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    Nozome and Nieno were walking through the streets of a crowded city. Nozome was a young girl with silver hair who wore a neon-pink hoodie and an eye patch of the same color. Nieno was a tall man whose wide-brimmed hat and thick scarf hid his head, which was a solid lump of shadow. Neither of them was human, but they passed easily among the people of this town. They were here to hunt for human despair, as they always did.


    Hmm? That girl just now…


    Nieno turned to look at someone who’d walked past him. He’d recognized her face right away—it was a face he knew better than anyone else’s.


    She looks…just like Nozome.


    The girl really was remarkably similar to his partner. Granted, her hair was black, and she gave off a different impression than the silver-haired Nozome. Her outfit was plain and modest, and of course, she wasn’t wearing an eye patch. But apart from those little details, the two were almost identical. The mirror images of each other.
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    Could she be related to Nozome in some way?


    While Nieno stood there staring, the black-haired girl melted back into the crowd, and he lost sight of her.


    “Look, Nieno! There’s an arcade over here!”


    Nozome’s voice pulled him back to the present. Apparently, she hadn’t noticed her doppelgänger pass by just now.


    “C’mon, let’s take a break. We’ll find a fighting game and duke it out!”


    “I’m no good at fighting games… Can’t we find something to play co-op instead?”


    “Aw, come on! I wanna show off my skills and totally annihilate you!”


    “Must you be so cruel…? Ah! Nozome, watch out!”


    His warning came too late. Nozome wasn’t looking where she was going, and her wheeled suitcase slammed into a lamppost on the side of the street. There was a loud crunch, and the next moment, the lid of the case cracked open. Dozens of catalogs with black covers—the things she and Nieno used to gather despair—came flying out, scattering everywhere.


    “Ngaaargh! Now I’ve done it!”


    Nozome flew into a panic and started picking up the books as fast as she could. If anyone saw what was inside them, she’d be in big trouble.


    “How could you lose this many all at once?” said Nieno.


    “Shut up! Just help me!”


    Nieno would have helped even without being told. He began hurriedly picking up the catalogs along with his partner.


    But then something made him stop.


    One of the catalogs was different from the others. For some reason, this one appeared considerably older than the rest.


    “Oh man, even the frame’s broken… Looks like the wheels have gotten twisted, too,” Nozome grumbled.


    “We’ll have to get it repaired.”


    “Hmm… Yeah, but now that we’re here, let’s go to the arcade first! Want to try out a crane game? It’s been a while since we played one of those.”


    “Please, no. Those things are bottomless pits that swallow all our money.”


    “Oh, right. We both got way too into it last time, huh?”


    Nozome smiled awkwardly. She soon brightened up when she remembered how much fun it had been, though.


    “Okay, fine, no crane games. But we can play something else. What do you say, Nieno?”


    “No, thank you. Arcades aren’t my kind of place… Especially if there’s a danger of me getting ‘totally annihilated.’”


    “You can just wait outside somewhere for a while, then. And can you keep an eye on my suitcase while I’m gone?”


    “Of course. Have fun.”


    “Feel free to come join me if you change your mind. Playing co-op might be a nice change of pace.”


    Nozome waved good-bye and ran off toward the arcade. Nieno, meanwhile, walked over to a nearby public square and sat down on some steps.


    When did we get this catalog? I don’t remember us ever using one this old…


    He’d missed his chance to return it to Nozome, and now his curiosity was only getting stronger. There was no use overthinking it—he flicked the book open and began to read.


     


    He didn’t know it yet, but what he found inside wouldn’t be quite what he expected…
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    There were once a husband and wife whose son was a very good boy.


     


    “Mom, Dad, look! My cram-school test results were the best in the whole prefecture again!”


    “Well done, Kousuke! Keep it up, and you’ll be sure to ace the next one, too.”


    “At the rate you’re going, you should have no trouble with your middle school entrance exams. The requirements for the school you’re applying to are pretty high, but…”


    “Don’t worry. I can handle it! I’m going to my room to study some more. Let me know when dinner’s ready!”


    Kousuke dutifully went upstairs, his backpack weighed down with textbooks and study materials from cram school. His parents watched him go with satisfied sighs.


    “He’s such a fine, upstanding boy,” said his father.


    “Absolutely. The perfect child, really,” said his mother.


    “Other kids his age probably waste their time with TV and games and other garbage the minute they get home. That’s why they end up falling behind in their studies. Not our Kousuke.”


    “He’s real honor-student material. Not like those other kids. He has such a bright future ahead of him.”


    The two of them had put a lot of effort into giving their son a proper upbringing. In a sense, his achievements were simply the result of that effort. So long as he kept on the course they’d mapped out for him, Kousuke would grow up to be a respectable young man. He’d go to a good college and get a good job. He’d be the kind of person who had everybody sit up and take notice of him.


    And he’ll do right by the parents who worked so hard to raise him that way.


    On that point, his mother and father were in total agreement.


     


    Eventually, Kousuke entered middle school. He got into his first choice—a prestigious academy that only enrolled students with the very best entrance-exam scores. The husband and wife felt pride welling up in their chests the first time they saw their boy in that school’s uniform.


    But then they hit a bump in the road.


    After starting at his new school, Kousuke’s test scores began to go down, little by little. Naturally, his parents were worried.


    “I don’t understand it,” said his father. “What’s the matter with him? He still studies like he used to—he’s probably worked even harder since he got into that school.”


    “That’s true,” his mother agreed. “But even when he sits down at his desk with his textbooks, it seems like he’s having trouble focusing for very long.”


    “Ah, so it’s his concentration that’s the problem. We’ll have to figure out the cause.”


    They went straight to the source and asked their son why he was finding his studies so much harder than before.


    “…Even I want to take a break sometimes,” Kousuke mumbled awkwardly after a few moments of silence.


    This gave his parents even more to think about. Taking regular breaks was an efficient way to stay focused; that much was true. But what form should those breaks take? They didn’t want their son wasting his time on things like TV, manga, or video games. Modern music, movies, and novels were out, too. They’d only rot his brain and prevent him from reaching his true potential. On the other hand, making him do nothing but study wasn’t doing him any favors, either.


    “We’ll have to find an appropriate way for him to spend his breaks,” said the husband.


    “That’s right. Something appropriate for our Kousuke,” said the wife.


    The couple went into town that weekend in search of an activity that fit the bill.


     


    Anthologies of classical literature, encyclopedias, documentaries about the world of art, classical music… Those would all suit a good boy like Kousuke. His parents had even given him things like that as birthday or Christmas presents before. For some reason, he never seemed to take much interest in them, though.


    His parents needed something cultured and refined, but it also needed to match their son’s interests. Was there anything like that out there?


    The answer came to them while they were walking around the city streets.


    “Illusion Incense… Get your Illusion Incense here… Rare and wondrous, perfect for refreshing the mind between work or study sessions…”


    They stopped in their tracks when they heard that voice. Looking in the direction it had come from, they saw a woman sitting on a chair nearby. Was she trying to drum up business for whatever store she worked for? No, the building she was sitting in front of was empty. It was all closed up—no sign, no customers, no lights on inside.


    “Set them alight and let the fragrant smoke waft you to— Ah, hello there.”


    The lady in the chair turned to face the couple. She looked worn-out and sickly and regarded the two of them with a lopsided smile.


    “Welcome, welcome. Care to take a look at my star product, Illusion Incense? It’s going cheap, for a limited time.”


    The strange woman had placed a small table in front of her chair. A ceramic plate and several colorful incense cones sat on top of it. Each had a different design, but they were all the same size and shape—about an inch tall, wide at the base, and tapering to a point at the top. The couple stepped forward curiously to inspect the cones.


    “These are ‘rare and wondrous’? They look like regular incense to me,” the husband noted.


    “Will using these really refresh your mind? How exactly is that supposed to work?” the wife asked.


    The lady nodded at their questions and slowly got to her feet. She was wearing plain, unremarkable clothes for the most part, but she had something around her neck that swung as she stood up. It was a peculiar-looking pendant in the shape of a birdcage with an angel inside.


    “A picture’s worth a thousand words, as they say,” she told the couple. “Allow me to give you a demonstration.”


    She selected one of the incense cones from the table and held it up for them to see. This one was white on the bottom and blue on the top.


    Next, she placed it on the plate and used a match to light it. A thin plume of smoke rose from the tip of the cone, and the smell of salt water filled the air.


    In the blink of an eye, the couple’s surroundings transformed into a beautiful coastal landscape. They glanced around in wonder, not quite believing what they were seeing.


    White sand, blue ocean. No matter how they looked at it, they were now standing on a beach that stretched out to the horizon on either side of them. This was no grubby little strip of sand like you’d see in the city. This was a real beach. Their view of the water was unlike anything they’d ever seen. They could hear the gentle lapping of the waves on the shore…
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  There was a tiny splash, and the beach disappeared.


  The strange woman had dropped the incense cone into a bucket of water at her feet, extinguishing it. Just like that, the couple were back in the town they knew. For a moment, they were so amazed that they had no idea what to say.


  The lady grinned at them.


  “I told you it was rare and wondrous, didn’t I? With this incense, you can enjoy extraordinary illusions whenever you want, all from the comfort of your own home. They’re more realistic than the most state-of-the-art movies or video games. Each cone lasts for about ten minutes, making them ideal for quick breaks,” she explained. “Our artisans have painstakingly selected the kind of scenery that everyone ought to see at least once in their lives and packed it into these cones. They’re popular with adults, but they also serve as a fine way for children to develop gentle, refined hearts.”


  Her somewhat rambling sales pitch came to an end, and heaving a sigh, she slumped back into her chair.


  The couple looked at each other. Incense that allowed you to enjoy beautiful illusions without leaving the house… This could be just what they were searching for. Like the saleswoman said, viewing scenery like that beach from time to time could only do a child good. And it was different from common, trivial pastimes. Perfect for their Kousuke, a boy who was different from common, trivial children.


  “All right, how about we buy Kousuke a box of these?” the husband suggested to his wife.


  “Yes. Let’s do that.”


  They nodded to each other and purchased their first box of Illusion Incense.


  “Thank you for your purchase…,” the strange lady murmured with a smile.


  And for just a moment, the stone inside her pendant seemed to flicker with light.
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    Instructions for Use


       


    As the name suggests, Illusion Incense offers both pleasant fragrances and alluring illusions. Simply sit back, light the cone, and enjoy the aroma and scenery it conjures up for the next ten minutes.


       


    *Please note: Do not attempt to touch the illusions before the incense has burned out. Doing so may result in disappearance.


  


  Kousuke looked down at the incense set his parents had given him. He’d found the instructions on the back of the box. After reading them, he tilted his head quizzically, still unsure what to think of it.


  This is a weird thing for Mom and Dad to buy me. I guess it’s better than classical literature, though. Or encyclopedias, or documentaries, or classical music.


  Whenever his parents got him gifts like that, he always felt his heart sink a little.


  It’s not that I hate old books or classical music or anything… But it’s all so stiff and stuffy; it just feels like more studying to me.


  There were probably kids out there who genuinely liked those things and could use them as a way to unwind in their spare time. Kousuke wasn’t one of them, and yet his parents insisted on giving him things they considered “appropriate” uses of his time. It had been that way for as long as he could remember, and he was getting sick of it.


  “I might as well try one of these out…”


  He closed his textbook and cleared some space on his desk. When he opened the box of incense, a mixture of different scents tickled his nose. The colorful little cones were pretty enough, but there was nothing to explain which one had what kind of fragrance.


  “I guess I’ll go with this one.”


  Kousuke chose a cone the color of calm, clear water. It was crisscrossed with white wavy lines, like the pattern of light you sometimes saw on the bottom of a swimming pool.


  He took out the tray that had come in the box and put the incense cone on it. Next, he struck a match and carefully held the flame to the tip until it lit up; he then extinguished the match in a glass of water. A small plume of smoke rose up from the cone, and the smell of cool, fresh water began to fill his room…


   


  The next moment, Kousuke was standing in a boat floating on the water.


  “Huh?!”


  He looked around in bewilderment. The boat swayed along with his movement. The swish the water made when it lapped against its side echoed through the quiet air.


  He seemed to be floating down a river inside some kind of cave. The water wasn’t fast or rough in any way. The boat was simply carried on the current, drifting along at a leisurely pace.


  Thanks to gaps in the ceiling here and there, the cave wasn’t very dark. Shafts of sunlight shone down through the holes, creating soft, natural spotlights. In the areas lit up by the sun, Kousuke could see all the way to the bottom of the river. He could make out the sand and rocks, along with fish, crabs, and other creatures moving around. It was all crisscrossed with beams of light, just like the pattern on the incense cone.


  “The water’s so clear…”


  That was all Kousuke could think to say, nothing more. But he was far from underwhelmed. He’d never imagined water could look this clear or clean as part of such a large river, so far away from any man-made waterways. The whole idea of it was strange and fascinating to him.


  Just then, he heard splashing somewhere a short distance away. He looked up and saw someone on the rocks a ways downstream. It was a young girl, about the same age as Kousuke, with long hair. She was playing in the water, reaching down to scoop it up in her hands and splashing around. The sunbeams reflected off the surface of the river, casting the crisscross pattern over everything: the cave walls, the rock face above them, even the girl’s skin and hair.


  The water looks cold… I bet it feels really refreshing.


  As he watched the girl playing around, Kousuke felt the urge to do the same thing. He reached down and scooped up a handful of water…and that’s when the cave, the river, and the boat all disappeared without a trace.


   


  Suddenly, he was back in his room.


  Remembering the incense, Kousuke looked at his desk. The cone had kept its shape even as it burned to ash, though it wasn’t all gone yet. There was still a solid layer of light-blue incense on the bottom, and the smoke continued to fill the air with its refreshing aroma.


  “The illusion’s gone, even though it’s not burned out yet… Must be because I tried to touch the water.”


  The instructions had warned him not to touch anything. He’d read that warning right before he started. But everything had looked and felt so real, he’d started to believe he was really in that place and forgotten all about it.


  “It’s such a waste to lose it when I still had time left. This stuff is pretty amazing, though.”


  It really would be a good way to unwind during his breaks. With these things motivating him, he’d be able to study harder than ever before.


  Kousuke cleared some space on the top of his desk and took out his textbooks. Already looking forward to his next Illusion Incense session, he started studying with renewed vigor.


   


  From then on, whenever Kousuke was tired and finding it hard to concentrate, he’d take a quick incense break.


  Each of the colorful cones produced a different illusion, depending on the design. A pure-white cone summoned a snow field dotted with snowmen and arctic foxes. A dark-blue cone with lighter flecks showed him a mountain observation platform with a perfect view of the night sky. The smoke from a pale-pink cone turned into a tunnel formed from row after row of cherry trees in full bloom. Then there was a black incense cone with orange, yellow, blue, and green polka dots—that one created a nighttime town covered in Christmas lights.


  From the safety of his own room, Kousuke saw all these illusions and many more during the brief breaks in his schedule. Before long, the incense had become an essential part of his routine. His parents would go into town and buy more whenever he ran out. Thanks to their help, his study sessions became more efficient, and his grades began to improve.
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  Soon enough, it was time for Kousuke’s high school entrance exams. His first-choice school was even more prestigious than the one he currently attended—only a handful of the very best students had any hope of getting in. As the days went by, he studied morning and night in the hopes of becoming one of those lucky few.


  “Phew, I’m pretty tired… I should probably take a ten-minute break soon. I think I’ll try out that incense this time…”


  Kousuke was up late studying that night. He heaved a sigh and cleared some space on his desk, just like always. And just like always, he took out his box of Illusion Incense, selected one, and put it on the tray. This one had a pink-and-white spiral pattern and a faintly sweet aroma. He held a match to the tip of the cone until it lit up…


   


  The next moment, Kousuke was standing in the middle of a bustling amusement park. He’d never been to one in real life; he’d only seen glimpses of them in photographs and illustrations.


  “I didn’t know amusement parks were so big… And there’s music playing…”


  A giant toy box, with a giant music box inside it. That was the best way he could think of to describe this place. The rides all around him looked like toys, nothing more. He knew what they were called, of course—the carousel, the teacups, the Ferris wheel. They were silly things that just spun around in the same place, not doing anything useful. So why did his heart start beating faster when he looked at them now, with their bright colors and shiny decorations?


  “Oh! It’s that girl again.”


  Kousuke caught sight of somebody walking in the crowd. It was a girl whose face he knew very well. Whenever he used the Illusion Incense to visit a new place, she was always there somewhere. In the first one he’d used, she’d been in the cave, splashing around in the cold, clear water. She’d appeared in the snowscape, too. And the observation platform, and the cherry blossom tunnel, and the nighttime town. She’d been in all of them.


  The first time Kousuke saw her, she’d looked about twelve—the same age as him. But as time had passed, she’d grown up with him, and now she looked closer to fifteen. Her long hair was in braids today.




  

    [image: ]

  



  A gust of wind blew, wafting a sweet scent toward Kousuke. It was coming from a nearby ice-cream stall. The girl with the braids stopped there and ordered a strawberry-and-vanilla soft-serve cone. She took out her wallet to pay for it…and a coin fell out of her purse, hitting the ground with a soft ka-ching. She didn’t stop to pick it up; she must not have noticed that she’d dropped it. Kousuke watched her take her ice cream and walk away from the stall.


  “Uh, e-excuse me…!” he called after her.


  She didn’t reply. He’d tried talking to her before, so he already knew there was no point. This girl who lived in the world of these illusions couldn’t see him or hear his voice. It was kind of like how characters in a movie were totally unaware of the people watching them in the real world. Kousuke understood that, in theory, but sometimes he just couldn’t help himself.


  Without really thinking about it, he reached down to pick up the coin so he could go and hand it back to the girl…


   


  …but the moment his fingers touched the coin, the lively amusement park disappeared.
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  Kousuke passed his entrance exams with flying colors and got into his first-choice high school.


  Days, months, and years passed by. Soon enough, it was time for his college entrance exams. The school he applied to this time was quite possibly the most prestigious university in the country. He dedicated more time to studying than ever; he was even sleeping less than usual. But his efforts were paying off. Judging by his practice exam scores, he was practically guaranteed to pass.


  “Well done, Kousuke. I’m so glad we put all that hard work into raising you right.”


