much fun. Well, whatever. Hiyori used to think that someday, the rest of the world would gain her deciphering powers. You know, if you think of sadness only as sadness, you’ll die from it. If you only think of hatred as hatred, you’ll kill someone. Yet so many people live their lives that way in this world. Hiyori always believed that the power to decipher your own feelings would mature and grow stronger once you grow up. But that’s not true. Everyone’s crazy, just like you, Konarun.”


  So, to summarize all this in my own words, she thinks she’s a person who can change sadness, loneliness, suffering—and even physical pain—into fun and joy with the power of her mind. So when she attacked me today, she was filled with hate, yet she felt very sad to attack me, but she was able to transform all those negative feelings into excitement—and everyone else in the world who couldn’t do that was crazy? Yeah, bitch is nuts.


  “I think I’ve heard of this illness.”


  We both looked at Stalker Boy, who had piped up after a long silence. Since Watanabe Hiyori’s shoulders were currently being restrained, she jerked her head backward, coming dangerously close to headbutting him.


  “I mean, I heard a little about it once. It’s where you believe your feelings and actions are disconnected from reality, so you’re like an outside observer to your own life. It’s a mental illness—well, sounds more like a superpower.”


  “Ooh, d’ya think Hiyori could join the X-Men?”


  “Shut up.”


  “Gimme a plushie.”


  “Hell, no.”


  “C’mon, the world’s ending anyway.”


  “For fuck’s sake…”


  Whether my stalker’s smattering of knowledge was on point or not aside, I took it as a serious possibility. If somebody diagnosed Watanabe Hiyori’s psychosis as originating not from her unique disposition, but from a mental illness instead, would she be acquitted of this violent crime? Then what? Unlike her, I couldn’t derive any fun or excitement from my rage or my wounds.


  Speaking of which, my forehead hurts.


  “Hiyori doesn’t think she’s mentally ill or has superpowers.” She shook her head vehemently like a petulant child. “Everyone understands it instinctively. They just can’t decipher it. Everybody actually loves being sad.”


  “No, we fucking don’t.”


  “Liar.”


  She looked so calm, like she was neither trying to bait me nor upset me, that for a moment, I forgot to get angry.


  “Picture the movies that moved you emotionally, okay? Misfortune, bad luck, bigotry, threats, breakups, deaths—these stories are so much better with those things, right?”


  I obediently imagined my favorite movies in spite of myself. So many movies had moved me, made me cry, rendered me speechless, covered my body with goosebumps. And not a single one of those movies did not have somebody who was sad.


  “We’re emotionally moved because the world is inherently wrong. Deep down, everyone loves the pain and sorrow at its source. The human heart is built to enjoy it. Stories sell better when their creators die. Historical museums that feature the victims of conflicts are more popular. If somebody with a specific identity commits a crime, all the racists, sexists, and bigots happily go on indulging in their spicy curry. Everyone lacks the ability to decipher what this feeling is. Hiyori’s little sister is no different. Gotta protect her until the world ends.”


  “And you just gave up the right to do that.”


  “Ooh, how sad!”


  The bitch with a nonsensical obsession with her sister cackled. She was insane—but for what it was worth, if you looked at it through a movie lens, there was a small piece of her manifesto that made some sense. There were also many contradictions. She said earlier that if you only thought of hatred as hatred, that you would immediately commit a murder. That would imply that since she finds the joy in hatred, she would not commit murder, and yet she had literally come here to kill me. Her desire to protect her little sister was also inconsistent. If she enjoyed being sad, then she ought to enjoy watching her little sister break bad. And I could go on, poking holes in her movie and history museum analogies.


  Her utter lack of cohesion was both innocent…and creepy.


  For a start, enjoying suffering should not be enough to inspire a person to break into the home of a stranger she hated and attack her without hesitation. And if she was suffering from some mental illness, her severe obsession with her little sister was not enough to exacerbate it. Compared to the rest of us, there was a clear difference in what triggered her to turn ideas into actions. She wasn’t one of those people who pushed an emergency button because they wanted to—by the time she got the idea to push the button, she had already pushed it all the way down. The way she picked up that single kernel of popcorn earlier proved her deviance went beyond imagination.


  In other words, you never knew what she was going to do—and she had come for my life.


  I guess I’d met my archnemesis. She was rather mid for a Marvel supervillain—like, I could capture her right away, but thanks to her, I didn’t find my stalker who just waltzed in here the slightest bit scary anymore.


  Did that make me a superhero? I’m not really the type. But world apocalypses just might have the power to turn normies into heroes.


  If I let my lizard brain take over and think of this as a movie, when it comes to a final boss, the geezers who made workplace harassment their entire personality, and the stalker who rang my doorbell every day weren’t anywhere near as juicy as an insane villain breaking into my house on a rainy night to kill me was.


  All that remained now was to turn her in to the police.


  And since I definitely couldn’t stay here anymore, I’d either have to find a room at a business hotel, hang out in a diner all night, or call my parents. I’d have to send Stalker Boy on his way too. Then, all that’d be left would be waiting for the world to end—I probably wouldn’t have to face dangers like this anymore. I wondered if the throbbing wound on my forehead would go away before doomsday.


  Pain was the catalyst that had helped Watanabe Hiyori arrive at the philosophy she called “deciphering.”


  My current pain was the catalyst for me deciphering that the apocalypse was not that many days away.


  And then, I realized.


  Something had shifted out of whack.


  Nobody would understand if I tried to explain it. But still—


  The apocalypse—that was supposed to be the climax of my life. The movie called my life would rise to a big crescendo and end with my death. That’s what was supposed to happen. The ship, the stream, quitting my job, all of those things, I had done to give my life the ultimate crescendo before the apocalypse.


  But the scene where I prophesize the apocalypse was ruined by the sudden attack of a deranged villain—the focus was shifted away.


  No matter how you looked at it, violent scenes in movies were the most breathtaking. Ending the story here would leave the biggest impact on the audience.


  Now, the apocalypse was going to be demoted to an after-credits scene. Between now and the apocalypse, I would be stuck in the mundane afterglow of a black credits screen filled with a bunch of names of people I don’t know. I hated movies where key plot points were left to the after-credits scenes.


  It was destroyed. By one sicko. My beautiful ending.


  If that was true, then this bitch was literally—not figuratively—my archnemesis.


  “Oooh, you’d better call the cops quick before the world ends.”


  Watanabe Hiyori shook her head—the one part of her that was not restrained. She looked like she was having a blast. The nerve, living it up when she just crushed my cathartic climax.


  I was fuming—to use the word she’d been throwing around, hatred was boiling over. She thwarted the greatest moment of my life. That vexed me even more than her smashing my ship or making me terrified I was going to die. Unlike this sicko, I felt nothing good from it at all. I didn’t want to live with these feelings…and I didn’t want to die with them either.


  And it was sometime between these thoughts that I suddenly remembered.


  “You just won’t shut up about the apocalypse, will you?”


  “Well, you won’t shut up either, Konarun.”


  “Do you see it? Do you see the strange things?”


  It occurred to me that while we were fighting, she said she couldn’t see the things in my room…and when she talked about her sister, she said she couldn’t see the things her sister could see.


  I finally had a glimmer of hope.


  What if she could see something? Something different from me, her little sister, or the TV reporter. What if she believed in the doomsday prophecy and that’s why she came here? If that was the case…that would change things a little. Just a little, though. If the world was about to end, she would absolutely want to strike down her archnemesis before she perished. I’d have no choice but to understand and accept what she had done.


  That way, the worth of her actions would strike a balance with mine. And…I would have a little less of a reason to hate her. We just might be able to reach an understanding.


  “Uh, nope. Can’t see anything.”


  “Huh?”


  “All Hiyori sees is you, Stalker Boy, and a trashed apartment.”


  “Which you trashed! Why are you acting like you believe the world is ending if you can’t see anything?”


  “Hiyori doesn’t care if it ends or not. No matter what happens, Hiyori’s gonna live the rest of her life the way she wants. And right now, she wants to kill everyone she hates. But if she gets locked up somewhere forever, that’s gonna be boring, right? But none of that matters if the world ends. If the world’s ending soon, we should only do the things we want. That’s why Hiyori bet on your doomsday prophecy, Konarun, and on her sweet little sister. ’Cause, you know—”


  Then Watanabe Hiyori smiled the most optimistic, positive, dutiful, adorable smile…just like an angel would. It was so wrong.


  “Human beings always live their lives assuming the future they hope for will come true!”


  Aaaaargh. In this moment, she and I are comrades.


  She didn’t do it because she wanted to do it—by the time she realized she wanted to do it, she was already doing it.


  I wound my leg back, and as the bitch sat there, her hands and feet tied, her shoulders restrained, I heartily sank my heel into the little face with the world’s most sickening smile. Since my slipper flew off when I raised my foot, a really gross sort of sensation hit my heel—you know, like when you’re eating chicken wings and you bite through the cartilage.


  The woman’s head flew back to hit Stalker Boy’s face—eyes squinted shut in terror—sending him flying backward onto his butt. The bitch pitched back and froze, staring up at the ceiling. After barely a second, a geyser of blood of unbelievable proportions spurted from the middle of her face. And even more unbelievably, she let out a sigh of “Ooh, it’s been so long!”


  “Eep! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”


  Shocked by what I’d just done on impulse, I frantically sputtered an apology. I fucked up! No matter how psychotic or annoying, a bitch’s bones still break! A bitch still bleeds!


  I backed away from the incapacitated woman and hastily put on my slippers. And it was then, with the worst timing imaginable, that sirens blared outside, as if on cue. It seemed like they were rapidly approaching.


  “Wh-who called the cops?” Stalker Boy demanded, pinching his nose—he wasn’t bleeding.


  Meanwhile, Watanabe Hiyori, who sat on the floor in front of him, slowly tilted her face away from the ceiling. There wasn’t particularly any animosity or resentment in her eyes. Blackish-red blood flowed freely from her nose, which was now looking slightly deformed.


  “So? You’re angry, huh? Feels good, doesn’t it?”


  She was crying, and it had to hurt just to breathe, yet that was what she asked me. Just imagining the pain she must be in hurt! But I chased sympathy away and brought my resistance to the forefront.


  No. You and I are nothing alike. The regret over losing my temper, the pain in the heel of my foot, and the distress that will stay with me from the moment the cops take you away until the moment the world ends—I don’t find any of it slightly fun.


  But wait a minute, the way things stand now, she’s clearly more wounded than I am…does this mean I’m gonna be arrested for battery? Is this how it ends? Outrageous.


  “Hold on a sec…”


  What do I do?


  I looked at the woman with the bloody nose who was not one for being reasoned with. All the events that transpired since she broke into my home flashed before my eyes.


  Seriously, I’m so pissed! You destroyed my ship! No matter how you slice it, this is not normal. It’s not at all hyperbolic to say she is thoroughly and utterly insane.


  But I have a feeling there was one nugget of truth in her psychobabble.


  I glared at her…and our eyes met. I saw there was an undeniable excitement over the fun to come glimmering in her eyes. As she stared at me, I saw the joy of a child the day before a long-anticipated field trip in her eyes.


  Human beings always live their lives assuming the future they hope for will come true—


  I would hold the crazy woman accountable for what she said and did.


  “Watanabe Hiyori.”


  The sirens were rapidly approaching. I marched up to her at the same blaring tempo.


  “Listen—you listen too.” I nodded at my stalker. “The police might be here very soon. Even if they weren’t already on their way, after all the commotion in here, somebody had to have called them. Either way, I don’t want any trouble, and I don’t want anybody getting in my way. So, here’s my proposal: Let’s say we were just having a big argument.”


  “What?”


  Stalker Boy, who was first on the chopping block just an hour ago, looked around the room in bewilderment.


  I ignored him.


  “Hey. Watanabe Hiyori. I’m offering you a deal. I’m sure you don’t want to be locked up and silenced in prison. That kick to your face? It was in exchange for my forehead cut and the pain in my back, so now we’re even. I’ll let it slide that you tried to kill me.”


  I’m only forgiving you because the world is about to end—this is the mother of all exceptions!


  “I won’t stream about the world ending on the channel your little sister watches anymore—actually, I can’t! You broke my equipment! So stop trying to kill me. I don’t give a shit about whatever you hate or whatever gets you off in the outside world.”


  “What happened, Konarun?”


  “If you’re on board with my plan, I’ll untie you. When the cops and real estate company get here, apologize your brains out. Go back to your ‘Upstanding Adult’ mode or whatever—you can do that, can’t you?”


  “But I wanna ride in a cop car…”


  “Shut the fuck up! I don’t want a boring apocalypse!”


  The sirens were just outside my window…then they came to a stop. It sounded like they meant business.


  “We’re out of time. You only have two choices. Either I turn you in to the cops for assault and battery, or we pretend to be friends who just had a little fight. Which is it?”


  When faced with these two choices, Watanabe Hiyori showed a look of surprise for the first time. Even her startled face was terrifyingly joyful.


  “Konarun—”


  But I should’ve known that she’s incapable of saying anything sane.


  “Does this mean you wanna be friends with Hiyori?”


  Seriously, what does this “deciphering” power she talks about even consist of? I don’t have time to figure it out; that’ll only complicate matters. I’ll just let her misinterpret my words. We’re all gonna die soon anyway.


  “Sure, I’m fine with that!”


  Watanabe Hiyori blushed bright red, drew her lips tightly together as if she really were in a thriller movie, and made a show of mulling over the proposition. But just when I thought she was thinking of the answer to “Should I accept Konarun’s offer or not”…


  “Okaaay, first, let’s go to Tokyo Disney! Going to the Happiest Place on Earth with the woman I hated and tried to kill, eating churros while we wait in line for the rides—talk about an emotional roller coaster! Ooh, that’s what I call fun!”


  “You psychotic piece of—uhh, yeah, totally, let’s go!”


  “Ooh, I’m so excited.”


  Praying with all my heart that the world would end before then, I reached out to quickly untie her arms and legs—and of course, Stalker Boy tried to stop me. I ignored him. I felt sorry for him, but I had to go with the majority vote on this one. Also, between the muddy shoes and the wind-swept debris, you’ve probably forgotten, but this is my home! I was not going to keep my mouth shut and meet the apocalypse in a detention center or prison. I am sick of tragic endings.


  It was entirely possible that Watanabe Hiyori would attack me again once she was free. Actually, that was the logical conclusion to make. She did come here to kill me, after all. But when you’re a doomsday prophet who’s left her toxic workplace and sees strange invisible creatures, even your stalker can be your lifesaver. The magnetic field was distorted, and I was ready to wager my life on it. This was a huge victory I could score only because the world was going to end soon.