  “In a little while, we’ll be able to tell our friends that our son is an XX University man.”


  His parents were so happy, they were talking like he’d passed already. And of course, Kousuke wouldn’t dream of disappointing them. His sole purpose in life was to please his mother and father and fulfill the plans they’d laid out for him. Outside of that, he had no idea what he wanted to achieve or how he wanted to live. All he could do was buckle down and keep studying…studying…studying…


  The exam was only one day away.


   


  That night, Kousuke put in one final cram session. He wanted to cover everything he possibly could so he’d have no regrets when all was said and done. He glanced at his clock and, heaving a large sigh, closed the textbook he’d been reading.


  “I should probably go to bed soon, or I won’t get enough sleep for tomorrow. But first…”


  He could spare ten minutes before bed, couldn’t he? Ten minutes to visit the illusory world he always enjoyed so much. That would make him even more relaxed, and after a good night’s sleep, he’d be able to take the exam tomorrow in tip-top condition.


  Having convinced himself, he opened up his box of incense and took out one of the cones.


  Tonight’s incense was mostly dark purple, lined with pale spots of a lighter color. What would this smell like? A quick sniff gave him hints of both sweet and earthy fragrances, and something that reminded him of summer nights. With a confused tilt of his head, Kousuke set the cone on the tray and lit it.


   


  A moment later, he was transported to another place.


  The sound of drums and flutes echoed through the air. It was nighttime, but crowds of people milled around, chatting and laughing. Lots of them were dressed in yukata and kimonos. On either side of them, different stalls were lined up. Yakisoba, water yo-yos, cotton candy, candy apples, masks, barbecue skewers…


  Kousuke looked up to see not one moon, but several floating in a row in the hazy darkness. No…not moons, but paper lanterns that cast a similar pale light. Sweet, earthy, and warm smells mingled together, washing over him from where he stood in the middle of it all. He took a long, deep breath, savoring the sensation.


  “It’s a summer festival, isn’t it? This…this is what a festival smells like,” he muttered absentmindedly.


  Then Kousuke once again caught sight of the girl. She walked past him among a crowd of people, wearing a pale-purple yukata. In this illusion, her long hair was gathered into a bun on the top of her head. The bun had a hairpin in it, with a glass bead on the end that glinted in the gentle glow of the festival lanterns.


  She was all grown up. Her face hadn’t changed so much that Kousuke couldn’t recognize her as the girl he’d seen in the river that first time. But she’d matured since then. She was older now, just like he was. He found himself staring at her, squinting so he wouldn’t be dazzled by the lights.


  How long had he felt this way? How long had he yearned to actually meet this girl and talk to her? She had no idea Kousuke existed, but he’d been using the Illusion Incense for six years now and seen her every time he did. She’d been there to share in the few precious moments of fun he was allowed when he wasn’t studying. Somewhere along the line, she’d become an important part of his life. In a way, she was the person he’d spent the most time with over the past six years.


  But in the end, she was a part of these illusions, and Kousuke wasn’t. They literally lived in different worlds. There was no way the two of them would ever meet. He could only watch her from afar, and that was it. He couldn’t do anything to change that.


  …Or could he?


  Was that really how it had to be?


  What if…? What if…?!


  Kousuke started moving through the crowd toward the girl, being careful not to bump into any of the people on the way.


  Maybe if I touch you now, you’ll just disappear along with the rest of the illusion. That’s how it was with the river water and the coin at the amusement park… But what if it’s different this time?!


  What was it the instructions that came with the incense had said?


  Do not attempt to touch the illusions before the incense has burned out. Doing so may result in disappearance.


  Not will result—may result. So maybe it only happened sometimes. Maybe, if you were lucky, touching the illusions wouldn’t make them disappear.


  Please…


  Kousuke was right behind the girl now. All he had to do was reach out…


  Don’t go!


  He closed his eyes and timidly grabbed her hand.


  It felt warm.


  The feeling of her hand in his didn’t disappear. Kousuke slowly opened his eyes again. He was still at the summer festival; the scenery around him hadn’t changed at all. And right there in front of him, the girl had turned to face him.


  “…Ah!”


  Kousuke’s eyes met hers, and he squeezed her hand a little tighter.


  “I…I wanted to meet you. All this time…I wanted to meet you so badly!” he managed to say, his voice cracking.


  The girl squeezed his hand back in response. Kousuke’s heart began beating faster, and his eyes went wide.


  She smiled at him and spoke to him for the first time.


  “Looks like you’re going to live in this world with me now.”
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  The cone of Illusion Incense finally burned out. Kousuke’s room still carried the faint scent of the summer festival, but Kousuke was no longer there.


  The husband and wife’s wonderful, studious, hardworking son… He was nothing but an illusion now. One that had vanished in a puff of smoke.


   


  Do not attempt to touch the illusions before the incense has burned out. Doing so may result in disappearance.
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    There was somebody Kana desperately wanted to get in touch with. She didn’t know who that person was or where they lived. All she knew was that the letters they’d sent her had helped her through some hard times.


     


    SUREFIRE STAMPS


    She stopped short when she saw that sign. It was pinned to a little table on the side of the street, on which sat several sheets of postage stamps. The woman sitting behind the table looked weary and rough, like she hadn’t slept in a long time. She was dressed in loose, simple loungewear and had some kind of pendant around her neck. There was a post office right behind her…but the dilapidated old building was clearly no longer open.


    The woman looked up and gave Kana a vacant smile. “Oh, hello. Are you interested in these, young lady?”


    “Huh? I, uh…”


    “They’re very special stamps, you see. You probably read the sign already, but they’re called Surefire Stamps.”


    “Right…”


    “That name’s not just for show. They’re a surefire way to get a letter to someone. They’ll work even if you’ve never met the person you’re sending it to. Even if you don’t know their name or address.”


    “What?!”


    Up until that point, Kana had barely been listening to the strange woman’s half-hearted sales pitch. But a way to send a letter to someone even if you didn’t know their name or address? That was something she couldn’t ignore.


    The woman picked up a sheet of stamps and waved them at Kana, beckoning her closer.


    “Doesn’t that sound rather wonderful to you?”


    “I guess… If it’s true, that is,” said Kana.


    “Ah, are you feeling troubled because you want to write to someone but don’t know enough about them?”


    Kana nodded, a serious look on her face. “Yeah, that’s right. It’s not just that I don’t know where they live now. I don’t even know who this person is, really. Whoever they are, though, I’ve wanted to get a message to them for years now… To thank them for what they did for me.”


    “Oh my! Isn’t that a coincidence?” the woman cried, springing up from her chair. “Why, these stamps were made for you! It sounds like there’s quite the story here, too. If it’s all right with you, perhaps you could share it with me?”


    She sat down on the ground next to her chair.


    “I wouldn’t want to keep you standing while you talk. Come, sit, sit,” she urged Kana.


    “Well… Okay. Thank you.”


    The woman patted the empty chair invitingly, and Kana sat down, feeling a little bit guilty.


    “Go ahead and tell me everything. Why do you want to send this letter? And who is this person you know so little about, but who means so much to you?”


    “W-well… It’s like this…”


    Kana realized she’d started gripping her skirt to steady her nerves. It was a long story, and she didn’t want to get too emotional while she was telling it.
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    The truth is, I don’t want to send this letter because of a good memory… More of a bad one, really.


    It all started five years ago, when I was in third grade. Back then, writing letters to your friends suddenly became really popular in my class. I was in on it, too, and sent letters to the kids I got along with. None of us ever wrote anything special in them. It wasn’t what was in the letters that caused the problem—it was what they were written on.


    Our envelopes and letter paper had little cartoon characters on them. Everyone was either using bunny stationery or frog stationery. I wrote the letters to my friends on frog stationery, but I didn’t have any deep reason for picking that one. The frog paper was a kind of yellow-green color, and the bunny paper was pink. I liked the green a little better; that’s all there was to it… To me, anyway.


    It turned out, I’d missed something. My friends were part of the “Bunny Group.” I never really noticed until someone pointed it out to me. Basically, all of them preferred the bunny stationery over the frog. So when they sent letters, they were only ever written on bunny-themed paper. It was an unspoken rule that everyone seemed to understand, except me. There were also kids who preferred the frog stationery, and they only sent letters between members of that group. That’s where my troubles really began.


    I sent a letter to someone from the Bunny Group on frog stationery. Because of that, the other kids started spreading rumors about me: I was actually part of the Frog Group, I was just using up my spare paper on them, stuff like that. Before I knew it, the rest of the class had shut me out.


    …It doesn’t make a lot of sense, does it? Even now, I still don’t really get it. Why would something like that make them want to stop being friends with me? But apparently, it mattered a lot to them. It was like some kind of law they’d all decided to follow. The whole thing was so ridiculous.


    I did try to patch things up with the other kids. I told them those rumors about me using leftover paper weren’t true, that it was all a misunderstanding. I felt sure my old friends in the Bunny Group would understand, even if the others didn’t.


    But it didn’t work out that way. They’d already gotten so used to talking behind my back and shutting me out that it was no good trying to get through to them anymore.


    A few days earlier, we’d been talking and playing like nothing was wrong. We went from that to them ignoring me or laughing in my face when I tried talking to them. I could try to explain that it was a misunderstanding, I could say I wanted us to be friends again, but it was no good if they wouldn’t listen to me. It was like I’d started speaking a completely different language.


    This should have just been a problem between me and my friends, but then everyone else in the class jumped on the trend, too. No one would talk to me anymore.


    Those were some really rough times… It was scary. I didn’t understand why it was happening to me. I started thinking, People scare me. I’ll never trust anyone again. I don’t need friends anymore.


     


    But there was one person who showed me I was wrong.


     


    That’s right—the same person I want to contact now. I don’t know who they were, but they started writing me letters encouraging me to keep going. When I was all alone and at my lowest, those letters helped me get through it.


    I’m on your side.


    That’s how the first one began. I got it in September of that year. There was no sender name, and it wasn’t signed, either. This letter wasn’t written on frog or bunny stationery. Instead, it had a little cat on it. That kind had never been very popular in my class, but honestly, it was the one I liked best.


    At first, I wasn’t sure whether I could believe it was real. Like, maybe this was some new form of harassment my classmates had thought up. Once they saw me acting happy, they’d tell me they wrote it and be all “Ha! Who’d be on your side, idiot?” just to really rub salt in the wound.


    But somehow, the things that were written in those letters were so kind and warm, I couldn’t help feeling that they were somebody’s true, sincere thoughts. So I decided to believe that this mystery sender really was concerned about me. That their letters were genuinely meant to cheer me up and give me the courage I needed.


    …Hee-hee. Sorry, but I’m not going to tell you any more about what the letters actually said. Somebody carefully thought up those words to make me feel better. They’re for me and no one else. I think of them like…a precious treasure.


    I guess I told you the first sentence of the first letter, but that’s all you’re going to get. Everything else, I’ll keep to myself. That’s just how important those words are to me. And each letter was crammed full of them.


    Whoops, we’ve gotten kind of off track, huh? Where was I…?


    Thanks to those letters, I managed to carry on without breaking down completely. For the next seven months, my mystery pen pal sent me a new letter every month.


    Then the new school year began, and they stopped all of a sudden… In the end, I never found out who sent them.


     


    Of course, I tried to figure out who it might have been. There were some little clues I could use to narrow things down. For example…this person clearly knew what was going on between me and the other kids, so they must have been someone close to me. Or someone who heard about it from someone close to me. It had to be somebody with some connection to the school, anyway. Maybe it was one of my classmates who wanted to reach out to me in secret? Or an old friend from a different class who wanted to help when they found out I was being isolated? Maybe even one of the teachers?


    There was other stuff, too. The letters were always delivered to my house, but the envelopes didn’t have any stamps or postmarks on them. That meant they’d been put into our mailbox by hand, not sent through the post office. Maybe whoever it was didn’t want to risk getting found out by leaving them for me at school. In that case, the sender must be someone who knew where I lived. Although if it was someone at my school, there were all kinds of ways they could have found that out. Thinking about it like that, it’s probably not much of a clue after all.


    Also, there was the stationery with the cat character that I liked. The cat on the paper and envelopes was winking! That design wasn’t sold in any of the stores in my neighborhood. It was one of my favorite characters, so I’d have noticed if it was. I thought that might be a clue about who sent the letters, if I could only find out where they sold that design. But no matter where I looked, I couldn’t find any stores with winking-cat letter sets. I think it must have been from a different part of the country or something.


    Did that mean the sender was a transfer student from someplace far away? Or someone who’d gone on a long journey recently?


    I kept coming up with theories like that. There are probably a whole bunch of other explanations I didn’t think of, too.


    Oh, there was one other thing that seemed weird to me. You know how stationery sets come with a sticker to seal the envelope shut? Well, these envelopes had stickers on them, but they hadn’t been put over the flap on the back. They were on the front instead, right next to my name.


    The envelopes were sealed shut with glue like normal, but no sticker.


    That’s always bothered me. I can’t help wondering if the position of the sticker had some kind of hidden meaning, like the sender was trying to tell me something with it. Just one more theory to add to the pile. But for all my ideas and theories, I never managed to find out the truth. I still have no idea who those letters were from.
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  In a way, though…I’m kind of glad it worked out like that.


   


  Once the new school year arrived, I had a new class and made new friends. The letters stopped coming, but I wasn’t alone anymore. I stopped thinking that I couldn’t trust people or that I didn’t need anyone and found people I could open up to again. And it was all thanks to those letters—thanks to the fact that I didn’t know who sent them.


  That probably sounds strange, doesn’t it? But there was a chance the sender was one of my new classmates, and that made me more comfortable talking to them. I’d think, Ooh, what if this girl is the one who sent me those letters? Or maybe it was that boy over there…


  That made the new people in my life that much more precious to me. And the kids from my old class, the ones who had been excluding me before? I couldn’t bring myself to hate them anymore.


  Just like that, all my relationships had gotten back on track.


   


  Well, that’s my story. Whoever it was that wrote to me back then, I owe them big-time. If it hadn’t been for those letters, my life would have gone in a completely different direction, and I don’t think it would’ve been a very good one. I’d probably have started hating everything and given in to despair. That’s why I’m so grateful to this person for sending them to me. It’s why I want to get in touch with them so badly, so I can let them know how I feel.


  And…if it’s possible, I’d like to meet them, too. No matter who they are or what kind of person they might be, I want to know more about them. I want to know who could possibly have come up with those warm, supportive, heartfelt words that got through to me when I needed them most.


  So…I guess there’s just one thing left for me to do now. I’ll buy some of your Surefire Stamps.


  I’m not saying I believe they really can help me send a letter to someone without knowing their name or address. But I’ll buy them anyway. I’ll think of them as a kind of lucky charm.


  …Huh?


  Oh…it’s nothing. For a moment…it looked like that stone on your pendant was glowing. That’s all.
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  And so Kana bought a sheet of Surefire Stamps. It came with a total of ten stamps, each of them with an arrow symbol printed on them.


  “I just stick one of these on a letter and send it in the mail like normal, huh? No need for any address or zip code, and I don’t need to write the person’s real name, either. It’ll still work even if I use a nickname or a general description of them?” Kana mumbled to herself as she read through the instructions, nodding.


  Despite claiming that she didn’t really believe in these things, she’d actually been pretty serious. If she stuck to “normal” methods, she’d probably go the rest of her life without finding out who the mystery letter writer was. At this point, anything was worth a try, even sketchy items like these that promised magical results.


  “I should probably test one out first to see if it really works.”


  She decided to start by sending a letter to somebody she already knew.


  “Should I send it to a friend…? No, it’d be weird if I suddenly wrote a letter when we usually just message each other or talk in person. If it does work, I’ll have a hard time explaining why I did it.”


  After a little more thought, she settled on her grandma—she lived far away enough that sending a letter wouldn’t seem strange.


  Kana went to her local stationery store to buy the paper and envelopes she’d need. As she inspected the different letter sets lined up on the shelves, her gaze briefly passed over the designs featuring the cat character from before…


  Thinking about Grandma’s tastes, though, she’d probably prefer something less flashy than this.


  In the end, Kana picked some paper and envelopes with a gentian flower design, drawn in an art style that made it look like a traditional paper collage.


  Back at home, she sat down at her desk and started to write. She did her best to keep her penmanship nice and neat so her grandma wouldn’t have any trouble reading it. And of course, she made sure to put her heart into what she was writing. Just because this was a test, that didn’t mean it didn’t matter. Writing a letter was about putting your true feelings into a form other people could understand; it was important.


  “Okay, that’s done. Now for the envelope…”


  Kana didn’t write an address or zip code. Instead of her grandmother’s full name, she simply wrote Grandma on the front. She also wrote her own name and address on the back of the envelope and attached a Surefire Stamp to it. Her heart was racing as she dropped it into the mailbox.


   


  Several days later, a letter arrived for Kana—a reply from her grandma.


  “Whoa! It found its way to her with nothing but Grandma on it?”


  It was amazing. The stamp had worked. Who would have thought something like this could actually happen in real life?


  Still feeling a little stunned, Kana opened the letter and began reading it. It sounded like her grandma had been really happy to hear from her.


  “She could have just called, but she took the time to write back instead… That’s so nice.”


  If all you wanted was to get in touch with somebody, phone calls, texts, and messaging apps were a lot easier and more convenient. Even so, there was something special about receiving a letter, and it was something Kana always appreciated.


  “…Huh?”


  Her eyes stopped moving across the page and rested on one particular sentence. Something about it didn’t quite make sense.


  Were you in town to visit one of your friends?


  Kana tilted her head in confusion. What did her grandma mean by that?


  “It’s probably nothing to worry about. Anyway, one thing’s for sure…”


  The lady who sold her the Surefire Stamps hadn’t been lying. The stamps really did possess some kind of mysterious power.


  “Now that I have these…I can finally send a reply to those old letters!”
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  Kana took another trip to the stationery store to buy a new letter set. This time, she chose the one with the cat character, to match the stationery the original letters had come on. Of course, it had been five years since then, so the design wasn’t exactly the same.


  Those letters made this character even more important to me than before. I hope this person picks up on that.


  She set to work writing, putting her heart and soul into each and every word. All the feelings she’d carried with her these past five years, she channeled into her letter. Words of gratitude spilled across the page, explaining how much those letters had saved her.