  I did this so I could live my life assuming the future I wanted was going to come true.


  Once my profusely bleeding attacker was free, she stood up, walked to the corner of the room that wasn’t trashed, and yanked several tissues out of a fallen box. She rolled them up and stuffed them up her nose.


  “Konarun, you bent my nose so bad the tissues won’t fit.”


  “Shut up and start cleaning! Also, don’t you dare call me Konarun in front of the cops!”


  Though it was a bit after the fact, I had them remove their shoes, handed them some guest slippers, and wiped up the muddy footprints with a Quickle wiper. Even for a brawl between friends, breaking in through the balcony was just too extreme. Meanwhile, Watanabe Hiyori took the initiative to collect just the scattered glass and move it onto the balcony. What the hell, bitch?


  “If the glass is inside the house, it’s obvious I smashed the window from the outside.”


  Just as I was about to say something I shouldn’t in response to the criminal’s accurate judgment call, the interphone screen lit up and froze. It did not make a sound.


  My visitors were two people dressed in police uniforms. I doubted they were frauds.


  I nervously pushed the interphone button. Then I acted as surprised as I could, as uncomfortable as I could, and as reluctant yet helpful as I could as I opened the door to the first-floor lobby to let them in.


  I turned around to look over my trashed home to see a smiling woman picking up a metal pipe and a man casting nervous glances at me standing in the middle of the scene. For a moment, I almost forgot what we were doing, but I quickly remembered what had to be done. We had to do whatever we could to make sure our stories added up.


  I exchanged solemn looks with the two would-be criminals in my home.


  We were about to lie to the cops. In other words, we were going to break Japanese law.


  Truth be told, I knew we shouldn’t do it. We should tell the truth and accept our punishment, like any upstanding citizen of our country would. The psychotic woman was untied now, but a man-woman team could easily pin her down if they needed to. The police would be here very soon to save us if that happened anyway. The way things stood, not only was I about to break the law, I was about to release a violent criminal out into peaceful society.


  When my thoughts started spiraling that far, I told myself to stop and think rationally. So, I turned not to the merry woman in hot water, but to the wishy-washy man in hot water, pointing firmly at him.


  “If you don’t back me up 100 percent, I’ll tell the cops you were stalking me.”


  When I saw the dazed look on his face, I couldn’t help but laugh. I wasn’t laughing at his expression—I didn’t find it particularly funny. I was laughing at myself for saying something so out of character, and for realizing my adrenaline was clearly racing from this crazy turn of events—I was having fun.


  From his point of view, I probably seemed like a psychotic bitch, laughing like I did. He muttered something to that effect under his breath. But I ignored him. He was just a stalker—an NPC. He may have saved my life once, but I could overlook that for now.


  I mean, the rest of my life was going to stay on a climactic high!


  We fought, I almost died, we fought again, then I teamed up with my archnemesis and rebelled against the powerful authorities for the sake of my future—once we overcame this hurdle, our friendship could blossom.


  With her in my life, no matter how or when the apocalypse arrived, I would keep riding this high all the way to the end.
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  A General Message


   


  RECORD WRITTEN BY: SEKIMACHI SOUTAROU OLIVER 


   


  THIS WILL LIKELY be the final entry. The final entry written by me, at least. I do not know how much time has passed since I wrote the first page of my first record. In this subspace, times and dates are meaningless. As day and night switch too quickly for comfort, my team rests as frequently as possible, bracing for the coming final confrontation. For our hypothesis regarding the passage of time in this space, consult Rhonda’s records from a few days prior. Based off my knowledge, I’d describe it as a mashup of Interstellar and the end of Season 6 of JoJo. In other words, I have no idea what the hell is going on. Tensions run high when we’re forced to face our mission. In silence, everyone is fumbling, trying to figure out their own way to pass the time. If we forced a conversation, we would quickly run out of things to say and would only relive the festering upset—so you might say the silence is a good thing. At the same time, there is nothing more suffocating than this, so I got the urge to use this long-shut diary as a space to vent and pound out my thoughts on the keyboard. Everything that this diary is supposed to explain—everything we know about “them,” our mission to maintain peace among the human race, and everything else deemed important—ought to be well documented by others. As we inch closer to the final phase, I doubt there is anything more I could add, so I thought I would give my life’s story to break things up a little. If everything we wrote was a proper dissertation, wouldn’t anyone who wasn’t an expert in the field be bored by it? So, let’s start at the beginning—how did I find myself in this fight to protect the future of the Earth? We’ll need to go back to my childhood, or maybe to memories even earlier than that. Very rarely, some human beings will have memories of being in their mother’s womb. In case you think I’m lying, I’m one of them. In the womb, I heard the things my mother said and the songs she sang. I couldn’t comprehend the words, but I have a feeling I was extra sensitive to her emotions. Even in the womb, I was already aware of the existence of “them.” They communicated with me without using words. I have a theory that my experience wasn’t all that unique. Maybe all human beings learn of “them” in the womb, but simply forget “they” exist after they’re born. When I took my first breath and cried the moment I was born, I stopped seeing and hearing “them,” but I never forgot “them.” I’ve spoken to people in my life about “them” before, but everyone just glared at me skeptically and wrote it off as a child’s divine fantasy. Non-malicious brainwashing would be quite an impressive feat, though. By junior high, I’d given up on the idea of “them,” even convincing myself that it was all a fictitious story my imaginative brain came up with. I never imagined I would be reunited with “them” in this way. Just like how a certain scent can often cause someone to recall a lost memory, the moment I first heard “their” voices in my life, I regained the sixth sense I’d lost before. I don’t know how many people in the world have had an experience similar to mine. But if nothing else, the fact that I’m participating in this fight indicates I must feel strongly about some sort of destiny. Incidentally, I’ve been referring to them as “them,” but if we classified the bodies of “them” as living beings and assigned a sex to them, they would be male. According to Adil, the term “body” isn’t exactly correct when it comes to “them.” If you read this diary from the beginning, you ought to find an entry by him that explains this in detail (incidentally, I got frustrated around the third line). To me, they look like rhombuses—they don’t resemble any other living thing. Regardless, referring to beings that can communicate as “things” goes against my nature. That’s why classifying what they inhabit as “bodies” feels right to me. Anyone who happens to be reading this certainly knows that since multiple human beings can’t see “them” at the same time. As long as I’m alive, nobody else can see them as I do, but the little guys that tumble alongside me as I walk have a cuteness about them. According to Adil, they’re “girls” that are fog-like and shapeless—that made me understand why Adil wouldn’t want to refer to them as “bodies.” Once this mission has been accomplished, “they”—who you could call members of our team at this point—will part ways with us. More correctly stated, “they” will simply return to a form that cannot be perceived by human beings, but to me, it will be an eternal farewell. I definitely feel a little melancholic about that. 