  After a moment’s hesitation, she added another sentence.


  I’d like to meet up with you in person. I want to know more about you, no matter who you are.


  Writing this will probably put them in a difficult position. But still…


  If she didn’t get that feeling out in the open, she’d only regret it later.


  After a long, long time, she finally finished her letter. Now for the envelope.


  She addressed it to “The Person Who Sent Me Letters Five Years Ago.” So long as she used a Surefire Stamp, even that description would be enough for the letter to get wherever it needed to go.


  Kana stuck one of the arrow stamps to the back of the envelope and dropped it into the mailbox with one last silent prayer.


   


  The next day, Kana was surprised to find that her letter had been dropped back into her mailbox. She stared at it, not quite sure what to think. After all that, it hadn’t been delivered, but sent back to her? How? Why?


  “This is the one I sent yesterday, isn’t it? The envelope and the writing on the front all look the same… Oh, apart from this.”


  There seemed to be just one difference. The Surefire Stamp she’d stuck to it was gone now, as if it had never even been there.


  “What’s that all about? Does it mean the stamp’s power has been used up?”


  A Surefire Stamp had failed to find the person it was meant for. How could something like that happen? Kana strained to think of an answer, but she still had no idea what was going on or why.


  “Hmm… In any case, I’ll use another stamp and send it again. This might just be some kind of mistake.”


  Now that she had a chance to contact her mystery pen pal, she wasn’t going to give up so soon. She attached a fresh Surefire Stamp to the envelope and went out to put it in the mail again.


   


  That evening, Kana was home alone. Her parents weren’t going to be back until late, so she had the living room and the TV all to herself after dinner.


  She was watching a half-hour-long horror film. In it, the heroine acquired a magic ring that could grant any wish. She used it to wish that her lover—who’d gone missing in the mountains several weeks before—would come home. The ring granted that wish, and her lover returned. But she’d never specified that she wanted him back alive.


  It turned out he’d already passed away, lost and stranded in the mountains. But the power of the ring summoned him back all the same. Late one night, the heroine heard the doorbell ring and her lover’s voice calling her name. But when she opened the door, she found the rotting corpse of the man she had once loved standing there. The story ended with her scream echoing through the night.


  “I feel like I’ve heard a version of this story somewhere before… It’s still pretty spooky, though,” Kana said.


  She let out a breath and turned off the TV. Now that it was no longer playing, the living room felt awfully quiet.


  Amid that almost oppressive silence, she thought back over the events of the last few days. In particular, the letter with the Surefire Stamp that had been returned to her.


  Those stamps are supposed to have the power to deliver a letter to anyone you want. But it got sent back to me somehow. Why would that happen?


  After she’d watched that movie, an explanation had started to form in her mind. It wasn’t something she liked to think about, but…what if the person who sent her those letters five years ago…what if they were someplace where her letter couldn’t reach them?


   


  What if they didn’t even exist in this world anymore?


   


  It would all add up. But that would mean…


  Please, no… I finally found a way to get in touch with them. I don’t want it to end like this.


  Kana’s shoulders slumped. She clasped her hands together, squeezing them tight.
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  Surefire Stamps… If you really can do everything you say you can, then do this for me. Deliver my letter to that person, even if they’re not in this world anymore. Even…even if you have to send it into the afterlife!


  She wished and wished with all her heart.


   


  Bing-bong!


   


  All of a sudden, the doorbell rang, and Kana practically jumped out of her skin.


  Who could that be at this hour? It couldn’t be her parents—they would have just unlocked the door and come straight in.


  Don’t tell me…


  She gulped and turned toward the front door. The final scene from the horror film drifted into her mind. At the same time, she remembered one of the things she’d written in her letter.


  I’d like to meet up with you in person. I want to know more about you, no matter who you are.


  Those had been her exact words. She’d meant them, too. At the time, she’d naturally assumed the person she was writing to was still alive. Now, though, she wasn’t so sure. And if that person was dead, had the letter actually gotten through this time and reached them in the afterlife?


  Then…did they read my letter and come to see me?


  Kana was standing in front of the door now. Her heart was pounding in her chest.


  I did say “no matter who you are,” didn’t I?


  She took a deep breath and stared at the door. Even if this person was no longer of this world, even if they were about to appear in some gruesome and terrifying form…


  That doesn’t matter. I still want to meet them!


  She took another step toward the door.


  The next moment:


   


  “Miss Kana! Are you home?”


   


  She heard a familiar voice coming from the other side of the door. It sounded like the woman who’d sold her the Surefire Stamps.


  Huh…? Huh?!


  More confused than ever now, Kana opened the door. Sure enough, standing there was the strange lady from before.


  “I—I, uh…,” Kana stammered.


  “Good evening. I’m sorry to disturb you so late. I just dropped by to give you this.”


  The lady took out an envelope and handed it to Kana. It was the same letter that had already come back to her once—the one she’d recently sent again with a fresh stamp.


  “Normally, I’d leave the delivery of these letters to the power of the Surefire Stamps. But I thought that it would be better if I handed this one to you directly,” the lady said.


  “Wh-why? What are you talking about?”


  “It seems you’ve misunderstood something. You thought this letter couldn’t be delivered to its intended recipient before, and that’s why it was returned to you, yes? But you see, it was delivered to the right person—the fact that the Surefire Stamp on the envelope disappeared is proof of that.”


  Those words whirled around in Kana’s head. Where was all this going…?


  For a while, Kana just stood there, too stunned to speak. But the lady seemed to pick up on the question she wanted to ask. She chuckled, and the pendant around her neck lit up.


  “The truth is, Kana…this letter is actually addressed to you.”
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  Kana didn’t get a wink of sleep that night; she just lay in bed thinking back on everything. She recalled the first letter she’d sent using the Surefire Stamps, and the strange question in her grandmother’s reply.


  Were you in town to visit one of your friends?


  That comment was starting to make a lot more sense. The envelope didn’t have a postmark on it, and it wasn’t even addressed properly. And the Surefire Stamps disappeared when they reached the person they were intended for. It would have been gone without a trace by the time Kana’s grandma read the letter.


  Now that she thought about it… Yes, the letters she received five years ago had been like that, too. That was why she thought they’d been delivered by hand and not sent through the postal service. Her grandma must have assumed the same thing.


  Kana had used three out of her ten Surefire Stamps. Seven remained. Five years ago, she’d received seven letters. That was no coincidence; she could see that now.


   


  The next day, Kana made her way back to the stationery store, her footsteps shaky and listless. There, on the shelves, was a new version of the cat-character stationery. In this one, the cat was winking. She bought a pack and returned home.


  After sitting down at the desk in her room, she unlocked the drawer and took out the seven letters she’d been treasuring for the past five years.


  The envelopes, the paper, the stickers on the front—they were all identical to the ones she’d just bought.


  She took out a new sheet of paper and placed the first letter—the one she’d received in September five years ago—next to it.


  I’m on your side.


  Starting with that first sentence, she began to copy the contents of the letter. She even changed her handwriting slightly to match how it appeared in the original. Every single word looked exactly the same.


  So this is what really happened.


  All this time, Kana had believed those words had been carefully chosen especially for her. That somewhere out there, somebody had put their heart and soul into writing these letters.


  But that wasn’t true. That somebody never existed. Not in this world or the next, neither the past nor the future.


  The letters had been written by someone who’d mechanically copied every word, linking the past and present in a way that normally wouldn’t be possible.


  “Hmm, I wonder…”


  A new thought occurred to Kana, and she picked up the old envelope. Why was the cat sticker on the front, next to her name, instead of over the flap on the back?


  She stuck her nail under the sticker and slowly peeled it away, being careful not to tear it.


  “Huh. So that’s why.”


  The sticker had been hiding part of the name on the front of the envelope. Without it covering that part up, she could see who it had really been addressed to all this time:


  To Kana from September Five Years Ago
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    Outside, in the street, fire engine and ambulance sirens blared. The moment he heard them, Shuuma jumped up out of bed. Where was the fire? Where was it?! He was pretty sure the sirens came from that direction…


    “Oh, that must be it!”


    He spotted the site right away. Even in the dead of night, and even from this distance, the bright-red flames were unmistakable.


    “Wow, it’s really burning up! I gotta get pictures!”


    Shuuma immediately grabbed his phone and took some photos of the faraway fire. If only he could get some from up close before it burned out! And maybe some videos, too! He wasn’t really planning to do anything with the footage once he got it, though.


    It just feels cool to have pictures and videos of exciting moments like this on my phone. Maybe I’ll show these off to the kids in class tomorrow and make them jealous… Actually, maybe not.


    Thinking about that had brought up an unpleasant memory from a while back. There’d been a car crash nearby while Shuuma was walking home from school. Naturally, he’d run off to try to find it and take a look. He got there before anything had been cleared away; it was just the raw destruction left behind in the wake of the horrible accident.


    He’d pushed his way to the front of the crowd so he could watch the ambulance slowly pulling up and the EMTs loading the victims into it. He’d taken a bunch of pictures and videos, too.


    That part had been all right. The trouble didn’t start until the next day.


    Shuuma’s school had received an anonymous complaint. Some blabbermouth had called and said “One of your students was in the crowd of people stopping and staring at that terrible accident yesterday,” or something to that effect. A school-wide assembly had been called, and everyone had to stand there while the teachers gave them a long, boring lecture about why what Shuuma had done was wrong.


    “If crowds form and block the streets, they can get in the way of the ambulance and make it harder for them to help the people who are hurt.”


    “Try to think about how the people in the accident feel with everyone gawking at them and taking pictures.”


    Seriously, who cared about any of that? When something exciting happened, it was only natural for people to get curious and want to see it for themselves. That’s right—the crowds of onlookers that appeared in the aftermath of violent incidents were a natural phenomenon. There was no use complaining about it. You might as well complain about weeds growing in empty lots.


    That was how Shuuma saw it, anyway. He’d ignored what the teachers were saying, instead letting it wash over him until the assembly was over.


    He should have been more careful. That was his one regret.


    Fortunately, the blabbermouth hadn’t specified who the student in the crowd was, so Shuuma hadn’t been named and shamed. But running off to look at an accident on the way home from school, still in his school uniform? That was asking for trouble.


    I’ll be okay tonight, though. I’m in my regular clothes this time… Well, pajamas, technically. But it’s dark; no one’s going to notice. I bet no one will even see me.


    Shuuma ran through the streets, the night air cold against his skin. He’d feel warmer once he was closer to the fire.


    Maybe I won’t show the pictures to anybody I know. If they tell anyone, I’ll only get into more trouble. It’d be a waste to keep them to myself, though. It’s probably best if I upload them someplace online, where no one’ll know it was me.


    Thinking about all that had kept him occupied, but he was almost at the site of the fire now. He stopped short and clicked his tongue in frustration.


    The burning building was right in front of him…except for the railway line and the houses that ran along its side. They completely blocked his view of the fire. He couldn’t see anything from here!


    Darn it… I’ll have to go past the crossing and come at it from the next street over.


    Several people had already gathered on the other side. They stood there looking up at the flames that could be glimpsed between the rooftops, dyeing the night sky red, plumes of black smoke rising ever higher. Those people were already taking pictures. Shuuma would never get any decent footage this far from the scene.


    Panicking a little, he ran back and forth, looking for an underpass or a level crossing or some other way to get across. But no matter where he went, he couldn’t seem to find a road that led where he wanted to go. A metal fence ran along the side of the railway to stop people wandering onto the tracks, and it seemed to stretch on forever.


    Urgh, I’ve gotta hurry! If I don’t get over there soon, the firefighters will show up and put it out!


    Shuuma glared at the rusty old fence bitterly. He was seriously considering hopping the fence and running across the tracks. But the moment that reckless plan came into his head, something happened to keep him from putting it into action.


    “Tickets, get your tickets here… We have some seats with lovely views of a fire here in this neighborhood.”


    Still breathing heavily after running around so much, Shuuma stopped and turned in the direction the voice had come from. There on the street, a few feet away, was a woman. She was sitting on a chair next to a telephone booth—the old boxy type you didn’t see much these days. In her hand, she held some long, thin strips of paper, which she was waving around.


    “Onlooker Tickets, just three hundred yen for a pack of three…”


    She spoke in a tired, worn-out voice, and gave Shuuma a dopey grin. He took a cautious step closer, frowning in confusion.


    “Tickets? I don’t get it—tickets for what? Did you just say you had seats to watch the fire from?” he asked.


    This wasn’t a fireworks show or a baseball game they were talking about. You couldn’t sell tickets to a fire…could you? The strange lady seemed pretty sure of herself, though.


    “That’s right,” she said. “If you want to watch the fire, this is the way to do it. Simply tear off one these Onlooker Tickets and stick it to a door—any old door will do. Then, when you open it, it will lead to your very own observation room. It’s a special space where you can safely view any kind of violent accident or disaster your heart desires.”


    “…What? Ha-ha-ha… No way.”


    Shuuma laughed stiffly. That sales pitch was even more ridiculous than he’d been expecting.


    He’d been right the first time. You really couldn’t sell tickets to an event like this.


    Even for a scam, it’s totally unrealistic. Who’d believe a dumb made-up story like that?


    This crazy lady was just wasting his time. Time he couldn’t afford to waste. What kind of scam artist went around in loungewear in the middle of the night anyway? Then again, Shuuma was out here in his pajamas, so he wasn’t in any position to judge.


    Suddenly feeling self-conscious, he pulled his coat tighter around himself. Running around the streets was one thing, but talking to people dressed like this was kind of embarrassing.


    I might as well be carrying a sign that says “I ran out of the house to go see the fire.” Maybe that’s why this lady thought I’d fall for her scam.


    Blushing now, he turned away from her. A moment later, he heard the sound of chair legs scraping against the ground behind him.


    “Don’t you believe me, young sir? I don’t do this for everyone, but perhaps I can give you a demonstration,” the lady said to him.


    “…”


    Shuuma couldn’t resist turning around again. The ticket seller had gotten up from her chair and was smirking at him, her eyes narrowed. She tore off one of the tickets from the stack she was holding.


    “You can use any door so long as it leads to an enclosed space. For instance… Ah yes, even this telephone booth should do the trick.”


    Continuing with her explanation, she stuck the ticket onto the phone booth door, then raised her voice as if placing an order.


    “Take me to a room where I can observe the fire closest to us right now.”


    She reached for the door and gently pulled it open. Shuuma still thought the whole thing was ridiculous but found himself drawn toward the door nonetheless. He peeked inside…


    “Huh…?!”


    In front of him was a huge wall of flames, blazing away right on the other side of the window.


    Wait… A window?


    It was true: Instead of the inside of the phone booth, the door now opened to a room with a large window on one wall. There wasn’t much in the space, but it was pretty big. It didn’t seem to be part of a house or apartment, but more like a random room from an office building. Maybe it was in an abandoned building somewhere.


    The only furniture in the room was an armchair right in the middle of the otherwise empty space. It was facing toward the window. The flames looked close enough to melt the glass.


    “This is really…a room right next to that fire across the tracks?” Shuuma said.


    “That’s correct,” the ticket seller replied. “Ah-ah-ah, not so fast.”


  



  

    [image: ]

  



  Shuuma had reached a trembling hand toward the phone booth door, but the lady gently pulled him away.


  “If you want to enjoy this custom-made observation room, you have to buy the tickets first.”


  “I-I’ll buy them, I’ll buy them! Let’s see… You said they were three hundred yen, right?”


  Fortunately, he’d left his wallet in his coat pocket earlier in the day, so he had it on him now. He fished around for some coins and paid the three hundred yen required. The lady took his money, held out the two remaining tickets, and offered him one last piece of advice:


  “The door you use can lead to a different kind of room, depending on what you request when you stick the ticket on. If you’re smart about it, you can customize the place exactly to your liking. You should try it out with these other tickets… Be very careful when you’re placing your order, though. When you use the last one, make sure to—”


  “Okay, okay, I got it!”


  Shuuma was in no mood for lengthy explanations. He snatched the tickets out of the lady’s hand.


  When he did, something on her chest seemed to light up. It was a pendant of an angel shut inside a cage. He only saw it for a moment, but the creepy design left an impression on him…


  Who cared about that, though? He shrugged the whole thing off and hurried toward the phone booth door.


  “Thank you for your purch—”


  Shuuma didn’t even stop to let the lady finish speaking. He dashed through the door and slammed it behind him.


   


  “W-wow, I’m so close…!”


  Shuuma sat down in the observation room’s armchair and let out a squeal of excitement. Seeing these pillars of flame up close really made them feel more impactful. This room was probably on the second or third floor. It was maybe half a floor higher than the burning building, putting it at the perfect angle to take in the fire in all its glory.


  “Looking down on the world feels pretty good. From up here, I can even see the other people who are watching it.”


  This was so much better than having to stand in that crowd and look up at the fire from ground level.


  “I’m the only one who gets to enjoy this view… It makes me feel kind of special!”


  Humming happily to himself, Shuuma took out his phone and began to take pictures and record videos.


  He watched the building wreathed in flames gradually fall apart; he watched the firefighters arrive and get to work; he watched the onlookers from all around getting drawn to the scene. He enjoyed every minute until the fire was finally put out.


   


  Now that he was done, there was no reason to stick around here. He stepped out of the door and found himself in an dusty old building that looked like no one had used it for a long time.


  “So when you leave, you end up outside a regular room, huh? I guess the phone booth door is only for going in.”


  Shuuma found the stairs, went down to the exit, and slipped away. Across the street were the charred remains of the building he’d been watching burn.


  He turned around to look at the place he’d just left. It was more or less what he’d expected—an old building, probably for different businesses, that wasn’t in use anymore.


  Had there always been a building like that around here? There might have been. Or maybe the power of the Onlooker Tickets had somehow created it so he’d have the perfect place to watch the fire from.


  Considering what else these tickets can do, it might not be so strange for them to be able to do that as well.


  If that was the case, there was no limit on where the tickets could take you. Depending on what you asked them for, they could create a room anywhere, even places that didn’t normally have any buildings. That sounded like it could be useful.


  Once he was past the burned-out lot, Shuuma smirked to himself and whispered, “I got myself a real bargain here.”
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  After that first night, Shuuma went to the old telephone booth to visit the observation room several times. But he soon got bored of looking down at the ashes of the building across the street.


  A fire’s really only fun to watch while it’s still burning. Once it goes out, all the excitement disappears with it.


  There was no point coming back to this room anymore, so he peeled the ticket off the door outside to see what would happen. From then on, the door behaved completely normally, leading to the inside of the phone booth. Just to make sure, Shuuma tried sticking the ticket back on, but it didn’t work a second time. That would have been asking a little too much.


  The used ticket was just a worthless piece of paper now. He balled it up and planned out his next move.


  Okay, what should I do with my next ticket? The first time, that lady asked for “a room where I can observe the fire closest to us right now,” right?


  She’d used that one up without giving him any choice in the matter. It was no use griping about that now, but he was determined to do better this time. He’d have to think hard before placing his order with the second ticket.


  If I just ask for a room I can watch a fire or an accident from, it’s pretty much a one-and-done deal. These rooms are special; I want to be able to use them more than once.


  It would be such a waste otherwise. And he only had two tickets left now. When he used the next one, he’d have to be more specific with his order and create a room he could use for a lot longer.


  Come to think of it, where am I going to stick it? If I turn a door I use all the time into an observation room, that could get me into trouble…


  Should he just use the phone booth again? Hardly anyone ever used those things anymore. But with a door outside his own home, there was a risk someone else might remove the ticket before he was done with it.


  On the other hand, the inside of his house wasn’t completely safe, either. He’d have to pick a door that his family wouldn’t go barging into and discover the observation room by accident.


  After thinking about it some more, Shuuma finally decided to use the old wardrobe in his bedroom.


  “It’s not the door to a room, but that lady said any kind of enclosed space would work. It’s big enough that I can climb inside, so it should be okay, right?”


  He took all the clothes out and put them away in his drawers. Once they were out of the way, he tore the second Onlooker Ticket off its stub, stuck it onto the door, and smoothed it down.


  “That first room was okay, but the chair was really all it had going for it. This time, I want to end up with something even better.”


  The ticket seller had said it was possible to customize the observation rooms “exactly to your liking.” At the time, Shuuma had assumed she meant you could specify what kind of accident you wanted to watch, but was that all there was to it? What if you could do more with these tickets? What if you could create a place that gave you a more premium experience, just by ordering it?


  “I’ve come this far. There’s no harm in trying.”


  Shuuma wrote down everything that he wanted from this new room on a piece of paper. When he was done, he stood in front of the wardrobe door and took a deep breath. Then, holding his notes up in front of him, he began to read them out:


  “‘Take me to a room with an en suite bathroom, plenty of tasty food and drinks, all the basic household furniture and appliances I need to live comfortably, and a high-powered telescope so I can look down on violent accidents and incidents people wouldn’t normally get to see whenever I want!’”


  …Wow, that turned out way longer than I thought it would.


  He did think he’d written down a lot, but it didn’t really hit home until he had to say it all out loud. He’d been convinced he was going to run out of breath right in the middle. It was a miracle he’d gotten through such a long sentence without stumbling over his words. But he didn’t want to waste this opportunity or have any regrets. If that meant cramming some extra items into his order, then so be it.


  Now, how had it turned out? Could the ticket handle a request like this?


  Was I asking for too much?


  Feeling a little uneasy, Shuuma reached for the handles on the wardrobe doors. He slowly drew them open to see what was waiting for him on the other side…


  “Whoa! This is amazing!”


  Excitement welled up inside him, and he broke into a huge smile.


  The room was everything Shuuma had imagined, right down to the smallest detail. It was nothing like the bare, basic room the first ticket had given him. This was more like a hotel suite or a luxury apartment, complete with panoramic views of the surrounding area. He stepped into his new observation room, closing the wardrobe doors behind him.


  Feeling the carpeted floors beneath his feet, he took a tour around the room. It had a living space with a sofa, bed, table, and chairs. To the side of that, there was a kitchen area with a refrigerator, microwave, and other appliances. There was also another door besides the one he’d come through. This one opened onto a well-fitted bathroom complete with toilet and bath.


  “Yeah, this is more like it! If you’re gonna have your own observation room, this is the way to go! I could really relax in a place like this. I bet I could spend hours here if I wanted to… Heck, I could even spend the whole night!”


  Now it was time to check out the main event—the view. What kind of chaos and carnage would Shuuma be able to see from here?


  “Feels like I’m pretty high up. This room must be in a high-rise building… Or at the top of a tower, maybe?”


  He walked up to one of the large windows and looked out on the world below. When he saw the scenery spread out in front of him… Well, he was pretty sure he wasn’t in Japan anymore.


  This must have been a city in some other country—one that had taken a lot of damage. The buildings were in ruins, and fires were breaking out in several places. To one side of the window stood a magnificent high-powered telescope, just like Shuuma had asked for in his order. He looked through it and began to examine the town more closely.


  “Ooh, I can see really far, and it’s all so clear, too. Hmm? What’s that there…?”


  At first glance, it had looked like this ruined city was abandoned. But with the help of the telescope, people could be seen moving from building to building as well. They were dressed in military uniforms and carrying guns.


  “Are those soldiers? Is there a war going on here?”


  Shuuma vaguely knew there were countries at war somewhere in the world. He might have heard about it in a social studies class, or on the news, or in a documentary. Either way, he hadn’t been all that interested, so he hadn’t paid much attention to the details.


  “…This is so cool. It’s a real war, not one in a game or a movie or anything. Regular people could go their whole lives without getting to watch something like this up close.”


  He tightened his grip on the telescope and gulped. War was a bad thing, of course. It wasn’t something he’d want to happen where he lived.


  But if I can watch it without worrying about getting involved, that’s different.


  Outside this observation room, a war was raging. A real one. But so far as Shuuma was concerned, it was just a really exciting form of entertainment.


  The weight of life? The value of peace? Common decency? He didn’t care about any of that. It wasn’t like he’d started this war; he wasn’t walking around pointing guns at anybody. He was simply watching something that was already happening, not causing any trouble for anyone.


  No one’s going to punish me for enjoying this. If they think they can, just let them try!


  The moment that thought crossed Shuuma’s mind, he suddenly heard people yelling outside the room. The shouts were accompanied by a furious banging on the door.


  Knock-knock-knock!


  “Whuh… Huh?!”


  He strained his ears to try to make out exactly what the voices were yelling, but they were speaking some kind of foreign language. It wasn’t hard to figure out the gist of their comments based the tone of their voices, though. “Is there somebody in there?!” “What do you think you’re doing here?!” They were probably saying stuff like that.


  Uh-oh… Have the soldiers climbed all the way up here already?! What do I do now?
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  Whoever the people outside were, they probably had guns. That thought alone made the color drain from Shuuma’s face. He began to tremble with fear.


  As much as they were hammering on the door, they hadn’t been able to force it open yet. But who knew how long that would last?


  Am I…gonna be okay in here? People can’t break into this room from the outside, can they? That weird lady said the observation rooms let you watch accidents and disasters safely, didn’t she?


  That was when Shuuma heard gunshots.


  He shrank into himself. He didn’t know for certain if this room was completely safe. What was going to happen to him if those soldiers outside did break in through the door or one of the windows? What would they think when they found a strange boy hiding inside? Shuuma couldn’t imagine they’d just let him go.


  No way, no way, no way! This is too scary! I could seriously get shot here!


  Frightened and confused, he charged headfirst into the bathroom. But from there, there was nowhere else to run. The only way out of the observation room was through the same door he’d come in. Was he going to have to hide in the bathtub or behind the toilet and hope for the best?


  “…Wait, I know!”


  Just in time, Shuuma thought of something—the ticket! He still had one Onlooker Ticket left, right there in his pocket!


  I’m saved…! I can use this to get out of here and go somewhere else.


  He yanked it out of his pocket, along with a piece of paper. It was the note he’d made to keep track of his order when he first created this room.


  This was perfect, actually. Now that he was down to his last ticket, he might as well make the most of it. He’d order a room just like this one, but with one extra detail. It would be like a leveled-up version of what he had here—the ultimate observation room!


  “Here goes…”


  Shuuma stuck the ticket to the bathroom door. He took a deep breath, held the note up in front of him, and began to talk, fast.


  “‘Take me to a room with an en suite bathroom, plenty of tasty food and drinks, all the basic household furniture and appliances I need to live comfortably, and a high-powered telescope so I can look down on violent accidents and incidents people wouldn’t normally get to see whenever I want…and make it somewhere completely safe, where no one will ever find me!’”


  He opened the bathroom door and stepped through, closing it firmly behind him.
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  The observation room created by the final ticket really was perfect. It had everything Shuuma asked for: a living space with a sofa, bed, table, and chairs; a kitchen area with a refrigerator, microwave, and other appliances; a big window with a truly breathtaking view. There was a high-tech telescope capable of not only giving a clear view of faraway places, but also somehow seeing through solid obstacles. He’d be able to use this to watch as many accidents, crimes, and wars as he wanted.


  And he was definitely in a place where no one would barge in and find him. He had somewhere to sleep, his own bathroom, and plenty of food. This really was the ultimate observation room, one with everything he could possibly want.


   


  There was just one thing missing.


  Shuuma no longer had any way of getting back to Earth, which was now impossibly far off in the distance through his window.
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    Ayaka wanted a pet. She wanted a cute little critter to feed and take care of and play with. She’d wanted one for as long as she could remember.


    Unfortunately, the building where her family lived didn’t allow pets, so she wasn’t likely to get her own animal companion anytime soon. She’d tried feeding stray cats around the neighborhood and making friends with them, but it hadn’t gone well. The cats had started using a neighbor’s flower bed as a bathroom, which got Ayaka in a lot of trouble, both with that neighbor and her parents.


    “That was a real disaster,” she said. “I even had to go around and clean up all the cat poop myself… At least that was enough to get me off the hook, though.”


    The neighbor in question had also helped to get the strays sent to an animal shelter. Overall, it was a happy ending, but it still stung that those cute kitties were now so far beyond Ayaka’s reach.


    “Urgh… Even if I can’t have a pet of my own, isn’t there some kind of animal I can make friends with? One I can feed and play with without people getting mad at me?”


    Perhaps it was only natural that she’d long so passionately for something she could never have. But then, as she was plodding along the street dejectedly, something suddenly caught her eye.


     


    CREATURE FEED—¥100


     


    It was a handwritten sign outside a pet shop. Or more accurately, a former pet shop. It had actually closed down quite a while ago. The signboard above the door hadn’t been removed yet, but the shutter was down, with a notice stuck to it that read AS OF XX/YY, THIS STORE IS NOW CLOSED.


    In spite of that, a table and chair had been set up outside the abandoned building. The table had several paper bags on top of it. A woman sat in the chair, slumped over the table, using her arms for a pillow. Her gaze met Ayaka’s, and she slowly, groggily raised her head.


    “Hello there… Can I interest you in some pet food?”


    “Uh, what kind of food is it?”


    Naturally, that was the first thing Ayaka asked. All the tattered old paper sign said was CREATURE FEED, which didn’t tell her much.


    The lady simply slumped down again, resting her head in her hands, and smiled.


    “Food for creatures, of course. Just like the name says,” she replied. “Each bag contains four smaller bags of randomly selected feed. Not even I know what kind of food is in which bag.”


    “Huh?”


    Ayaka was visibly confused. What a weird thing to sell… Or rather, what a weird way of selling it.


    “Who would buy that? I mean, if you have a cat, you buy cat food; if you have a bird, you buy birdseed,” she said. “Why risk getting a bag that has food for a pet you don’t have?”


    “No, no, young miss. You misunderstand.”


    The lady sat up again and leaned back in her chair. The movement made the pendant around her neck sway. It looked like some kind of birdcage, but instead of a bird, it had an angel inside. It was a little too macabre for Ayaka’s tastes, but the lady herself probably liked it.


    The rest of her clothes were incredibly plain, like she’d stepped outside in her loungewear without really caring how she looked. That pendant must be special to her if she went to the trouble of putting it on.


    Of course, none of that was any of Ayaka’s business. She returned her attention to the matter at hand and let the lady continue her explanation.


    “None of these bags contain regular cat or bird food. Nor do any of them have food for dogs or rats or cows or tigers or rabbits or snakes or horses or monkeys or boars or… Well, let’s just say it’s not food for ordinary animals. You see, Creature Feed isn’t for feeding pets you already own. It’s to attract creatures dwelling nearby toward you.”


    “What? But feeding wild animals is irresponsible!” Ayaka said louder than she’d meant to.


    She herself had been feeding stray cats not so long ago, but that was beside the point. All the trouble she’d gotten into for doing that had taught her the error of her ways.


    “It’s outrageous for an adult to suggest that a kid should do something like that! And to make money by selling the food to do it, too… You’re running a highly immoral business here!”


    She pointed an accusing finger at the shady merchant.


    The lady’s eyes widened in surprise, and she sat bolt upright. After a beat, she slumped down onto the table again, letting out a long, exaggerated sigh.


    “…I’m being serious!” Ayaka insisted.


    “I know, I know… My apologies.”


    Her shoulders trembled, but when she raised her face to look at Ayaka, she was still smiling. It wasn’t creepy like before, though. It looked gentler, but somehow a little sad, too.


    For a moment, a flash of light seemed to move across the strange woman’s pendant. There was something odd—maybe even otherworldly—about it. It wasn’t so much that the stone the angel was holding had caught the light, but more like the stone itself had started shining…
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  “I can see you’re a very responsible young lady, especially when it comes to the treatment of animals. That’s just the kind of attitude people should have toward other living things. But imagine this, if you will…”


  The lady had now returned to her old crooked smile.


  “Imagine you see a darling little creature eating the food you put out for it. You slowly approach it and extend your hand… You pet the creature, and it doesn’t run away. In fact, it looks up at you beseechingly, as if asking for more. Perhaps it rubs against your legs, or cries out in a sweet little voice, or clings onto you tight. You and the creature become friends and play together… Doesn’t that sound like fun?”


  “W-well… Yeah, but still…”


  “It’s all right. You can use this food without having to worry about a thing. The creatures it attracts won’t cause any trouble, nor will feeding them cause any damage to the local ecosystem. I guarantee it.”


  “R-really…?”


  Ayaka could feel her resolve starting to give way.


  Something she could feed and play with without causing anyone any trouble to anyone… Did animals like that really exist? Maybe they did, and she just didn’t know about them. Perhaps this Creature Feed was a selection of food exclusively for those kinds of animals, whatever they were.


  “If that’s really true…then I guess I could buy some…”


  “Why, thank you. Before you take it, though, I need to go over a little precaution first.”


  “P-precaution?”


  “No need to worry; it’s nothing complicated. There’s something you must bear in mind when you use this Creature Feed. Just one thing, that’s all—never use up all the food in the bag.”


  “Huh?” Ayaka didn’t understand. “Uh… What do you mean?”


  “Whichever bag you’re taking food from, always make sure you have some left over. Don’t empty out the bag completely. Even a tiny crumb will do, so long as there’s still something inside. See? It’s not such a hard rule to follow, is it?”


  “…I guess not.”


  That sounded easy enough. She just didn’t understand the logic behind it.


  What a strange rule. I wonder why I need to do that…


  Still feeling a little confused, Ayaka handed a hundred yen to the lady and received a set of four bags of Creature Feed in return.


  “Thank you for your purchase.”


  The birdcage pendant lit up again, and the lady’s expression suddenly changed. Her whole face contorted in pain.


  “Wh-what’s wrong?” Ayaka asked. “Are you okay?”


  “Oh…I’m fine, dear. It’s nothing, really.”


  The strange woman waved her away with a weary smile.
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  That night in her room, Ayaka opened up the bag of Creature Feed. Inside were four smaller bags, each tied shut at the top like a drawstring purse. They looked identical, although when she touched them and could feel the size and shape of the food inside, it was obvious they were all different.


  “Which one should I open first?”


  After some thought, Ayaka selected a bag that made a swishing sound when she shook it, like rice or sand shifting around. She opened it and found herself looking at tiny colorful crystals of some kind.


  “I feel like I’ve seen these used as toppings on desserts before…”


  Honestly, they looked pretty appetizing. What did they taste like? Just a little wouldn’t do her any harm, would it?


  Ayaka picked up one of the little grains and popped it into her mouth. It didn’t really taste like anything, though.


  “What even is this stuff?” she wondered aloud, putting a spoonful of the feed onto a small tray. “Now, where am I supposed to put it? That lady said it would attract creatures ‘dwelling nearby,’ but nearby where?”


  The bag didn’t have any additional instructions on it, either. She’d just have to trust her instincts.


  “Hmm… All right, let’s try here!”


  For the moment, Ayaka decided to put the tray down in a corner of her room. Even if it was indoors, that would still count as “nearby,” wouldn’t it?


  “I can’t go wandering around outside this late. And I want to try this stuff out as soon as I can.”


  That was part of why she chose that spot, but not all of it. When she’d been looking around her room with the tray, it had just felt right to put it there, somehow. Ayaka still had her doubts about what kinds of “creatures” would come looking for food inside her apartment, though.


  “It’s not going to attract cockroaches or something, is it?”


  That would be less than ideal, but she’d have to risk it. She placed the tray by the bottom of her bookshelf and went to bed for the night.


   


  The next morning, Ayaka woke up to strange noises coming from the corner of her room.


  Fwee, fwee, fwee…!


  It sounded like tiny flutes. But there was also something about it that almost made it sound like…voices?


  “Hmm…? What is that…?”


  Ayaka got up, rubbing the sleep from her eyes, and hoisted herself out of bed. She flipped the light switch at her bedside and groggily looked in the direction of the sound.


  “…Huh?”


  Her eyes flew open in shock. Some kind of creatures were gathered around the tray, snacking on the food she’d left out. Just like that, Ayaka was wide awake.


  What on earth had come to visit her?


  Her heart beating fast, she drew closer to the plate. The things around it all dashed away and hid behind the bookcase when they noticed her. After a little while, though, they cautiously peeped their heads out again.


  The creatures the food had attracted…were tiny gnomes, each one about half the height of her pinkie finger.


  Wh-what? Whaaat?!