  Anyway, back to me. If I were to chronicle all the experiences I’ve had since joining this team, we would be here all day, so if you want to know the details, read about them somewhere else. To give you the gist of it, when I was in college in Vancouver, Rhonda happened to sit next to me one day—yet another bit of destiny in my life story. Somebody should make a movie. Get Suzuki Ryohei to play me and make it real badass. Actually, he and I went to the same university. If I ever meet him, I want to get his autograph for my daughter. I know, I know, this mission is classified. A scriptwriter will never adapt our story. But wouldn’t this craziness make a great movie? Come on, these are the words of a man who’s about to risk his life. Please laugh. I have to account for the minute possibility that Suzuki Ryohei will read this, so I have to introduce my family properly. It’s very important for character-building. I have a wife and one daughter. They’re both big fans of his, especially my daughter. My daughter is in her second year of junior high and she’s in the kyudo club. Like me, she’s got a talent for projectiles, and unlike me, she’s charming and has lots of friends. Meanwhile, she’s smack dab in the throes of puberty and seems to be wanting to distance herself from her parents. She’s been having more spats with her mother lately as well. I’m well-aware it’s the parents’ job to take the appropriate measures to make the relationship work, but it’s more difficult than it sounds. Incidentally, she doesn’t have memories from when she was in her mother’s womb. I guess it’s possible she’s hiding it from us. Adults cannot comprehend a child’s heart. There’s already such a big age gap, for one, but there’s just no way a guy like me could possibly understand my daughter. Consider this background info to help flesh out the cast of characters. Next, I’m going to tell you all the typical, boring stuff. I’ve been living apart from my family for many years now. That’s another tale as old as time—it’s the fate of a man who’s so obsessed with career success and self-actualization that he neglects his family. I was so bad I even forgot what year of school my daughter was in. Even though, from an outsider’s perspective, some strange experiences befell her, she would never trust her father enough to confide in him about it. And as for me, if you’ll indulge this sappy aside, there’s never a day where I don’t wistfully wonder what life might have been like if the three of us were still a happy family. That thought has been constantly running through my head ever since I joined this mission. If I had seen their faces every day, I would not have had the resolve to do this. I would have valued my everyday life way more. I was never the self-sacrificing, responsible type of man who would put his life on the line for world peace. I had only one reason to join this team that was trying to save the world: I wanted to regain the respect of my family, even just a little. Naturally, I haven’t told my family any of this—let me add that as a disclaimer. They know nothing. I arrived at that logical conclusion all by myself. If this mission succeeds, I’ll take pride and self-satisfaction in knowing that I saved the world so my wife and daughter could have a blessed life. Then maybe something would change for the better. I joined this mission out of a self-serving hope for the unclear future I hold dear in my heart. Actually, something happened that felt like an omen to me, something I kept secret. It happened the day before I entered this space. Maybe it was something like a premonition. My wife called—a rare occurrence—asking if I wanted to attend our daughter’s competition that Sunday. What’s more, our daughter said I should be invited at least once. I know, it might have just been a white lie my wife told me to make me feel better. But I didn’t care if it was a lie. That alone was enough impetus to make me want to get out of this alive and go home. Saving the world means saving the two people I love most. And if that also affects many other living beings, then so be it.


  I guess I’ll wrap it up here. Look at me, writing such a sappy final entry just because I’m facing my end. I’m so pathetic… On second thought, don’t let my daughter’s favorite actor play me in the movie.
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  Distorted I Love You


   


  AAAND WE’RE LIVE! Welcome to Konarun’s Prophecy Channel! Bam-ba-bam. Greetings and salutations to everyone. On this channel, I, Konarun, occasionally live stream prophecies of the world’s destruction. Woo-hoo. So…it has been a minute. How has my small community of fans been? I’ve been on hiatus the past few months, but I noticed a sudden surge of activity on Twitter and Insta and found an astonishing nine whole fans that were begging me to come back. X? Oh, I call it Twitter!! I mean, isn’t X like, the dumbest name for a social media platform? Then again, I’m sure I’ll wind up calling it X eventually. Who cares, call it whatever you want.


  Okay, now I doubt there are any noobs here on a Sunday—and a sunny Sunday at that—watching a bottom-tier YouTuber’s stream, but since it’s been a while, I’ll give y’all the spiel. On these streams, I read your comments and share my thoughts—that’s all. So what I’m saying is, this is a super chill space. We’ve only got eleven viewers currently, so it’s not like you’ll dox yourself to a massive audience or anything. So say whatever you like, seriously. Just FYI, I’ve got a bad connection, and the PC I’m using right now is my laptop from college, so it might freeze and chat might lag sometimes.


  All right, so we’ve got a lot of stuff to talk about today, but let’s start with this channel’s motto: Why should I stay sober when the world is ending?! Yeahhh, let’s drink to that! It’s still only 4 p.m., but hey, I’m an unemployed parasite mooching off my parents. The time of day is meaningless to me, so I’m gonna embrace that! By the way, today’s drink is Suntory Kakubin Highball. The 7 percent alcohol one. I’ve got a 9 percent-er in the fridge, but personally, I think 7 percent is the perfect strength to drink. Okay, guys, do we all have a drink? It’s cool if you don’t. Okay, cheers!


  And this’s my snack for today—my grandpa bought these Heart Chiples on the way home from golf. I don’t remember mentioning I like them, so I don’t know why he bought me these specifically, but I never turn down free food. Somebody says, “What’s that?”—huh? You haven’t heard of these? Hey, SomeRandomSpy69, long time no chat. Oh, I think I heard somewhere that they only sell them in the Kanto region. It’s a garlic-flavored chip—I think if you look hard enough, you’ll find copycats on sale all over the country. You know, it’s like how anywhere in Japan, you’ll manage to find some bun filled with some sweet bean paste. Mm! Yeah, I haven’t had these in a while, but they’re fire!


  So! Life update. As you can see, I moved back home, so my living situation is completely different. I spend a lot of my time walking around the neighborhood and visiting all these new places—oh, thanks for coming back to the stream, AKA. Oh yeah, that’s right, ChibaAKATokyo was worried because my last stream cut off in the middle. I had some technical difficulties…just a wee, little snafu… Yeah, just a little one. I guess it was a little one?


  Well, whatever, we’ve got more viewers now, but still only sixteen, and I doubt that a certain someone is watching… This counts as a life update anyway. So, as for why I moved…remember the room I used to stream in? There was this psycho bitch I didn’t know who suddenly broke in. Some of you probably think it’s a figure of speech, but no, she was literally a psychopath. She smashed my camera and computer with a metal pipe. Right, check this out—can you see it okay? What’s the resolution like on an old built-in webcam? Can you see this scar on my forehead? Yeah, that’s from the metal pipe. It’s supposed to fade eventually, but I groan every morning when I see it in the mirror.


  Whoa, chat is blowing up right now! I guess since y’all like watching doomsday content, you like violent stories in general. You freaking sickos! PeachOolong says, “Just a little drama.” No, no, it wasn’t just a little drama. I went to the ER, but I didn’t turn her in to the cops, so it hasn’t gone through the legal system yet. Oh, don’t worry, guys, I hit her back real good. We went to the ER together, then hung out at a diner until the morning—we even went to Tokyo Disney a little while ago. Yup, that’s right. I didn’t move to escape my stalker. After the break-in, he made himself scarce. Let’s just say sometimes people thinking you’re crazy is a good thing.


  I’m not drunk, I swear, I’ve still only had one. I know I’m fucking crazy—nobody thinks that more than me. I’m the bitch who became friends with the psycho who broke into her house. I ate churros with her. It’s like, seek help, levels of insanity.


  So, how did all of this happen? Weeeell…before I tell you, I’ve got to give y’all a very important disclaimer. I’m sure you already know, but I just need to make sure we’re all on the same page here. I feel weird saying this out loud, and really I didn’t think any of this would happen, so I hope we can all lick each other’s wounds. Buuuut…I dunno. My mind is just swimming with “but”s and “what if”s, which proves I’m torn about it—I’m not playing, I swear. Hasta la vista, baby.