  Ayaka was so surprised she couldn’t even make a sound. But it was true—the things emerging from behind the bookcase really were tiny people with pointed hats and colorful outfits. They had a roughly humanoid shape, but their build and features were rounder and softer, like cartoony mascot characters.


  I can’t believe these were in our house this whole time… I had no idea they even existed!


  Fwee, fwee, fwee! The gnomes made their little flutelike noises again—maybe they were saying something?—and returned to the tray of food. They munched their way through the spoonful Ayaka had left out in no time flat. But they still hung around the tray afterward. Something told her they hadn’t had enough yet.


  Ayaka scooped up another spoonful of the colorful grains in the feed bag. This time, she didn’t tip it into the tray, but into the palm of her hand.


  She rested her open hand on the floor in front of the gnomes. They all came rushing over and began to pick up the grains, eating right out of her palm.


  “Wow… So cute!”


  They gobbled up the second spoonful just as quickly as the first.


  The gnomes gently squeezed her fingers, looking up at her imploringly. They whistled in their strange high voices, begging for more.


  “Oh my gosh, you guys are so cuuute!”


  It took everything Ayaka had to keep her voice down so she wouldn’t startle the little creatures.


  “Okay, okay, I’ll get you some more. Wait just a minute.”


  Smiling from ear to ear, she spooned another heap of food onto her hand. Once again, the gnomes gobbled it all up happily. After that, they finally seemed satisfied and returned to the gap between the wall and the bookcase.


   


  From then on, the gnomes started coming to visit Ayaka every night. She’d give them some food from the bag whenever she saw them, and they always ate it up like it was the tastiest thing in the world. Even with them eating every night, the amount of food left in the bag didn’t seem to go down very much. And the more Ayaka fed them, the more the gnomes seemed to like her.


   


  She stuck a label on the first bag and wrote GNOME FEED on it.
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  Some time later, Ayaka decided to open a second bag of Creature Feed.


  “Which one should I go with this time?”


  She thought about it for a while, then went with the lightest bag of the three. It almost felt like it didn’t contain anything at all, or that whatever was inside was very soft.


  Opening it up, she found it full of something that looked like balls of cotton candy. They had a pale-blue glow around them that could barely be made out if they were put somewhere dark.


  These looked pretty tempting, too. Just a little wouldn’t do her any harm.


  Ayaka tore off one of the balls and popped it into her mouth. It didn’t really taste like anything, though.


  “I wonder what kind of creature this is for. And where should I put it?”


  She looked at the stuff and thought hard. A few minutes passed, and she still had no idea what kind of food it was. But for some reason, she had a feeling she knew where to put it for the best results.


   


  Ayaka took a train to the next station over, near the ocean. This deserted stretch of coast felt like the right place. The flossy, cloudlike food would get blown away on a regular tray, so she’d brought along a bucket to use instead. After putting the food in the bucket, she retreated to a rocky area a short distance away and waited.


  Were the “creatures” here yet? Would they arrive soon? What would the feed attract this time?


  Ayaka sat listening to waves lapping against the shore, a sense of excitement welling up inside her. Before she knew it, the sun was going down, and the light was steadily fading.


  “Maybe they’re not coming after all…”


  Ayaka reluctantly got to her feet with a sigh. Staying for much longer could get scary, or even dangerous. She didn’t like it, but she’d have to leave before it got really dark.


  Just as she was thinking that, she caught sight of something.


  “Huh? What’s that…?”


  Some kind of light had appeared above the sea. First one, then another, and another… Four faint lights were drifting toward her, moving as smoothly as if they were sliding along the surface of the water. They were hazy, flickering orbs that cast a pale-blue glow around them. Almost like…
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  “Will-o’-the-wisps,” Ayaka whispered under her breath.


  No, not “almost like.” That was exactly what these balls of otherworldly fire were.


  The four wisps finally arrived at the shore and began floating around the bucket of food.


  So that’s it. This bag of Creature Feed attracted these will-o’-the-wisp things. Wait… Do wisps count as creatures? Are they even alive? Come to think of it, that lady only said it was for creatures that were nearby. She never said they’d all be living things, did she?


  While Ayaka had been puzzling over all that, the wisps had finished eating. They were now drifting away from the bucket and floating around, seemingly in search of a second portion. Ayaka cautiously opened up the bag of feed.


  “O-over here. Do you want more? Here…have some.”


  The wisps immediately gathered around her. When she tried touching the strange pale balls of fire, they didn’t really feel hot, or cold for that matter. They each took turns eating out of her hand and flying around her, sometimes brushing against her face like they were nuzzling her cheek. They weren’t nearly so scary once you got used to them.


  “These little guys are pretty cute, too.”


  For a while, Ayaka continued to give the wisps as much food as they asked for. She stopped just in time when she realized there was only a tiny piece left.


  I’m not supposed to let the bag get empty, right?


  Upon remembering the warning, Ayaka hurriedly closed it up.


   


  “I guess I won’t be able to play with those wisps again, since I’m all out of food for them…,” she mumbled back at home, her shoulders slumping in disappointment.


  But Ayaka was wrong. The next morning, she opened the second bag to look at it one last time. It was full—there was as much food in there now as when she’d first opened it. All of a sudden, everything fell into place.


  “Oh, so that’s how it works!”


  As long as you didn’t empty the Creature Feed bags completely, they would refill themselves by the next morning. It was like magic, but it had a kind of logic behind it.


  “That must be why I’ve never run out of Gnome Feed, either. This means I can keep playing with the gnomes and the wisps forever!”


  The realization filled her with joy.


   


  She stuck a label to the second bag, this one with the words WISP FEED on it.
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  More time passed, and Ayaka decided to open a third bag of Creature Feed.


  “Which one should I go for this time?”


  She weighed her options and chose a heavy bag that felt like it was filled with something soft and lumpy.


  The food inside this one was clear and squishy. It looked kind of like gummy candies, or solid drops of water or slime or… No, it was more like a collection of clear gelatin desserts. That was probably the best thing to compare them to. The type that was so clear that they could be mistaken for a crystal or a gemstone at first glance.


  They looked so tasty, and just a little wouldn’t do her any harm…


  Ayaka took a piece of the food and popped it into her mouth. It didn’t really taste like anything, though.


  “This food… I feel like I should put it near a river.”


  There was a nice, clean river by the mountains on the outskirts of town—that would be a good place to try.


  Ayaka went there as soon as she could. With all the mountains and fields around, and the breeze carrying the scent of greenery and fresh water, it was a pleasant place to spend the afternoon. She walked beside the riverbank, looking for a somewhere to leave the food.


  After wandering for a while, she arrived just outside the grounds of an old temple at the foot of the mountains.


  “This might be a good spot. It’s got plenty of shade from all the trees, and there aren’t many people around.”


  Ayaka took a step closer to the temple but suddenly stopped.


  “Come to think of it… Don’t they say ogres live in the mountains behind this temple?”


  She hadn’t given those old stories much thought until now. They were the sort of legends about ogres coming down from the mountains and abducting people, tales that had been passed down in this town for generations. Ayaka had been told them ever since she was little. She’d never seriously believed in them before, but…if gnomes and will-o’-the-wisps really existed, who was to say ogres didn’t, too?


  “If I put food down here and an ogre showed up, I’d be so scared I wouldn’t know what to do.”


  A shiver ran down her spine, and she hurried away from the temple.


  Another short walk brought her to a shady spot by the river, where she placed the tray she’d brought with her, along with some of the feed. She sat on a stone by the side of the path and waited, trying hard to contain her excitement.


  At first, there was no sign that any creature was going to show up, just like the last time. Ayaka once again had to sit there until the sun started going down before anything happened.


  “Oh!”


  The sky was just starting to get dark when there was a splashing sound, and something rose up from out of the river. It was so big, the sight of it took Ayaka’s breath away. It had a long, snakelike body covered in scales, and it could fly even though it didn’t have any wings.


  There was no mistaking what this was.


  “A…a dragon?!”


  The serpentine creature floated easily into the air, bringing its huge head down to the riverbank. It opened its mouth and skillfully scooped up the food on the tray with the very tip of its tongue. The clear, watery drops of Creature Feed were gone in a flash.


  Then the dragon turned its great big eyes on Ayaka. For a moment, it felt like she’d stopped breathing. It was hard not to be shaken, coming face-to-face with something this huge. But even so…


  “D-do you want more? Here, take some.”


  Screwing up her courage, she called out to the creature and held up a handful of feed. The dragon floated closer and licked it right out of her hand. She reached up to gently pat its head, and the great beast closed its eyes and let her pet it.


   


  Ayaka continued to play with the dragon until nightfall.


  “Oh no, it’s getting late. I should really head home soon.”


  The dragon seemed to understand her and lowered its head as if inviting her to climb on. She only hesitated for a moment before doing as it asked. The moment Ayaka was safely on its head, the dragon took off, rising higher and higher into the night sky.


  “Whoa, this is amazing! Are you going to take me all the way home?”


  The dragon gave a little growl that sounded like a yes. Following Ayaka’s directions, it flew over the river, over the mountains, over the rooftops of the town, until finally coming down right outside her apartment building. She’d been so worried someone might look up and see them—her heart had been pounding wildly for the whole journey.


  From that day forward, the dragon started coming to visit Ayaka every evening. It would wait by her window and wouldn’t leave until she gave it some food.


   


  She wrote out a new label that said DRAGON FEED on it and stuck it to the third bag.
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  Ayaka fell into a nice little routine of playing with the strange creatures practically every night. First, the dragon would arrive outside her window. She’d put the gnomes up on her shoulder while she climbed onto the dragon’s head. She’d hold on tight to its horns, then let it know she was ready for takeoff. They’d soar into the sky and fly over to the stretch of coast where the will-o’-the-wisps lived. The wisps would get on board the dragon, too, and they’d all enjoy a nighttime flight together.


  All this time, Ayaka would be giving food to her new friends. She was always careful not to let any of it run out, though. The dragon, being so much bigger than the rest of the creatures, would go through its feed especially quickly. It wouldn’t take long for it to reduce the contents of the bag to a single drop. But once she told it “That’s all for today,” it would stop pestering her for more. Thanks to that, she was able to stick to the “don’t use all the food in the bag” rule without too much trouble.
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  Eventually, Ayaka decided to open the final bag of Creature Feed. This one crackled when she touched it, like it was filled with something thin and flat. When she opened it, a fragrant, spicy aroma wafted up from inside, making her stomach growl.


  “Wow, this smells really good. I wonder how it tastes.”


  She’d always been interested in the Creature Feed, but this kind seemed even more tempting than usual. She lifted out one of the thin, flat pieces of food and took a bite.
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  It had a nice crunchy texture, and when she bit into it, the aroma spread all around the inside of her mouth. The flavor was hard to describe, aside from the fact that it made her want more.


  This is delicious!


  The taste was so powerful that it pushed any and all other thoughts out of Ayaka’s head. It was so, so yummy! She’d never eaten anything this good before!


  She took piece after piece out of the bag, devouring it greedily, shoving the food into her mouth like there was no tomorrow. It was all over in an instant. By the time she came to her senses, there wasn’t a single crumb left. She stared at the empty bag, dumbfounded, and tried to figure out what had just happened.


  Oh, I think I get it… The food in this bag must have been Human Feed.


   


  The fourth bag of Creature Feed was still empty the next morning. It stayed the same the next day, and the day after that. But no matter how much time passed, Ayaka’s craving for the Human Feed didn’t go away. She wanted—needed—to eat it again so badly she could barely stand it. Wasn’t there any way to get more of that food? She’d do anything for another taste!


  She tried going to the abandoned pet shop again, but the lady who’d sold her the bags of feed was no longer there. The only person who could give her any clue about where to get more of the food had disappeared.


  “There…there has to be more somewhere… I need more… More…”


  Day after day, Ayaka thought of nothing else.


  Eventually, she happened to be wandering past an old temple, the same one she’d briefly looked at when she was looking for a place to put the Dragon Feed. On the edge of the temple grounds, she smelled it—the scent that had haunted her ever since that first bite, the scent of the food that made her stomach growl more than anything else in the world.


  With the delectable smell tugging at her nose, Ayaka staggered in through the temple gate. The scent seemed to be drifting down from the mountains out beyond the back exit.


  She stepped onto the rocky mountain path without a trace of hesitation. She followed the smell and climbed deeper and deeper into the mountains. The farther she went, the stronger it got. It was making her mouth water so much it was hard not to drool all over herself.


  Finally, she arrived at her destination.


  “Oh… There it is! It’s that food again!”


  In front of her, Ayaka saw a tray piled high with that maddeningly delicious food. She made a beeline for it. Finally, she’d be able to taste it again…


   


  Now that she’d gotten closer, she could see that the tray of Human Feed was inside a cage. And standing next to it was a large ogre, exactly like the ones described in the old tales, towering over her.


  But Ayaka didn’t stop. Her legs would no longer listen to her. She just kept walking closer and closer to the bait that had been laid out for her.
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    Oh my. I don’t get many visitors all the way out here. Who might you be?


    Ah, a lost traveler, are you? Well, come on in. These mountain roads can be dangerous at night, and there are no inns or rest stops anywhere nearby. You can stay here for the evening if you like.


    No, no, it’s no trouble. I could use someone to talk to anyway. Living in a remote spot like this, it’s been a long time since I had anyone to chat with…


    Oh, if you need the bathroom, it’s right through that door there. Feel free to use the bath, too. I’ll just be preparing dinner in the meantime.


     


    Dinner will be ready soon—only a little longer now. It’s nothing special, just something I made from the vegetables I picked from—


    What’s that? Am I hurt? There’s blood on my mouth…?


    Oh, no, this is just ketchup. I had an omelet for lunch, and I always have lots of ketchup with it. How embarrassing…


    I’m sorry; it’s just this house. You probably noticed already when you were in the bathroom, but this house doesn’t have any mirrors in it. I’ll bet you think that’s strange.


    …You want to know why there aren’t any?


    Oh dear, excuse me. I have to go check on the stove.


    …


    ……


    ………


    Now, how about I tell you a story to kill some time while we’re waiting for dinner? It’s a strange and mysterious tale all about mirrors…


    Oh, that reminds me. I was looking at the weather forecast earlier. It said tomorrow will be sunny. That’s good news, isn’t it?


    It’s going to pour with rain all day long.
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    It all began with one particular mirror, and the girl who bought it. Her name was… Well, let’s just call her Kyouko for now. Around that time, the one thing Kyouko wanted more than anything was a mirror for her room. But not a handheld mirror or one to rest on the top of her desk. She wanted a big, full-length mirror she could see her entire reflection in.


    Kyouko was only a child, though, and most mirrors like that were out of her price range. She went walking around town one day in hopes of finding a big one she could actually afford.


    It was outside an abandoned antique store where Kyouko met the lady with the mirror. Not just any mirror, either—it was exactly the size and shape she’d been longing for.


    She was utterly enchanted the moment she saw it. It was big and shiny and had a wonderful decorative frame. It was easy to imagine it might even be a magic mirror with mystical powers.
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  As fancy as the mirror looked, however, it was being sold at a price Kyouko could easily afford with the allowance she had saved up. Maybe the antique store was selling off its leftover stock at a heavy discount?


  Kyouko felt a sudden urge to see her reflection in that mirror. However, when she moved toward it, the lady selling the mirror stepped in to block her path.


  “If you want to use this item, you’ll have to buy it first,” the lady said, smiling in a way that seemed to suggest there was more going on than met the eye.


  She went on to tell Kyouko the mirror’s name. Apparently, it was called a Mistaken Mirror. That name had such a strange ring to it… Kyouko asked if it had some kind of special meaning, but the lady wouldn’t tell her anything else. She just smiled again and told her she’d find out once she bought it.


  Kyouko was a little unsettled by her attitude. At the same time, she was getting more and more curious about what made this mirror so special. After thinking about it for a while, she decided she would buy it after all.


  “I’d recommend not touching this mirror until you figure out how to use it,” the strange lady told her. “So long as you do that, you can simply use it like a normal mirror.”


  The peculiar merchant proceeded to wrap up the mirror. Kyouko watched her doing it, but she couldn’t help feeling that something was a little off. More specifically, it was the lady’s reflection when she lifted up the mirror. The pendant around her neck looked…wrong. When Kyouko had seen it before, it had looked like an angel in a birdcage. But the reflection showed a devil with bat-like wings and pointed horns inside the cage.


  Was she seeing things? She looked away from the mirror and back at the real pendant. It looked like an angel, just like before.


  Once the mirror was all wrapped up, the lady took Kyouko’s money and loaded her purchase onto a hand trolley. She handed it over with one last smile.


  “Thank you for your purchase.”


  Kyouko had the strangest feeling that the jewel the angel was holding gave a sharp glint when the lady said that.


   


  The trolley with the mirror on it clattered along the street as Kyouko wheeled it back home. The moment she arrived, she unwrapped the package and set the mirror up in her room. Brimming with excitement, she took a good long look at it. A full-length mirror of her very own! The surface was clean and shiny, without a single cloudy spot.


  Somehow, everything reflected in it looked more beautiful, more special, than usual. None of her other mirrors were this shiny. Looking into a dull mirror could make the world feel dull, too. Up until now, whenever Kyouko saw her reflection, it had felt like her face had a dim, cloudy veil over it. But that was about to change.


  For a while, Kyouko had fun gazing at her reflection in her brand-new mirror. She tried on all her favorite outfits. She tried out different hairstyles. She looked at her reflection from close up and from far away. She smiled, pulled silly faces, and tried out all kinds of other expressions. She struck dramatic poses like ones she’d seen in movies and anime. She spun around, jumped, and even stood on her head.


  Kyouko got so engrossed enjoying it just as a mirror, she forgot all about its strange name and what it might mean.


   


  When she’d played around enough for one day, she sat down at the table in the middle of her room and got started on her homework. But even then, she couldn’t resist stealing occasional glances at the mirror. Her eyes flicked toward it when she picked up her mechanical pencil, when she was twirling her triangle, when fanned herself with her pencil board…


  “Huh?”


  Suddenly, Kyouko had the feeling something was wrong. Something about the reflection of her room wasn’t quite right…


  She had to think about it for a little while, but then it came to her—the pencil board! The one she was holding had a floral design studded with reds and oranges and yellows. It didn’t look like that in the mirror, though. While it was the same size and shape, this one was sky blue.


  Kyouko blinked and looked from the plastic pencil board in her hand to the one in the mirror and back again. She did this several times, but what she was seeing didn’t change. The real board and the one in the reflection really did have two completely different designs. What was going on?


  Kyouko approached the mirror, taking the pencil board with her. The Kyouko in the mirror did the same thing. Close up, the one in the reflection was still blue, not orange. For a moment, she just stood and stared at it.


  “That one looks really nice… I wish I’d gotten one of those instead,” Kyouko mumbled to herself.


  She’d actually obtained this pencil board from a magazine. There had been two different designs available, but they were selected randomly; she hadn’t been able to choose which one she received. All entrants had received either a floral orange board or a blue board with a sky motif. Kyouko had been hoping for the blue one when she entered but ended up with the orange one.


  Frowning, she looked back at her reflection and the blue pencil board she wished she’d gotten. There it was—right in front of her. But it was only a reflection, inside the mirror and forever beyond her reach.


  It was so frustrating. It gave her a restless, squirmy feeling in the pit of her stomach.


  Without really thinking, she reached out toward the blue board. Her fingers gently touched the surface of the mirror…


  The next moment, the board in the reflection began to glow, and there was a burst of sky-blue light. Kyouko flinched back in surprise. However, the real surprise was yet to come.


  She’d scrambled backward and frozen for a few seconds, and was just starting to relax again when her eyes fell on the pencil board in her hand. It was now blue with a sky design, exactly like the one in the reflection.


   


  That was how Kyouko discovered the mysterious power her mirror possessed. At the same time, she also understood why it was called a Mistaken Mirror. Just like the name implied, the reflection in the mirror was never completely perfect. One thing would always be different from the way it was in real life, just like a spot-the-difference picture.


  When she found the mistake and touched the mirror in that spot, sparks of light would fly out of it, as if it were saying “You got it right! Congratulations!” And as a reward for getting the right answer, the real-life version of whatever was different would change to match the reflection.


  It was so exciting—she’d gotten her hands on an honest-to-goodness magic mirror. Granted, it wasn’t the kind of power you might expect, but it was magic nonetheless. Who would have thought something so fantastic even existed, let alone that Kyouko would get to own one? This was absolutely wonderful!


   


  What happened next, I’m sure you can guess. Using the mirror became part of Kyouko’s daily routine. Every morning, she’d get up and gaze at the reflection, seeking out that one detail that wasn’t quite right. And if the mistake was nicer than the real thing, all the better. She’d touch that spot with the tip of her finger, there’d be a burst of light, and the “mistake” would become real. This helped to improve her everyday life in lots of little ways.


  One day, she looked into the mirror wearing a jacket that was missing the second button from the bottom. In her reflection, that button was still attached. She touched the button, and flash! Her jacket was now mended and looked good as new.


  On another day, she looked into the mirror feeling like her hair had gotten a little too long. In her reflection, her hair was shorter—exactly the length she preferred, in fact. She touched the reflection of her hair. Flash! Her real hairstyle instantly changed to match it, making her look like she’d just gotten back from the hair salon.


  Another day, she looked into the mirror while she wasn’t in a great mood, a gloomy expression on her face. In her reflection, she looked much happier and was smiling. She touched the smile, and… Flash! A warm, happy feeling bubbled up inside her, and in no time at all, she was smiling, too.


  That was how things went for a while. Another day, another mistake to find. Of course, there were some days when Kyouko would end up feeling disappointed when she found the mistake. Sometimes what she already had was better than what was in the reflection.


  …What did she do at times like those?


  She just had to avoid touching the mirror and let everything stay the way it was. The mirror would reset itself overnight and be ready with a new mistake in the morning. So even on days when she didn’t get anything new, Kyouko would go to sleep looking forward to what tomorrow might bring.


   


  All this brings us to a day when Kyouko had planned to go camping with her friends. They’d arranged it well in advance—months ago, at least—and she’d been looking forward to it ever since.


  Unfortunately, when that long-awaited day arrived, it seemed that luck was not on their side. The skies were gray, and it had been drizzling all morning.


  Kyouko was so disappointed. At this rate, they’d have to call off their plans… It wasn’t totally hopeless yet, though. If the rain stopped soon, they might still be okay.


  That hope was soon dashed. The forecast said it would be raining solidly the entire rest of the day. It was only going to get colder and wetter from here on.


  There was no saving the camping trip now. The realization left Kyouko shocked and stunned.


  But then, she remembered the mirror.


  Did things really have to be this way? She hadn’t looked into the Mistaken Mirror this morning, and maybe, just maybe… What if today’s mistake had something to do with the color of the sky outside? Even if the real sky was gray and full of rain clouds, the one in the reflection might be blue and sunny.


  Clinging to this new hope, Kyouko approached the mirror, her heart beating fast… But it was not to be. The mistake the mirror showed today wasn’t the sky, but the color of the curtains on either side of her window. The “mistake” version wasn’t even a color she liked better than the ones she had now.


  This left Kyouko in a difficult position. Should she touch the curtains? That would mean she’d win the spot-the-difference challenge, and maybe a new mistake would appear right after that. It might even be the color of the sky this time.


  Betting on that possibility was definitely an option. But that would mean changing the curtains to the other color, and she really didn’t want to do that. She liked them how they were, and sacrificing them was a big ask.


  She racked her brain for a solution to her problem. Wasn’t there a way to use the mirror’s power to change the sky without also changing the curtains?


  After a lot of thinking, an idea finally came to her in a flash of inspiration. All she’d need to put her plan into action was her pencil board and desk lamp.


  The pencil board was the first thing she’d gotten from the mirror, the one with the blue sky design. The blue parts were slightly translucent—perfect for shining a light through.


  Kyouko stuck the board across the front of the lamp, pointed it at the mirror, and switched it on. The light became blue when it shone through the board, making anything it fell on look blue as well, including the sky in the reflection.


  The real sky was gray. The sky in the mirror was blue.


  Technically, that was the truth. Even if Kyouko had manufactured this blue sky herself, the mirror might still recognize it as a mistake. She reached out and lightly tapped the spot where the sky was reflected…


  …but nothing happened.


  There was no flash of light like what usually occurred when she got the answer right. She’d had a feeling this wasn’t going to work, and this just confirmed it. Kyouko sighed, her shoulders sagging dejectedly, and she turned away from the mirror. But when she looked at the window, her eyes opened wide with surprise.


  The sky outside was blue—the real one, not the reflection. The rain had stopped. It was a beautiful clear day now, without a cloud in the sky.


  She’d done it! Her plan had worked! She’d be able to go on the camping trip after all!


  Or so she thought.
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  Right when everything seemed to be going her way, the blue sky outside the window…cracked.


  There was a splintering sound as the cracks spread and shards started to fall away. In the gaps they left, the original gray sky could be seen peeking through. The broken fragments of sky fell all over town, mixing with the raindrops and glinting like powdered glass. Kyouko stared out at the unreal scene, shocked into silence.


  She wasn’t sure how long she stayed that way. But at some point, she turned from the window and looked back at her room. The Mistaken Mirror was broken now, with pieces of glass falling out of the frame. Perhaps that was what had made the cracking sound she heard before, not the sky.


  The weather wasn’t the only thing that had gone back to how it had been before, either. Her blue pencil board was now orange with a floral design. Her hair had gone back to being a little too long.


  Oh, I see what’s going on…


  It all clicked, although it was too late to do anything about it. Her other belongings had probably been affected the same way.


  She checked just to make sure, but it was true. All the wonderful mistakes she’d used the mirror to make real had disappeared, reverting to their old appearance. It was as if the mirror’s magic had disappeared the moment it cracked.
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  Kyouko really should have known better than to try to cheat.


  If she hadn’t done that, she wouldn’t have lost her magic mirror, or all the wonderful things it had given her.


  But you know, that’s not everything Kyouko lost that day. That wasn’t the only consequence of touching the mirror in a part that wasn’t showing a mistaken reflection. Maybe it was a penalty for getting the answer wrong, or a punishment for trying to win through trickery. No one really knows. But one thing is certain—from that day on, mirrors became absolutely useless to her.


  …Why is that, you ask?


  Ever since the Mistaken Mirror shattered, Kyouko’s reflection became one big mistake. Whatever mirror she looked in, she’d no longer see her own face looking back at her. Exactly what she saw reflected changed day by day, but it was never the real her. If she smiled, she would see somebody else crying or getting angry. If she tried fixing her bedhead, she’d see somebody else whose hair was messy in a completely different way.


  That kind of thing can be annoying when, say, you’ve eaten an omelet with lots of ketchup and can’t check to see if you still have some food around your mouth.


  It wasn’t just mirrors, either. Windows, shiny metal, still water—all reflective surfaces behaved the same. It wasn’t long before Kyouko forgot what her own face looked like.


  And even that wasn’t the end of her troubles. Sometimes her reflection wasn’t even human. She could be an animal, a wooden puppet, a zombie from out of a horror movie, an old hag, or an ogre like you hear about in old legends.


  That caused more problems than you might think. Because, you see, everybody saw those mistaken reflections, not just Kyouko herself. Wherever she went, she was treated like some kind of monster. Pretty soon, she got so tired of it that she had to give up on being around other people altogether. These days, she lives a quiet life on her own, out in the mountains…


  Hmm? Where did my guest go? And how long has the front door been open…?


  Oh, I see. He must have opened the curtains and seen my reflection in the window. Honestly, don’t people have the decency to listen to a story all the way through anymore? And running off on me after I went to the trouble of warning him about the roads, too…


  I’d better close this door. The curtains as well. If my reflection’s terrifying enough to make someone run out into the night, I don’t think I want to look at it, either.


   


  Still…I can’t help wondering what kind of hideous collection of “mistakes” he saw just now.
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      Once upon a time, there was a girl whose name was Nozomi. This girl had a very kind heart. Because she was so kind, she always put other people’s feelings before her own. Everybody loved her very much…


    


    Starting today, Nozomi’s family would be getting bigger. She was going to get a new dad and her very first sibling. Nozomi had turned twelve that year, and that morning she was standing in front of her mirror, fiddling nervously with her hair, trying to get it just right. She took a deep breath to calm herself down and heard her mom calling her from downstairs.


    “Nozomi! It’s almost time to go.”


    “Phew… All right, I’m coming!”


    She put away her comb and ran downstairs to where her mother was waiting.


     


    They got into her new dad’s car and set off toward their new home. It wasn’t the first time they’d been to the house; they’d been going back and forth getting things ready for the move for a while. But now all four of them would be living there together. This was the start of their new life as a family.


    “Ooh, this is so exciting. It’s going to be so cool living in a house that’s, you know, an actual house!” said Nozomi.


    “Oh? Did you not like your old apartment?” her stepfather asked from the driver’s seat.


    Nozomi shook her head. “No, I liked it just fine. But a house feels more like a home to me. And living there is going to make us feel even more like a family. That’s why I’m so happy about it. Hee-hee!”


    Her stepdad smiled back at her, and Nozomi’s mom, who was sitting next to her, reached over and gave her a hug.


    Soon enough, the car drew up outside their new home. Nozomi felt a fresh rush of excitement when she saw the big house with its triangular roof again. When she thought of a house—a home—this was exactly what she imagined.


    The three of them got out of the car and went into the house. Her mom and stepdad went first, then Nozomi. There was already a pair of shoes in the entrance hall—some muddy sneakers that had been kicked off and left lying there.


    “Looks like Tsuguya’s made himself at home,” Nozomi said, taking off her own shoes and straightening up the sneakers.


    “Sorry about that, Nozomi,” her stepdad said. “He can be so sloppy sometimes.”


    “He is a boy, after all. This just shows how full of energy he is,” Nozomi’s mom added.


    “That’s a good way of looking at it. I’m glad we have such a well-behaved girl in the house, though.”


    Her parents continued their conversation as they all made their way into the living room. Nozomi felt happy that they’d complimented her behavior, but she also knew she shouldn’t allow a little praise to go to her head. It was only natural for a girl like her to conduct herself this way. She washed her hands before going to the living room, where she found Tsuguya waiting.


    Her mother, her new father, and his son, Tsuguya. And Nozomi made four. The family was all gathered in one place. Her stepfather looked around at them and cleared his throat impressively.


    “Well, we’re all moved in now, and right on schedule. From this day on, the four of us will be living in this house together. So I’d just like to say, welcome to your new home, and your new family.”


    He smiled at Nozomi and her mother, then shook her mother’s hand. Nozomi followed suit, smiling and holding out her hand to Tsuguya.


    “Good to see you again, Tsuguya.”


    “…”


    Her stepbrother didn’t smile. He didn’t even look at her, but he took her hand anyway.


    The moment he did, Nozomi could tell something was wrong. Her fingers closed around something with a weird, squishy texture. She looked down to see a brown bug with long antennae in the palm of her hand.


    “Eeek!” Nozomi shrieked and threw the creepy-crawly as far away as she could.


    It was only then that she realized it wasn’t a real bug at all, just a toy one made of rubber.


    “Ah-ha-ha-ha! I can’t believe you were scared of that! You’re such an idiot!”


    “Tsuguya, this is no time for your little jokes…,” Nozomi’s stepfather told him.


    “I see your sense of humor is just as lively as ever, Tsuguya,” said Nozomi’s mother.


    Tsuguya was laughing himself silly. Her stepfather was gently rebuking him, while her mother smiled indulgently. As for Nozomi, her heart was still hammering in her chest, and her knees felt like they might give out from under her at any moment. She took a deep breath to steady herself.


    “I’m sorry, Nozomi. Tsuguya’s always like this. Are you mad at him?” her stepfather asked.


    “N-no… Not at all!” She shook her head and quickly wiped the stiff expression off her face, replacing it with a smile. “I’m fine. Besides…I was actually really nervous about today. But I feel a lot less tense thanks to that little surprise just now.”


    “You’re so kind, Nozomi.” Her stepdad beamed. “Just the way a girl should be.”


    Blushing at the compliment, she held out her hand to him.


    “I’m looking forward to living here with you…Dad.”


     


    That night, Nozomi was unpacking in her new room, in her new house. She was feeling a combination of excitement and uncertainty about what her life was going to be like from now on.


    Oh, right. I’ll have to find a place to put that, too.


    Nozomi reached into one of the cardboard boxes her belongings had been packed into. From the very bottom, she brought out a small plastic case. She clicked the lid open and gazed at what was inside—a hair clip shaped like a butterfly. It was about the size of a real butterfly, and its wings had an elaborate neon-pink-and-black pattern.


    The flashy color was totally at odds with everything else in Nozomi’s room. She didn’t own anything else like this. All the same, it was very special to her.


    The hair clip wasn’t something Nozomi had picked out for herself; she’d won it in a prize draw at a local festival years ago. She’d fallen in love with it the moment she laid eyes on it. But her father—her birth father, back when he’d still been part of her family—had cast a sour glance at the colorful accessory and frowned.


    “It’s awfully gaudy,” he’d said dismissively.


    Her mother had hurried to back him up.


    “Oh yes, far too gaudy. What a pity you didn’t win something nicer.”


    They’d tossed the hair clip, still in its box, into a trash can. Nozomi couldn’t say anything to stop them. If she could, she’d have said, “No, don’t throw it away. I like it.” But she knew what would have happened if she’d done that.


    Whenever anyone disagreed with him, her father would get into a bad mood. And when he was in a bad mood, he wouldn’t say a single word to Nozomi or her mother for days at a time. Being ignored was bad enough, but knowing her mother was getting the same treatment because of her was even worse. Nozomi had learned to avoid speaking her mind so she wouldn’t rub her father the wrong way.


    In this case, though, she’d wanted the hair clip enough that she couldn’t completely give up on it. She’d sneaked back to the trash can and retrieved her treasure when no one was watching. After getting it home, she’d hidden it in her desk drawer where no one would ever find it.


    Nozomi gazed at the hair clip and replayed those events in her mind.


    I’d better keep hiding it. I don’t want anybody seeing it here, either.


    She closed the lid and put the box in her drawer, then locked it with a key.


    Her father had said this accessory was gaudy, and here she was, treasuring it all these years later. It felt wrong somehow, like she was doing something really bad. The thought made her feel nervous and uneasy. But she still couldn’t bring herself to get rid of the hair clip.


    My old dad could be really grumpy sometimes… But my new dad seems a lot nicer. I’m sure things will go better this time.


    When she’d finished unpacking, Nozomi got ready for bed, said good night to her new family, and tried to go to sleep. She had trouble drifting off, though. As she lay there wide awake, a lesson her mother had taught her drifted into her thoughts. It was something she’d been told lots of times, ever since she was little—what girls needed to do to be happy.


    “Now listen, Nozomi. You have to do your best to remember this. A girl’s most important assets are her smile and her kind nature. Girls should always smile and always act kindly to those around them. At any and all times, you should think of others before yourself.


    “If people are mean to you, you shouldn’t get mad or hate them for it. No matter how mean they might be, just keep smiling and being nice to them. Keep that up, and even the worst of bullies are bound to have a change of heart.


    “A girl who can put others before herself has the power to make people happy. And if you make others happy, that happiness will eventually come back to you. That’s what you have to do so that everyone can be happy, including you.


    “Don’t worry. You can do it. You’ll be a kind, patient girl who puts others first and spreads happiness like a little angel. I know you will. I believe in you.”


    Nozomi turned over in her bed. Always smiling, always putting others first… When she was little, she hadn’t acted that way all the time. She’d cried or gotten angry or sulked when things had gone wrong, which had probably caused all kinds of trouble for her parents.


    That must be why my old dad hated me so much… Mom was always nice to him, but I couldn’t be like that. It must be my fault he walked out on us.


    She wouldn’t let the same thing happen here. She wasn’t a little girl anymore. This time, she’d make sure everything went smoothly.


    I won’t let this family fall apart again…!


    Nozomi closed her eyes tight.


    Smile. Be kind. Put others before myself. She repeated the words in her mind over and over again like a magic spell.


    The one thing that worried her was her new brother, Tsuguya, who was around her own age. It seemed like every time they met, he found some new way to tease and harass her.


    Even if people are mean to me, I can’t get mad or hate them for it. I’ll have to be nice to Tsuguya, too. If I keep doing that, we’re bound to get along eventually. And we have to get along. We’re family now, after all.