  So…like…the world kinda didn’t end?


  I mean, you know, it’s totally supposed to be destroyed by now. Like, what happened?


  I mean, we’re way past the expiration date, yeah? But you know those little guys I told you about? Well, they disappeared a long time ago. After all those months of trying to get them to leave, they finally just up and left. It’s only me in this room. I looked it up on social media, and all the other people who said they saw creatures similar to mine all went radio silent around the same time, or so it seems. So, I guess the reason they all disappeared suddenly was because they didn’t need to warn anyone about the apocalypse anymore. At first, I was like, it’s finally happening! And I sat there, on the edge of my seat, waiting… And yet the world is still here. Seriously, are you freaking kidding me?! I only agreed to go to Tokyo Disney with that psycho because I thought the world was gonna end, but now I’ve got all the time in the world—what the hell, man. If somebody knows what’s going on, please enlighten me.


  “I demand answers”—I know, Kara-chan, that’s totally valid. I was your doomsday prophet, and I told you guys I could see things that no one else could. But I meant it when I said that you shouldn’t put all your faith in me—I’m just as baffled and betrayed as you. So please, just hear me out—huh? What’s this?


  Oh shit…ohhh shit… Now that I’ve started venting, everything I’ve been keeping inside is gonna explode right out! Whoaaa, back it up, beep-beep, easy, tiger! I know trying to talk like a comedian is one of the cringiest things in the world—I’ve lost my goddamn mind. I mean, speaking for myself here, I quit my job, got in debt, and befriended a psycho bitch aaaaall because I thought the world was gonna end! Oops, actually, hold on a sec…


  Yeah…I’m okay, Mom… I’m not psychotic. Yup…I don’t need any meds. Love youuuu.


  Okay, I’m back. Phew… I exorcised my paranoid mom and let this little one who was waiting at the door in. Everyone say hiiii! This is our foster kitty Kinu-chan. She’s two years owwwd. She wuvs me sho much and she shnuggles under da covers in bed wid me. She’s shooo cuuuuute! Good girrrrl.


  Okay, I feel better now. So, seriously, what the hell is going on here? As you can see, the world is still turning. Maybe somebody saved the world from certain death? Like in the Avengers movies or Armageddon?


  Pleeeease, gimme a fucking breeeeak! Make it stooooop! Sorry, I’ll be quieter. What’s going oooon?! I’ll bet the current theory is that they’re only fighting to save their family and friends—don’t play superhero, you looooosers. Death is just the law of nature, duuuuumbasses. You’re not a naturalist—you eat processed food all the time, you blast your AC, you get jacked on flu vaccines—I’m looking at youuuu!


  My earnest feelings clearly haven’t reached the superheroes…so as you can imagine, I’ve been doing a lot of drinking these past few weeks.


  So, hypothetically—hypothetically, okay?—what exactly can we even do? Let’s just assume for now that the world will keep turning indefinitely. I’m just trying to line up a potential backup plan for me, a doomsday streamer, and you guys, who watch a doomsday streamer, just in case we have to keep on living. Ugh, I threw up a little in my mouth saying that. When I thought the world was ending, my insomnia went away, but now it’s back and wreaking havoc on my guts. But I still drink. No, of course I don’t think it’s good for me. All those people butthurt about that meme going around saying saunas are bad for you—I’d love y’all to see me in all my hedonistic glory right now.


  So anyway, where do we go from here? Where do we go from here? If it’s set in stone that the world is not going to end, and we have to suck it up and face tomorrow after living our lives as if the world was going to end, where do we go from here?


  I’m sure some of you watched this channel out of morbid curiosity—you didn’t really think the world was going to end—and that was actually the vibe I was calling for anyway. But just like I told y’all about last time, I believed my own prophecy, and now I have to live with the fallout. Is this how that TV reporter feels right now? I wonder how he’s doing. I heard somebody moved him back to the countryside with his parents, but I’d love to hear how he feels about all this.


  For real though, I spent the past few days feeling like I was gonna puke, deliriously reading a bunch of French literature with words like Destruction and Despair in the titles, and I almost wrote a dissertation on it all. I know I’m just rambling now, but believe me, I did technically—technically—spend the past few days thinking about what I was gonna say to you guys when I asked the big question: Where do we go from here? So hear me out.


  Personally…knowing that I’m going to keep living doesn’t fill me with any hopes or dreams. Sad to say, I can’t think of a single thing I want to do right now. I mean, my five-year plan was to die and do nothing.


  So even though I can’t think of a single thing I want to do, conversely, I can easily think of one thing I don’t want to do. This is all assuming the world doesn’t end, of course. If the world keeps turning, I’m just some crazy chick who believed a false prophecy, quit her job, and proclaimed that the world was going to end. At least that’s how society perceives me.


  If that’s the case…even if that’s the case…


  The one thing I don’t want to do is apologize to anyone for losing my mind.


  I mean, I really believed what I was saying! I was fine with the world ending—the apocalypse gave me a lot of fun memories. Like streaming and splurging! Oh, right, that model ship I built got smashed during the break-in! Ugh, just remembering that fills me with rage! Someday I’m gonna pop that bitch one—I mean it! Maybe I should learn martial arts… Then again, if I catch her off guard, I could pull it off without any training. Oops, I’m not preemptively confessing to a crime! Please, come oooon. I mean, you can see my face and everythiiing.


  Okay, let’s get back on topic. Right. So my strong aversion toward apologizing is partially instinctive, but I’ve also got some logic behind it. I mean, for oooone thing…nobody would think I meant it if I apologized.


  If I was like, “I was insane, lolz, sorry guys, will you forgive me uwu?” it’d be like, fuck you, kiss-ass. Who wants an apology from a bitch who thinks she did no wrong? That’s why I don’t want an apology from that dumbfuck who broke into my house. Oh, I’ll make her pay damages, of course. But she definitely doesn’t think she did anything wrong. Bitch was wearing a cutesy headband and eating churros next to me in Tokyo Disney—of course she doesn’t.


  Right, getting back on topic, you know how some people are like, addicted to apologies? Not giving them, but receiving them. I don’t really get the appeal, personally. Like, y’know people who demand politicians apologize when they do something corrupt? I just wonder why they want somebody who wasn’t sorry at all to apologize. Like, what’s going on in their head? It’s like when celebrities are caught cheating. They’ll apologize profusely, but they don’t really mean it. If all it takes is an apology to satisfy ya, then how’ve y’all been living all them years? There ya go. Just a little splash of pissed-off Kansai dialect for ya. If I offended anybody from Kansai, I’m not sorry. I did nothing wrong.


  Ooh, chat got awfully quiet. We lost two viewers. Either I was too real for them, or they were only here for apocalypse content—or maybe they wanted me to apologize! Or they were from Kansai. Well, whatever their reason, I’m not sparing their feelings either way. Or maybe everyone’s seriously considering how they’re going to live the rest of their lives.


  As for me…I’m taking it one day at a time. Assuming the world keeps turning, of course. Yup. Welp, what do I do now… I started streaming today on a whim, and if the world isn’t ending, I actually don’t have much of anything to say…guess I could just hang out, drink, and tell you guys about meds and the strolls I go on. Aaaactually, this is a cat account from now on. Guess I’ll try to get rich off that. Hey, Kinu-chaaaan, come here. Happy, happy girl—ack! Ow, that hurt, goddamnit! Well, she ran out of the room. I’m not gonna show you the bleeding scratch—that’s too gross.