    

      Nozomi’s house was a bright, warm place filled with laughter and smiles. This was all thanks to Nozomi. Nothing ever happened to make anyone sad or gloomy. If it did, Nozomi would be there to chase their worries away. Her family felt they had been blessed with their very own guardian angel.


    


    That person’s in a bad mood.


    Those people feel awkward around each other.


    Those people seem irritated, like they’re about to start fighting.


    Whenever Nozomi noticed anything amiss, she’d immediately tense up. She knew she had to do something about it. She needed to stop those negative feelings from taking root or spreading to others.


    At times like that, she’d causally introduce a brighter topic, or ask the person who was sad what was wrong, or join the conversation and either keep it going or bring it to an end. It all depended on what was best for that moment.


    If she messed up or made mistakes, she did her best to laugh them off or pretend it was what she meant to do all along. That way, no one would worry or get annoyed, and any potential bad moods would be dispelled as soon as possible. She also found ways to do things for others and built them into her everyday routine.


    When her parents came home tired from work, Nozomi would bring them tea and massage their shoulders. When her mom was struggling with chores, she’d help tidy up the house without needing to be asked. When the adults were complaining about something, she’d nod sympathetically, soothing them, encouraging them, and reminding them that they had reasons to be happy.


    Little things like that went a long way toward stopping bad moods from setting in.


    If I can keep the atmosphere in the house from getting sad or gloomy, then this time… This time, our family will be happy, right?


    Nozomi was so close to making it a reality; she could feel it.


    Yeah, I can do this… Now I just have to fix things between me and Tsuguya.


    She was still worried about that, even now. In the time since they’d all moved in together, Tsuguya’s bullying hadn’t eased up. He’d put toy cockroaches and spiders in Nozomi’s bag or in her desk drawer. He’d switch out her indoor slippers with bathroom slippers. He’d push her into puddles when they were out walking together. He’d knock her chopsticks onto the floor at mealtimes. He’d scribble on her books, ruining the covers. And throughout it all, he’d cackle at her and call her an idiot.


    At first, she’d tried to laugh it off. Her mom and stepdad seemed to think Tsuguya’s pranks were nothing but harmless fun, so maybe it wasn’t worth getting worked up about.
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  Nozomi had assumed Tsuguya would get nicer as they spent more time together as a family, and that he’d eventually stop picking on her. But there was no sign of that happening yet. Nozomi could see this wasn’t a problem that would go away on its own, so she plucked up her courage and said something.


  “Hey, Tsuguya. Could you, uh…stop doing stuff like this, please?”


  Of course, she’d smiled when she said that and spoke in as gentle a tone as she could.


  Tsuguya didn’t stop, though.


  Feeling really stressed now, Nozomi no longer laughed off his pranks. She’d say things like “Ooh, you’re so mean,” or “I told you to knock it off,” but always in an exaggerated way. Even if she wasn’t smiling anymore, she was at least speaking her mind without seeming overly harsh.


  But that didn’t work, either. He picked on her just as much as ever.


  For reasons Nozomi didn’t quite understand, this behavior seemed to amuse her parents.


  “Ha-ha. Looks like the two of you are friends now,” her stepfather said.


  “Only real friends can fight like that without it getting serious, wouldn’t you say?” her mother agreed.


  Friends…? Me and Tsuguya? I don’t know about that…


  Nozomi felt confused. If that was what her parents thought, maybe they were right. At any rate, if she really had succeeded in getting along with Tsuguya, that was a relief.


   


  Things continued as normal until one fateful day. Nozomi was in her room, looking at her butterfly hair clip in secret. She loved the way the black pattern stood out so vividly against its neon-pink wings. It was such a bright color that didn’t blend in with anything else around it. It was unapologetically unique. Looking at it always helped her feel more relaxed.


  She was staring at it in fascination, gently stroking its wings with the tip of her finger, when…


  “Hey, Nozomi!”


  …Tsuguya came barging into her room. Without knocking first.


  “My mechanical pencil’s out of lead. Gimme some of your— Huh? Whatcha got there?”


  Nozomi had tried to hide the butterfly in a panic, but it was too late. Tsuguya charged over and snatched it out of her hand. The moment he saw it, he started snickering.


  “What’s this, a butterfly? You’re into this kind of stuff? Ha-ha-ha, what a dumb color. But I guess it’s the perfect fit for you, since you’re such an idiot!”


  “…”


  This was nothing new. Her stepbrother was always saying mean things to her.


  But this time, Nozomi couldn’t take it any longer. Something inside her snapped, and her mind went completely blank.


  “Urgh, shut up, you creep!”


  She was surprised to hear those words coming out of her own mouth. And so loud, too. Tsuguya’s face went rigid, and his eyes widened in surprise. She took that opportunity to grab the butterfly back from him.


  “Why are you always like this? Why do you have to pick on me over every little thing? What is your problem? I’ve told you over and over again that I don’t like it, so why don’t you just knock it off already?!”


  “Whuh…? Huh?”


  “Stop making fun of me, okay? And don’t you ever make fun of the things I like again!”


  She took a big breath and glared at Tsuguya, who still looked completely stunned. For a moment, he didn’t say anything; he just stood there with his mouth hanging open.


  But then…


  “Sheesh, what’s with you? What are you getting all worked up about? Ooh, I’m sooo scared.”


  His face relaxed back into its familiar sneer.


  “Not only are you an idiot, but you can’t even take a joke! Urgh, this has really ruined the mood. I’m gonna have a terrible day now, and it’s all ’cause of you! This is just the worst…”


  Tsuguya gave an exaggerated groan. He turned and left the room, slamming the door behind him.


  As soon as he was gone, Nozomi began trembling all over. That groan and the slam of the door kept echoing in her mind. What had she done? And what was she going to do about it? Her emotions started to overwhelm her. Her breathing became ragged, and tears sprang to her eyes.


  “Nozomi? What’s the matter? What was that noise just now?”


  Her mother had come upstairs at some point and was now calling to her from outside the door. She sounded concerned.


  Nozomi quickly hid the butterfly hair clip up her sleeve. Her mother opened the door, and both her parents came in.


  “Nozomi, are you all right? Did you get into a fight with Tsuguya?” her stepdad asked, obviously unsettled by the sight of Nozomi’s tears.


  She wiped them away and, stifling a sob, went on to explain what had just happened. She didn’t directly mention the hair clip; she just said that Tsuguya had made fun of something very important to her.


  “Hmm…” Her mother frowned when Nozomi was done. “Well, that wasn’t very nice of Tsuguya. But I don’t think you reacted very well, either.”


  She smiled and sighed gently before going on.


  “You really can’t blame him for getting a little cranky after you were so hard on him. If you want to let somebody know how you feel, you can’t just get emotional and start yelling. You need to stay calm so things don’t turn into a fight. Remember what I’ve always told you. Girls should—”


  “But Mom! I’ve tried smiling and acting kind, and it hasn’t changed a thing! I’ve been so careful to be nice about this, but he keeps picking on me like it’s nothing to him. That’s why I—”


  “But Tsuguya got mad because you yelled at him. You can’t deny that, can you?”


  “…”


  Was it true? Was Nozomi the one in the wrong here? The way her mom was laying it out seemed logical enough. But Nozomi was so confused. Her head was spinning. Her fingers had closed around the hair-clip box in her sleeve, and she was squeezing it tight.


  “I’m sorry, Nozomi. But I don’t think Tsuguya really means anything by it,” her stepdad added with an awkward smile. “The thing is, boys are a lot less mature than girls. That goes for Tsuguya, too. He probably does all that stuff because he likes you.”


  Nozomi listened without taking her eyes off the floor. She heard her parents share a little laugh.


  “Boys just have this habit of picking on girls they like,” her stepdad told her. “Will you forgive him, Nozomi? I’m sure he never meant to make you feel sad.”


  “That’s right,” her mother agreed. “You could even see his teasing as his way of showing he cares about you. Shouldn’t you be grateful for that?”


  “…”


  The inside of Nozomi’s head felt hot, like everything was spinning.


  “You know, Nozomi, I’ve always admired how you’re such a cheerful, kindhearted girl. The way you always put others before yourself… You’re like a little angel, really. Even when someone does something bad to you, you’re able to overcome your anger and forgive them. I think that makes you very strong.”


  Her stepdad’s voice was so gentle it was hard not to be convinced by what he was saying.


  “So please, don’t lose sight of that side of you. It’s one of your best qualities.”


  “…”


  Nozomi felt terrible. She wanted to throw up. Her father was complimenting her, so why didn’t she feel happy about it?


  In the end, though, she just looked up at her parents and smiled bashfully. She had no idea what else she was supposed to do.


   


  A couple days later, Nozomi and her family were all watching TV together in the evening. It was a fairly standard variety show, and it had just gotten to a segment featuring on-street interviews. The interviewer was talking to some girls who had come to hang out at a music venue. Nozomi gasped when she saw them.


  Wow, look at the way they’re dressed… I bet my butterfly hair clip would look good with an outfit like that.


  The girls on TV certainly weren’t afraid of using plenty of bold black and neon pink to express themselves. Nozomi, meanwhile, would never have even dreamed of wearing anything so flashy.


  They look so cool, though! Cool and cute at the same time.


  Her heart beat faster just looking at them. But Tsuguya snickered and pointed at the screen.


  “Hey, guess what? Nozomi likes those kinds of outfits. She’s got this butterfly hair clip that’s that same color. She keeps it hidden in her room, but I saw it! Isn’t that so lame?”


  Her parents’ reaction wasn’t much better.


  “Oh? Personally, I don’t like flashy, gaudy things like that,” her mom said. “I’d be worried if you suddenly started dressing like those girls, Nozomi.”


  “Ah-ha-ha… Yes, you’re so right. That style wouldn’t suit you at all, Nozomi,” her stepdad said.


  They laughed at the idea, just like Tsuguya had. Nozomi’s heart felt like it had turned to ice. But she didn’t let it show in what she said next.


  “Aw, sheesh, you guys are so mean! Even I want to try something new sometimes.”


  She protested, yes, and she put on a sulky expression, but in an over-the-top way, like it was all a big joke.


  Her parents and Tsuguya laughed again. Good. She’d handled it well this time. She hadn’t allowed any bad moods to form. This cozy little moment they were all sharing as a family hadn’t been ruined. Nozomi even joined in and laughed as well.


  But her hands shook the whole time.


  

    Nozomi and her family lived happily together. But one day, something terrible happened. The guardian angel they all loved so dearly was possessed by a devil…


  


  School was over for the day. Nozomi had made her way home but came to a stop outside the house. Her legs felt heavy, like they were refusing to take her any farther. She’d been feeling this way a lot lately. It was like she had to force herself to go inside.


  She’d been so happy when she’d first moved in, too. Happy to have a new family, and to live in a nice big house with a triangular roof. It was the kind of place where she’d always imagined a happy family would live. From an outside perspective, that was probably how this house looked. A family home, full of happy people who were always smiling and laughing. More recently, though, Nozomi couldn’t see it as anything more than a stifling, suffocating little box.


  Why…? Why did things turn out this way?


  Nozomi started walking again, going right past the house. She walked around the neighborhood aimlessly until sundown. She didn’t want to go back to that house, but she had nowhere else to go. The sight of the darkening sky made her chest tighten.


  Just then, she caught sight of a lady sitting down in the middle of the empty street. She was breathing heavily and lugging a large duffel bag.


  It must be hard carrying that around…


  Nozomi cautiously approached the stranger and asked, “E-excuse me. Are you all right?”


  The lady on the ground heard her voice and turned her face toward her. She looked pale and sickly, but she gave Nozomi a weary smile.


  “Oh, I’m fine,” the lady said. “This bag is rather heavy, that’s all.”


  “If you want, I can help you carry it.”


  “That’s very kind of you, young lady. But I think this would be too much for you.”


  “Is it that heavy?”


  “Oh yes, very heavy indeed. It makes sense when you consider what’s inside it…”


  The lady leaned toward the bag, unzipped it, and reached in. With a little effort, she managed to drag the contents into the light.


  “…?!”


  Nozomi would have screamed, but no noise escaped her throat.


  The thing the lady had brought out of the bag was…a head. A person’s head. And now that Nozomi could get a better look at it, there was something familiar about the face.


  “It’s…me?!”


  Nozomi blanched, and she looked again, but it was true. No matter how she viewed it, this was her own face staring back at her.


  The lady rummaged around again, revealing that it wasn’t only the head, but an entire body inside the bag. The bag didn’t look big enough to fit an entire person, either. Not lying flat and limp like that, anyway.


  The weary-looking woman chuckled at Nozomi’s confusion.


  “This girl’s name is Nozomi. She looks just like you… Could it be that you have the same name as well?”


   


  Nozomi had no idea what was going on. She followed the strange lady in a daze, and they walked together for a while until they arrived at a nearby park. They sat down on a bench in the corner, with no company but each other and the twilight sky. It was just the three of them—Nozomi, the lady, and the other Nozomi.


  “Phew… That really took it out of me,” the lady said.


  Setting her duffel bag down on the ground, the lady slumped forward. She sounded exhausted, even though they’d only been walking for a few minutes.


  “I guess that bag really was heavy, huh?”


  “Yes, indeed. A bag that big feels heavy no matter what you have inside it… Oh, don’t look at me like that. I wasn’t expecting you to carry it for me. This is my burden.”


  She gave another lopsided grin and nudged the bag with the tip of her shoe.


  “Honestly, walking around outside is hard enough on me, even without anything to carry.”


  “…Why is that? Are you sick or something?”


  “No, I just have terrible stamina. That’s what happens when you live most of your life holed up in your room.”


  Now that they’d settled down, Nozomi couldn’t help staring at the strange lady. Her clothes were casual to the point of sloppiness. It sounded harsh, but it looked like she’d just stumbled out of the house wearing whatever she happened to have on. And it made her choice of bag stand out even more. She gave off the impression of someone who’d shown up to the airport still half asleep and wearing their pajamas.


  The other thing that stood out about her was her pendant. It was a tiny birdcage with an angel inside. It was stylish enough, but it clashed with her plain clothing and made her whole outfit look poorly balanced.


  “Uh, so…,” Nozomi began.


  Her eyes drifted to the girl sitting on the other side of the lady. She’d been there silently this whole time, her expression blank. Even now, she was completely stationary, looking more like a life-size doll than a real person.


  “What’s going on here? Why does she look so much like me? And why does she have the same name as me?”


  “This girl—sorry, Nozomi—was a sample product sent to me alongside a catalog.”


  “A what…?”


  Catalog? Sample product? What in the world was she talking about? Nozomi was more confused than ever.


  “Forgive me. I suppose I should start at the beginning. Let’s see… First of all…”


  The lady chuckled, her small frame shaking, and she reached into her bag again. This time, she brought out a book. Its cover was plain, with no title, author name, or artwork. Just solid black.


  “This is a catalog,” she explained. “It’s filled with strange and wonderful items that are created somewhere outside this world. The one thing they all have in common is that they’re born from human desires.”


  The lady opened the book and began to flick through it, telling Nozomi about the different products it listed.


  Incense that conjured up bewitching illusions. Stamps that allowed you to send a letter even if you didn’t know the right name or address. Tickets that let you safely watch violent incidents up close. Food that was irresistible to certain creatures, if you knew where to put it. A mirror that could turn “mistakes” into reality.


  “Each of these catalogs also comes with a sample product. Just like the other items, these are born from people’s desires.”
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  “They are…? That other Nozomi, too?”


  “Of course. In fact, I think it must have been your desires that created her. It would be a little too much of a coincidence for you two to be so identical otherwise.”


  “My desires?”


  Nozomi didn’t know what to think of all this. She did get the feeling the other Nozomi must have some kind of connection to her, though.


  “So…what kind of item is Nozomi?”


  “That’s still a mystery. The sample items don’t come with instructions, so not even I know how they work.”


  “I—I see…”


  Nozomi couldn’t hide her disappointment. A sample product that looked exactly like her… Maybe it was something she could use as a substitute for herself. What if she sent this Nozomi to the house she didn’t want to go back to, to deal with her family in her place?


  Just as she was considering the possibility, the strange lady spoke up again.


  “Here’s an idea. How would you like to take charge of Nozomi for me?”


  “Huh…?”


  “If, as I suspect, she is indeed an item born from your desires, you should be able to make the best use of her. Even if you don’t know how yet, I’m sure you’ll find a way.”


  She looked at Nozomi and smiled.


  “What do you say? Will you take her?”


  “…”


  Yes.


  Nozomi answered before she even realized it. She had no idea what to expect from this strange item, but she wanted it all the same. She wanted to find a way to use it. This other Nozomi had been created as a result of the things she wanted. It was only right that she should be the one to use it. Somehow, it all made sense.


  Satisfied with Nozomi’s answer, the strange lady smiled again. Then she opened her catalog and, for some reason, started reading from one of the pages at the back.


  “…? Uh, what are you reading?” Nozomi asked.


  “Your story.”


  “Huh?”


  “Now that you’ve taken possession of Nozomi, your story—the story of this sample product’s owner—has been recorded in the catalog. For now, it’s still a story without an ending, but I wanted to see what happened to bring you here.”


  That answer shook Nozomi up a little.


  My story? What does she mean? What does it say, exactly?


  She didn’t like the idea of her entire life story being laid bare to a complete stranger. On the other hand, the lady looked different now. Her lopsided grin had been replaced with a much more serious expression. Nozomi couldn’t bring herself to butt in.


  However, that wasn’t the only reason Nozomi didn’t stop her.


  Deep down, she did want somebody to know what she was going through. Her family wouldn’t listen to her anymore, and she couldn’t talk to her friends at school about this. She’d been carrying these feelings around like a heavy load, shouldering them all on her own. She just wanted somebody to know.


   


  After some time, the strange woman closed the book. Evidently, she was done reading Nozomi’s as-yet-unfinished story. Her eyes drifted down to the black cover.


  “…How very miserable,” she muttered.


  Those words made Nozomi feel like her heart was being crushed. Her pulse started pounding, but her head was surprisingly clear.


  The lady continued to speak, not looking directly at Nozomi, more like she was glaring at something in the distance.