  Ah, I know what we can talk about. Is there anybody else out there like me who did some crazy shit because they thought the world was going to end? Let’s have a little show-and-tell. No apologizing, and no getting mad—them’s the rules, got it? You know, it’s definitely possible that our collective words could bring the apocalypse back. Whaddya think? I mean, we’ve got nothing to do besides drink. Anybody who’s got any ideas, type ’em in chat. I’m gonna go get a bandage and another drink. Oh, don’t confess to any crimes, ’kay? I don’t want people to think I’m an instigator. If you confess to a crime, I’m narcing on you.


  …Okaaaay, I’m baaaack. Here’s my next drink—Suntory Kakubin Highball, 7 percent alcohol again. I used to buy a bunch of different drink, but now my family buys them in packs, so I wind up with a lot of duplicates. No freedom of choice for NEETs, amirite? Well, I gratefully accept the tribute. Cheeeers!


  Okay, so how many people went HAM because they thought the world was gonna end? Come on, I can’t be the only idiot in the room. Oh, shut up. Ooh, well lookie here, we’ve got a comment from SomeRandomSpy69. Thank you very much.


  “I attacked a teacher and got suspended from school.”


  Yiiiiikes, that sounds like a coming-of-age slasher flick—not that such a genre exists, but if there were a genre like that, they’d use your story as the blueprint. That’s like page one of an epic story. Niiiice.


  Oh, and you say you made a friend who also got suspended. Ooh, awesome, I love it! Now that really is a coming-of-age epic. I became friends with the psycho bitch as a grown-up, but I wish we’d done that in our teens. If you wind up needing to go on living, you should treasure that memory forever. Listen to me, I sound like a grandma! That’s a Kaminari Takumi-kun reference, by the way. 


  “I binged all your videos.” Aww, thanks, SomeRandomSpy69. Aww, that really got me in the feels.


  …Hold up, Spy69, you actually went on a rampage and got suspended? Don’t tell me you…ohhh, right, you mentioned you were a virgin. Did you lose your V-card? Well, if the world doesn’t end, you can hold onto that for as long as you want. Oh, don’t mind me, just talking to myself here.


  It’s so much easier to comment when we’re in the swing of things, huh? Good for you, Spy. Oh, next we have an apocalypse story from Kara-chan. Everyone else can read your comments as they come, but I’m gonna read them out loud anyway, because that’s what streamers do.


  Okay, let’s see… “Maybe I didn’t do any crazy shit, but since I thought the world was going to end, I was honest with myself and my kid, and I adopted a more positive attitude at work.” Ahhh, yes, I think this one’s really relatable. I mean, I did the opposite and quit my job, but I was able to adopt a more positive attitude toward life itself. But if the world keeps turning, I guess I’ll have to look for a job eventually… Lemme chug my highball now. Mmmahhh! Okay, Kara-chan, I hope we can both find jobs we can stay positive at if the world doesn’t end. Just the thought of work makes me want to vomit, so let’s skip to the next comment. Take good care of your kid, okay?


  Dice6…oh, you’re the Uyuni Salt Flats person! I think I’m right. Let me guess, “Now that the world isn’t ending, I have time to travel!” Wait, what? “I fucked my best friend and now I’ve ruined everything”?! Whoa, easy, we’ve got at least one virgin in our audience—let’s keep the comments PG! I don’t know if this best friend of yours is a man or a woman—I don’t know what gender you are either—but you should either just shut up and date or never see them again. The end. Those are your only two choices.


  Okay, next… Yay, you guys are all doing it! No, that’s not the kind of “doing it” I meant—well, except you, Dice6. Oh, don’t worry about it. Somewhere out there, there’s somebody just as stupid as you. I’ll drink to that.


  Eeeeek?!


  Er…are we about to confess to a crime? Please don’t. Do I have to report you? I don’t? Can I take it as a joke? Or as just a hypothetical? Uhhh, PeachOolong says, “I think I ate human flesh.” Holy shit. Ummmm, soooooo, I can’t exactly process what you just said, so if you’re being serious, please consult with the relevant institutions for guidance. Oh, but what do you mean you “think” you ate it? You mean, somebody mixed human flesh into your food without your knowledge or consent? Or you wanted to actually try human flesh if the world was going to end anyway? Er, you don’t have to tell me the truth. Let’s treat this as Schrödinger’s cannibalism. Anyway, it sounds unhealthy, so monitor your vitals, okay?


  Now I’m suddenly scared to read more… I guess everyone has different levels of unhinged they’ll become when the world is going to end. Some of you guys might even be criminals. Let me repeat, guys, please don’t incriminate yourselves, okay? Whoaaa, do_nash says, “I sent a fan letter to a musician I love and I might have gone too far.” Aww, this one’s actually kinda wholesome! We were just talking about cannibalism a minute ago! No, I’m not the cannibal, that’s PeachOolong!


  Wait, do_nash, I didn’t know you came back! Didn’t you not believe in the apocalypse? “I’m an un-reverse-anti, and a reverse-fan”? What language are you speaking? Listen, dude, if you have any sense of shame, don’t waste my time with pointless shit. I don’t know how old you are, but if you’re a grown-ass adult, you may be too far gone. If you’re still a teen and in anti-fandom spaces, stop now before it’s too late. You don’t wanna grow up to be one of those self-righteous vegans or feminists on social media, do you? Oh, by the way, vegetarians often eat eggs and milk, and some people think they’re synonymous with vegans, but they actually aren’t. Okaaay, kids, that was your “don’t be an anti” PSA!


  My returning viewers and my loyal viewers both fall into the same category. For me, at least. Samidare. Whether you believe me or not, whether you’re doing well or not, I have to apologize to you specifically, because of all those superchats you so kindly sent me. I’m sorry, but our wish might not come true. If that happens, you have my deepest condolences.


  So, the thing Samidare did was, “Caused trouble for the one I care about.” From the vague phrasing, I’m assuming there’s much more to the story than you’re letting on—ooh, that’s scary. When you think about it, the phrase, “caused trouble” does have a sense of foreboding to it. Depending on the situation, it might even be scarier than murder. Though, you can also “trouble” somebody by being late and making them wait for you. It really makes your mind race, dreaming up all sorts of scenarios. Oh, you don’t have to explain yourself, Samidare, I’ll just assume you “caused trouble” by not doing your chores or something like that. Please don’t make me turn any of you into the cops for the first time…if you did commit a crime, that is.


  Okay, any other confessions in chat…? Mmm… I guess that’s it. Thank you all for sharing your stories. Oh, right, thanks, AKA. Really, thanks. I said I’d talk about it later and it slipped my mind. Lemme tell you guys how instead of reporting the dumb fuck who attacked me to the police, I took her to Tokyo Disney instead.


  The reason I did it isn’t actually all that interesting. I mean, I retaliated and broke her nose—that’s not a crime! Not a crime, we were just sparring, that’s all it was. It’s like, I didn’t want to spend the rest of the time before the apocalypse rotting in jail or going on trial, so while we were both dripping with blood, we talked it over and agreed to a truce. If the whole world took the dangers of doomsday seriously and communicated with kindness and empathy the way we did, there would be no wars. Anyway, her demand that she brought up during the negotiations was Tokyo Disney. Don’t ask me why, I don’t speak crazy. Since we were running out of time, I agreed to take her there. Bum-bum-buuuum.


  So the next thing I wanted to tell you was why I let her run loose. Well, like I said before, even if I turned her in, she wouldn’t be the least bit remorseful, and if she managed to talk herself out of a sentence, she might feel even more vindictive and come after me for revenge. And the other reason is… “Is it because you’re guilty too?” Hey, PeachOolong, watch what you say! I’m showing my face here!


  Let’s not take anything Hannibal over here has to say too seriously. The other reason—the reason I let my attacker go—hmmm… Okay, it’s just like when I told you all my doomsday prophecy. I was going off vibes, so I’m not sure I can get you guys to understand this, but that psychotic sister-obsessed bitch who couldn’t seem to tell the difference between right and wrong really pissed me off. She smashed my window, she broke my ship, and I’m definitely making her pay for that. As far as I’m concerned, she’s still much better than this damn world—hack, hack! Excuse me, highball went down the wrong pipe…


  Blegh… Yeah, I’m still not entirely sure if the way I’m phrasing it is the best way of expressing my feelings. It’s just, with the world, I didn’t mind if it was destroyed. But with that psycho bitch, I didn’t want her to apologize, I didn’t want her to die—I felt very strongly about that. And here I am, a girl with resting bitch face so lethal they’d never let me in the Happiest Place on Earth. When I watched the parade there, that psycho bitch looked at me and grumbled, “Ooh, isn’t this fun?” I felt like yeeting her stupid headbanded face straight into the crowd. But I never wanted her to die, even if we parted ways and I had no contact with her anymore. Just FYI, I don’t have a girl crush on her—this scar on my forehead still hasn’t gone away. If only it’d left a lightning-shaped scar.


  Yeah, so anyway, for the past few months, I’ve been under the belief that the world ending would be absolutely perfect. Not like I think the world is terrible or that humanity is beyond salvation—I’m not even attempting to make some broad statement like, the world elites are all being controlled by evil aliens. I’m not a conspiracy theorist. And I’m not a real prophet. I wouldn’t know for sure if any of it was true.


  But you know what the world is like? It’s full of people like me, who were bullied as a child, take a job they hate to make money, get harassed a shit-ton at work, destroy their mental and physical health to the point that they start seeing strange things that aren’t really there, quit their job, get a stalker, get drunk, and happily start a channel about the end of the world. That’s the world I know. The only thing that’s cute here are cats and John Connor as a boy.


  She broke into my apartment to make me quit streaming, and now she wants us to go out for drinks. Even having one psycho like that in this world barely fits within my range of what’s acceptable. But that’s what this world is like. Of course this scar on my forehead is supposed to completely heal eventually, and I got her back about as hard as she got me, and I’m sure the shock of the past few months is doing a number on my neurotransmitters, so I’m not gonna be the bigger person and say victims should forgive their assaulters. Whenever I hear people deliver that kind of message or when I see stories with that moral, I puke in my mouth a little—I don’t full on hurl, though.


  Well, if shit starts to get weird, I’ll run, of course. I don’t know if there’s a community for criminals, but she did say she met a murderer once. She says she only committed crimes during a rebellious phase in her teens, but how would I know if she’s telling the truth? Dude, what a conversation to have at the Happiest Place on Earth.


  “Aww, you guys are so in love”—the fuck we are, Some­RandomSpy69. Shut up, virgin, you don’t know shit about love. Oh, just kidding—it was a joke! The power to imagine—or as a certain someone would say, the power to “decipher”—whether some knowledge actually exists or not, not everybody has that, you see. That means that sometimes, the ignorant actually say more important things. If you’re gonna go for it, why not see how far you can go?


  Ughhh, what did I just saaaay… “I really think you must be really old.” Stop it, ChibaAKATokyo, don’t you dare get an imagination. You want me to tell you the name of my Tokyo Disney friend? As if I’d tell you. See, I’ve got this thing called Internet literacy. Time to update how you perceive the value of personal information, you’re a good decade behind. Oooh, we got a donatiooon! Thank you for the five hundred yen, but I’m still not telling you her name. If you think I’ll reveal personal information if you give me enough money, I’ve got a bridge to sell you—anyway, consider that payment for my little life lesson there. Ahhh, it’s a perfect Hasta la vista type of day todaaaay. Ha ha, what’m I saying?


  Like I said earlier, I don’t want to be complicit in a crime, so if any of you guys are crazy—that includes you, AKA—keep your antics within a harmless range. I can put out small fires, but I can’t take care of anything I don’t know about. So just keep your mouths shut and eat whatever meat you want to eat. And if while you do that, you watch my stream, I’m ever grateful to you. Thank you all for being here today. I know now isn’t exactly the time to say this…and I can actually say with confidence it’s not a lie…and since I’m drunk, I’ll just go ahead and spit it out.


  I love you all.


  Jeez, that’s the sort of thing a musician or celebrity says at a concert. Just think of me as a host at some event, offering some warm words of love to a crowd of several thousand faceless people—no pressure that way. It’s a bit more believable hearing it this way than directly to your face, I guess.


  Okay, enough shitting around. You know, really, it’s surprisingly easy for me to speak from the heart…and I truly am worried about us. What’re we all gonna do now? Ughhh, I’m gonna puke. Sorry I said puke so much during this stream. Sorry. What’s puke in the Kansai dialect—gebo? Anyway, back on topic, for real, though, doesn’t this all feel so surreal? Dice6, how did it feel to be so sure that the world was gonna end that you fucked your best friend? How did she feel? …or he feel? Well, it doesn’t matter.


  Seriously, though, anybody else who fucked up royally, as long as you had fun with me, it doesn’t really matter…to a certain degree at least.


  Aha, now I get it. Our relationship is like an extension of this… Well, even though I’m extremely reluctant to admit this, that crazy woman who bragged about every experience being fun if you let it? She and I might be alike… Oh hell no! No, no, I think we actually are alike. My emotions and automatic nervous system were dead the past several months, so this is actually business as usual.


  Going to Tokyo Disney with a psycho bitch, adjusting my schedule so I can go out drinking with her—that’s kindred spirit behavior. Well, she’s the one who has to adjust her schedule, though, since she’s the one with a job. I, however, am but a proud NEET. Don’t you dare order me to get a job, I’ll definitely get a job eventually to pay my way through life, but for now, let me at least savor the lingering possibility of an apocalypse. Because we have this distance between us, I’ll respect your peace too.


  Yes. Whether you’re a boy or a girl—or something else—whether you’re young or old, introverted or extroverted, Japanese or Western or alien, whether your blood is red or blue, I couldn’t care less. Apparently, French aristocrats claimed their blood was literally blue. I don’t even care if you’re right wing or left wing, as long as you can suppress the urge to hurt others. Anyone who hurts children can literally go to Hell as far as I’m concerned, but people who steal or kill out of desperation? If I wasn’t directly harmed, it’s not my place to judge you. I’ll let the legal system and your victims handle you. If I meet you in school or at work, I might hate you, and I might want you to die, but I don’t know that for sure, so I don’t care. What I’m trying to say is, as long as we’re in this movie together, as long as you’re all having fun with me, to a certain degree, whatever you do and however you feel about me, I’ll absolve you of all guilt. Look at me, being the bigger person and forgiving all of you. I’m not sure what this is… Whatever it is, it’s the opposite of wanting the world to end. Uhhh… It’s okay for you to keep on living…I guess?


  Obviously, this means jack shit coming from a bottom-tier YouTuber like me. I’m sure there are plenty of people who wish people like me weren’t around. I mean, I obsessed over and made a joke out of the apocalypse. I was actually kicked out of my condo.


  Some of you probably think you have to fix whatever it is you did. Ohh, except you, SomeRandomSpy69. I think you probably just had a hell of a time. Don’t let it bother you. Let the memory nourish you, exploit those grown-ups however you want, and live strong with your buddies. And when you grow up someday, let the kids exploit you. Ha ha ha.


  Now, what should I do…mm! Yum. Oh, those of you who joined us late, these are Heart Chiples. They only sell these in the Kanto region, apparently. There’re other copycat snacks all over Japan, but these are really good. Ten out of ten. Do recommend.


  Hmmm…so, assuming my life just keeps going on forever, and assuming this world must exist along with society as we know it…well, I don’t feel like offering any spontaneous cooperation in the slightest, for one. Lemme ramble about myself for a bit, stream-of-consciousness-type shit. Got nothing better to do anyway. So, let’s look in the crystal ball and see what’s ahead for me. I’m not going to marry or have kids. I’m going to offer my warm assistance to the apocalypse once it eventually arrives. It would just be too hard raising kids in this hellscape, and I don’t want to leave any kids behind in this mess either. But to the parents who love their children with all their hearts in spite of everything, and to the kids who live their lives to the fullest, I want to offer the biggest props in the world. If you don’t know what props means, it’s basically praise or respect—or actually, I dunno. Take the lessons of movies like Terminator to heart. And it goes without saying that if you like watching some bottom-tier YouTuber stream about the end of the world, don’t you ever accidentally let that slip to another living soul. If you don’t want to scare any new friends or family away, you take that shit to your grave.


  And if you find yourself hoping the world doesn’t end…then just forget about me.


  Ah…you know what…I feel cold all of a sudden. I give up.


  That’s right…this world hasn’t ended just yet. I mean, it’ll probably end someday. Judgment Day will come eventually…but not right away. The way everyone’s fucking up this planet, the way politicians and countries break the rules without giving a single fuck about how anybody feels, of course the world is going to be destroyed…but not yet, apparently.


  “What’s gotten into you?” …Ooh, first time commenting? Or has it been a really long time? Sorry, I totally forget…Harappa15. I’ll check over the archives later. Oh, crap, funny how the line I just said made the light bulb go off.


  So, let’s pretend this is a movie. If at the end of the script, there was the line, “And if you find yourself hoping the world doesn’t eeeend”…well, that’s a slam-dunk moment right there. “Aha, so they avoided the apocalypse, but humanity still faces a moral crisis. They must work together and keep solving their problems, the true battle begins now—that’s the kind of ending the filmmakers were going for”—that’s what you’d get out of it, right? Full immersion into the film is great and all, but I’m very meta when I watch movies. I like to get in the writers’ heads. And the real kicker? That me, a bottom-tier doomsday YouTuber, would be the one to drop such a line—freaking iconic. I don’t feel like I have a strong connection to the main character, but I’m close enough to the action that I can be involved with the story here and there…and I can deliver a line at the end that brushes on the deeper layers of the theme. It’s like, don’t fuck with me. I’m not your side character.


  But…I have this feeling that’s how it really is. I probably just can’t help myself. When I was battling the dumbass who broke in, for a fleeting moment, I mistakenly believed I was the main character of this story…but of course I’m not. I’m not Sarah Connor. I can’t change that. If I get stubborn here, that’ll only escalate a bunch of people having epiphanies, so let’s nip that in the bud before somebody gets hurt. But I don’t wanna be anonymous either.


  Oh, thanks for the surprise blue superchat. Ahhh, yes, that’s right. Almost forgot. I did mention that earlier. Samidare, you remember what I say way better than I do.


  That’s right…time to make good on my promise. My plans for the future aren’t worth much beyond a little conversation to kill the time…but I did tell you guys I love you. If I want you all to believe I didn’t say it lightly or as a joke or as a lie, then I need to make a couple other things I said true too. I must. Okaaaay.


  So, assuming the apocalypse isn’t coming…I guess I’ll have to stare at my life straight in the eye and move on.


  Ha, watch the world end, like, right now.


  If something convenient like that happened right now, I really would be the main character, wouldn’t I? Ha haaah, and all you suckers are side characters! Ha ha ha, that wasn’t a joke, but don’t worry, I was joking. Wherever we are in the world, let’s all stand tall and proud—or short and proud, if it suits you—and live boldly as the side characters we are. I mean, no matter how rich we are, how powerful we are, how successful we are, we’re all gonna die in wars or get hit by a meteor, or just by natural causes. 


  “If only we could all be the Avengers. Then we could just not fight, get wasted, and greet the apocalypse with open arms.” That’s right, AKA… Wise words. See, even people with a crazy side sometimes say rational things. You’re right…my channel is pointless now. I mean, it always was. Obviously. Even Kinu-chan ran away, so I lost my cat-shitposter title before I even got it—I mean, kitty’s got her own life to live. She doesn’t got time to waste letting some human use her for clicks. Let’s all live free and spoiled lives like the wise kitty.


  Phewww… Guess that’s what I’m trying to say.


  Considering all the interactions I’ve had with you guys, just like I started today’s stream on a whim, I’m gonna do something else on a whim right now. From now on, I’ve got to be ready to do things, in case the world doesn’t end, you know? Huh? Ohhh…wow, just now, my…friend…sent me a message on LINE asking to let her know when I’m streaming…which means bitch isn’t watching.


  Let me sit up straight…umph. Everyone, thank you for sticking with me all this time. My stream didn’t last all that long today, and it was watched by only a few people, but today, this will be my final stream.


  I know this announcement is rather sudden, and for that, I deeply apologize. I don’t want to bow my head in shame, so instead, I’ll puff out my chest in pride. I want you all to live your lives freely too. Because the world isn’t ending quite yet…sorry to say. If you want to believe the apocalypse is still nigh, you’re free to do so, but I’m calling it quits. If we feel like it, maybe we can give each other life updates on Twitter—and maybe I’ll call it X by then. I’m such a weakling… Maybe I’m just sad.


  I thought chat would get flooded again like last time, but it’s not. Either that or my computer is just so weak the screen froze. Oop, there we go. “Somebody’s gonna miss you”—hey, don’t be shy, kid. Everyone else, if you’ve got some final words for me, go ahead and leave them in chat.


  As for my last words…oh, just FYI, I’ve never considered suicide, and I hope none of you ever do either. Wouldn’t it be silly if we all made a literal game out of the apocalypse and then died by ourselves? Let’s not die until one of us invents a Doomsday Bomb. You know, the thing they had in Doraemon. If anybody builds one, shoot me a DM. I’ll come back to streaming just for that! And it can’t be a bomb that only destroys part of the planet—that’s only a tool of war. I am absolutely against war and genocide. I don’t want to see any blood, and I don’t want anybody to suffer. I didn’t exactly want to die…I just didn’t mind the idea of the world ending. I like the idea of all of us disappearing in an instant all together.


  And until the day comes when I get to see that with my own eyes… Well, on that day, I’ll pray that we all survive.


  Ahhh…y’know, things felt much more comforting when I believed the world was going to end. But no matter what I say, nothing’s gonna start, and nothing’s gonna end either. On that note, we all probably got some distorted wounds from this, but we’re not going down that easy.


  And with that…may our future be bles—
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