  “You’ve been taught to do whatever it takes to please others, even if it means letting them trample over you and the things you love. All so they won’t feel bad about anything. That’s such a wretched way to live. If you keep that up, your heart will surely wither and die.”


  The way she spoke was somewhere between a sigh and a curse. Nozomi flinched in surprise.


  I…I guess she’s right.


  Now that she thought about it, whenever she’d laughed off Tsuguya’s bullying, she had felt something. She’d felt it when she was forced to treat everything like a joke, or when her family had laughed at her for thinking how cool and cute the girls on TV were. Anytime she’d felt like it was her responsibility to prevent the mood from turning sour, a specific emotion had welled up in her heart.


  At least I know how to describe it now… That was me feeling miserable and wretched.


  That realization made her throat seize up, and tears began to well in the corners of her eyes. Before she knew it, everything came bursting out—her tears, her true feelings, and all the things she hadn’t dared to say out loud until now.


  “I…I don’t know what I’m supposed to do anymore! I hate feeling this way; I just want to get along with my family like normal. But I don’t know how. I wish I knew the right thing to do to fix all this… I’ve thought about it so much, but I just can’t figure it out.”


  “The right thing, you say…”


  The strange woman tilted her head to one side curiously, as if she were considering how those words tasted in her mouth.


  “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘Good girls go to heaven, bad girls go wherever the heck they want’ ?”


  “No,” Nozomi replied. “What does it mean?”


  The lady didn’t answer. She simply smiled briefly before returning to the matter at hand.


  “There are people out there who refuse to listen to you unless you speak ‘nicely.’ If you get even a little emotional or confrontational, they’ll snap back at you or insist you put your argument more gently. For people like that, the ‘right thing’ is to not resist and to let them have their way.”


  Nozomi bit back another sob. She’d been thinking pretty much the same thing.


  “But here’s another way of looking at it. There’s a better way than desperately trying to find what’s ‘right’ for other people. If you’re going to use all that energy anyway, why not find what’s ‘right’ for you, make those people take notice of it, and let the cards fall as they may?”


  “…”


  Nozomi raised her tearstained face.


  What’s “right” for you. Those words felt like a light that was offering her a way out of her miserable situation.


  “Forgive me for rambling on like this,” the lady said. “Don’t feel obliged to take anything I say seriously.”


  “No, it’s fine. A-actually, I…” Nozomi shook her head and wiped away her tears. “I really needed to hear that. Thank you!”


  The lady looked at her and smiled. It was a smile that looked kind and gentle, but also a little sad. While they’d been talking, it had gotten a lot darker.


  Despite that, the stone on the strange woman’s pendant still seemed to be glittering faintly.


  “Shouldn’t you be getting home soon?” she asked Nozomi.


  “Oh, yeah, you’re right. But…what do we do about this Nozomi?”


  That was something Nozomi hadn’t really thought about until now. She still had no idea how she was supposed to use the doll-like doppelgänger. It looked so much like a real person—like her. She couldn’t exactly take it home. How would she explain it to her family if they saw her bringing it in?


  Aside from that, whatever the other Nozomi was designed to do, she didn’t want to use it just yet. She wanted to try to fix things on her own first.


  “I see,” the lady said when Nozomi had told her how she felt. “In that case, I’ll hold on to this Nozomi a little longer. If you ever feel like you need her after all… When that time comes, I’ll find a way to deliver her to you.”


  That was one less thing to worry about anyway.


  “Thank you so much, uh…”


  Nozomi realized there was something she’d forgotten to ask.


  “What’s your name, ma’am?”


  “My name? Ah yes… You can just call me Komori.”


  Komori. Nozomi got the feeling that wasn’t the lady’s real name, but she was happy enough to have something to call her.


  “Thanks again. I’ll see you around, Miss Komori!”


  “Good-bye for now, Nozomi.”


  Nozomi waved good-bye and headed home.


  As Komori watched her go, the pendant around her neck continued to glint and glimmer, even in the darkness.


   


  That weekend, Nozomi went shopping without telling her parents. She emptied out her savings to buy some new clothes and shoes. She also went to a hair salon for the first time in her life.


  I know what I’m doing here is pretty extreme…


  There were probably better ways to handle her family. But this was the only course of action she’d been able to think of.


  Up until now, I’ve always had to treat other people like they’re more important than me. I thought that learning to do that was the only way I could ever be happy. I guess that’s why Mom and Dad said I was like a little angel.


  An angel? No, that wasn’t right. What they really wanted wasn’t an angel, but a scapegoat. A sacrifice. Somebody who could dispel any bad mood in the house by shouldering all the pain and negativity herself. Someone who would put others first and suffer in their place. And Nozomi had been all too happy to fill that role.


  I can’t believe I actually wanted to be a “nice girl” like that… I feel like such an idiot!


  She wanted to change. She didn’t care if people called her selfish. She wouldn’t be the family’s scapegoat anymore; she’d be the kind of person who stood up for herself. Just like when Tsuguya had made fun of her butterfly hair clip. At the time, she’d regretted getting so angry with him, but had that really been such a bad thing?


  At least when I did that, I didn’t feel miserable or wretched.


  After opening the front door, Nozomi paused in the foyer to take off her new shoes. She arranged them neatly and carefully and left Tsuguya’s dirty sneakers exactly where they were.


  There were voices coming from the living room. The whole family must have been in there.


  Nozomi took a deep breath and stepped into the corridor. When she reached the living room door, she shoved it open and went in.


  “…”


  Three pairs of eyes turned in her direction. The sight of her seemed to shock her parents and Tsuguya into silence. Honestly, she’d been expecting that.


  Nozomi’s current outfit was a far cry from the way she usually dressed; she almost looked like a different person. She had on a vibrant neon-pink hoodie over a black top with a matching skirt, with her treasured butterfly hair clip in her hair. Her hair was different, too—she’d had it dyed a brilliant silver. There was no longer a single black strand left on her head.
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  Her family couldn’t have been more surprised if a zombie had just walked into the house. Her mother looked the worst of all—her face was as white as a sheet.


  “Nozomi…? Nozomi, is that you?” she asked. “What in the world are you wearing?”


  “…I’ve always wanted to wear something that matched this butterfly clip.”


  Nozomi didn’t smile when she replied, and her voice was a little lower than usual. Her mother’s face contorted in confusion and distress, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing and hearing.


  After a few more seconds, somebody finally broke the silence. It was Tsuguya, choking out an awkward laugh.


  “H-ha! Wow, that looks terrible on you. What, did you think it was cool or something?”


  “Yeah, I do. I don’t care what you think of it, either.”


  Tsuguya sucked in a breath at Nozomi’s response, and his face tightened again.


  Her mother, on the other hand, was starting to get some color back into her cheeks, and soon she cried out, “Nozomi! What are you thinking? It’s very rude to speak to someone that way—”


  “You think so? Tsuguya talks to me like that all the time.”


  “Th-that’s…that’s different! You’re a girl! Try to be more reasonable about this!”


  “So what if I’m a girl? What does that have to do with anything? Sounds to me like you’re the one being unreasonable.”


  “Nozomi, that’s enough!”


  It was her stepfather’s turn to step in now. He had a deeply sorrowful look on his face.


  “Nozomi, I thought you were a kind girl who knew how to be considerate toward others. Tsuguya and I were so happy to welcome somebody like that into our family. To hear you taking this attitude toward us makes me very sad. I’m disappointed in you.”


  “Uh-huh. And? Do you think I’m going to stop wearing what I want to wear or saying what I want to say just because it makes you sad or disappointed?”


  She shot down her stepfather’s attempt to appeal to her, maintaining steady eye contact the whole time. His face twitched in irritation, but he didn’t say anything. That petulant expression made him look a lot like Tsuguya. It must have run in the family.


  This is the worst mood ever, Nozomi thought. I had a feeling it would turn out like this.


  Nozomi swallowed so her dry throat wouldn’t betray her emotions. Her heart was beating a mile a minute.


  It’s not like I did this to make you all feel bad. I don’t want to fight you on this. But… I just can’t be the “good girl” you want me to be anymore. That’s what I’m trying to tell you here.


  That was why she had to distance herself from the girl she’d been before, the one who had been so much closer to her family’s ideal. She’d needed a fresh start, both in the way she looked and the way she acted.


  Whatever anyone else says…I know I’m doing what’s right for me!


  Nozomi looked around at her family again, her hands curling into fists. Even now, the tense atmosphere in the room felt like it could shatter at any moment. She was more determined than ever not to back down, but part of her still wanted to turn tail and run from all this.


  She never got the chance to act on that impulse, though.


  “Don’t be fooled, good people! That’s not your daughter—it’s an imposter!”


  That voice came from outside the window. It sounded like a woman.


  Nozomi and her family members turned in surprise. Standing there was the weary-looking lady with the strange pendant—Komori.


  “Your real daughter is right here,” Komori said. “Take a look!”


  Komori held the other Nozomi up to the window. The one who had black hair and a plain, modest outfit. The one who still looked like the old her.


  “This girl with the black hair is your real daughter. You can take my word for it.”


  “Wh-what? Then who is this other Nozomi here? And who are you?”


  Her head spinning from the sudden turn of events, Nozomi’s mother looked back and forth between the two girls—one indoors, with silver hair, the other outside, with black hair.


  “I’m a traveling exorcist who just so happened to be passing by,” Komori replied.


  “A-an exorcist…?”


  “Indeed. I witnessed a wicked demon possess your dear daughter with my own two eyes. I safely removed the fiend from your daughter’s body, but it got away from me. As you can see, it’s still trying to copy your daughter’s appearance. And now it’s trying to infiltrate your home!”


  Komori delivered the accusation with all kinds of exaggerated gestures, finishing up by dramatically pointing a finger at the silver-haired girl.


  What is Miss Komori talking about? What’s she doing here? thought Nozomi.


  While Nozomi stood there trying to figure out what was going on, her family turned to look at her. Judging by their piercing glares, they were swallowing the story hook, line, and sinker.


  “If you don’t get rid of it now, it will keep returning to your home and eventually possess your daughter again. But there is a way to prevent that…,” said Komori. “Behold! This sand holds a sacred power within it. Use it to drive out that silver-haired devil!”


  From her position outside the window, Komori held up a small bag.


  Tsuguya was the first to move. He ran up to the window, threw it open, and snatched the bag from Komori. He thrust his hand inside, seized a handful of white sand, and threw it at the silver-haired Nozomi without the slightest hint of hesitation.


  “Get out of here, devil!” he shouted.


  The grains felt rough and hard on her skin; Nozomi winced and covered her face.


  The sand continued to shower her. Not just from Tsuguya, either. Her parents were throwing it at her, too.


  “Get out.”


  “Get out!”


  “Get out, demon!”


  The three of them were yelling so loud that it hurt her ears.


  She couldn’t take this anymore. She left without saying another word.


   


  “‘The devil was expelled from the house and never seen again. Nozomi’s family had wrested their beloved girl back from the wicked fiend’s clutches. And they all lived happily ever after…’ I’d guess that’s the kind of story your family will tell themselves. From their point of view, it’s the explanation that makes the most sense and paints them in the best light.”


  Komori finished reading and closed the black book. It was nighttime, and she and Nozomi were sitting on the same park bench from before. Not knowing what to do after leaving the house, Nozomi had followed the older woman all the way there.


  “Here I thought you were trying to help me,” Nozomi grumbled, her face downcast. “How could you tell them to do that? You’re a real nasty piece of work, Miss Komori.”


  “Oh? You’re just noticing that now?”


  The strange lady smiled her familiar lopsided grin. Nozomi directed a one-eyed glare back at her.


  “Whatever. It’s not you I’m mad at. You didn’t actually fool those people… They just believed what they wanted to, same as they always do.” A light glinted somewhere on the leftmost edge of Nozomi’s vision. “As far as they’re concerned, a girl who always puts others first is an angel. And one who refuses to do that is a devil. Not even human.”


  Her voice was so low now it was barely more than a whisper.


  She then realized that the glinting in the corner of her eye was Komori’s pendant. It had been shining almost constantly for a while now. Actually, now that she thought about it, the pendant had been doing that ever since Komori showed up at her house.


  “Does your right eye still hurt, Nozomi?” Komori asked, peering into her face.


  She’d washed the sand out of her eye under a park faucet, but the pain hadn’t gone away.


  “The eye itself may have been damaged…,” Komori told her. “I’m sorry. I really never meant for you to get hurt. I’m…so sorry.”


  There was that glint again. The light from the pendant seemed to have gotten brighter.


  That same moment, Komori clutched her chest and let out a groan. Was she having some kind of seizure? Was there something wrong with her heart? Either way, she sounded like she was in a lot of pain.


  “Miss Komori? What’s the matter? Are you okay?”


  “You shouldn’t waste your concern on someone like me,” Komori said with a laugh, her voice ragged as she gasped for air. “More importantly…what do you want to do about the other Nozomi?”


  “Huh?”


  “You won’t be able to go home while that Nozomi is there. If you want, I can retrieve her, and you can switch places again. What do you think?”


  Nozomi’s eyes drifted downward as she considered the question.


  “No, leave her where she is,” she replied. “That Nozomi can stay there from now on.”


  “Are you absolutely sure about this?”


  Nozomi nodded. After everything that had happened, she was in no hurry to return to that house or that family. It was all the same to her if the other Nozomi took her place.


  “I see. In that case, you’re technically still using Nozomi, so…”


  Komori opened her catalog again. She held it at an angle that hid the contents from Nozomi, but it was obvious from the number of pages left that she was reading from somewhere near the back.


  “Remember when I first gave you Nozomi, I told you your story didn’t have an ending yet? We can find out how it ends now. What kind of product Nozomi really was, what became of your family after she was left with them… Hold on to me, and we’ll see how it all plays out, together.”


  Nozomi hesitated for a moment, then did as she was told and grabbed Komori’s arm. In spite of everything, she did want to know what was going to happen in that house.


  Komori gave the page the book was open to a flick with her finger.


  The world immediately started to warp around them. Day became night, night became day, then night came again. Time flowed at a rapid pace, carrying the pair onward to where the end of the story awaited them…
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  Nozomi had come home. The real Nozomi. The nice one with pretty black hair and the modest sense of style.


  Tsuguya was relieved from the bottom of his heart. Who would have thought his sister would get possessed by a devil? If somebody had told him that before, he’d have laughed in their face. But it was truly the only thing that made sense. The real Nozomi would never have dressed or acted the way that other one had.


  It’s a good thing that exorcist lady came by when she did, thought Tsuguya. If we hadn’t gotten rid of that devil, our Nozomi probably would’ve gone all silver-haired and weird, too.


  Thinking about it made him shudder. The low, growly voice, the disrespectful attitude, talking back to everyone without a second thought… Just imagine having a girl like that for a sister! He wouldn’t have been able to handle it.


  It’s bad enough a total stranger had to become part of our family in the first place—and a girl my age, too. I’m glad Nozomi turned out to be the kind of person she is.


  The main reason Tsuguya hadn’t objected to his father remarrying was because of Nozomi. He didn’t constantly tease his new sister because he hated her or anything. Quite the opposite. He just loved to see the way she got angry or scared when he played his little tricks on her.


  Good old Nozomi, always smiling, always putting others first. Quiet, happy, considerate… She really was a great girl. No way he’d let her get replaced by a demon.


  Come to think of it… That silver-haired devil was wearing a flashy butterfly clip in her hair.


  Wasn’t that the same one Nozomi had been hiding in her room?


  She acted weird when I teased her about that thing, too. It wasn’t like her normal self; she was seriously mad. She totally went off on me. It all makes sense now, though. That hair clip must be how the demon got into her in the first place. That’s gotta be it!


  Tsuguya walked into the living room and turned on the light. It was the middle of the night, and the rest of the family were fast asleep. He’d woken up with a dry throat and come downstairs to get a drink.


  He crossed the living room into the kitchen, grabbed some chilled tea from the fridge, and drank a cup. He was on his way back to his room, when…


  “…Hmm?”


  Halfway across the living room, he noticed something strange. There was something in the middle of the floor.


  Tsuguya picked it up, wondering what it was. It looked like some kind of jewel case with a transparent lid. Through the lid, he could see a little velvet cushion with a shiny gem in the middle of it.


  “What’s this? And what’s it doing here?”


  There was a slip of paper inside it, too. Tsuguya opened the lid and pulled the paper out. He unfolded it to reveal a set of instructions.
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    Press this button to reset Nozomi’s internal state.


    Use it if you suspect that something bad has gotten into her.


    Please note, the person who presses this button will be able to turn Nozomi into their ideal version of her.


  


  “A button? That’s what this sparkly thing in the middle is? Wait a minute…”


  A reset button? Something to get rid of anything bad inside Nozomi? Did that mean it would erase whatever was currently inside her?


  “Could this be…some kind of exorcism tool?”


  Considering the part about “bad things getting inside her,” that had to be it. By bad things, it probably meant demons and other evil spirits.


  “I bet that exorcist lady left it here for us, in case that demon tries to come back again. Maybe she gave it to Nozomi, and she dropped it here.”


  It was such a shiny, tempting button. Standing there gazing at it, Tsuguya started getting ideas.


  Since she got back, Nozomi looks the same as she used to, but…


  Ever since they’d gotten rid of that silver-haired devil and gotten the old Nozomi back, she’d been acting a little strange. She wasn’t rebellious or confrontational like the devil had been, but she hardly spoke now. Her expressions never changed very much, either; it was almost like she was nothing more than a living doll.


  I wonder… Does that mean the demon’s still inside her somewhere?


  Tsuguya gulped nervously. If he pressed this button, would it really “reset” Nozomi? Would the Nozomi who didn’t speak or show any emotions just disappear?


  And after that, she’ll be whatever the person who pressed the button wants her to be, right? Is that what this last part of the instructions means?


  His heart was beating faster.


  This button… He could press it if he wanted to, couldn’t he? He wouldn’t be doing anything wrong if he did. After all, Tsuguya’s ideal Nozomi was the real Nozomi. He’d just be making her return to the way she used to be.


  “We really should get her back to normal as soon as possible. This place just isn’t the same without her. We need her back!”


  Tsuguya’s outstretched finger drifted closer to the button. Why bother returning it to Nozomi? He’d just hold on to it himself. If anything bad got inside her again, he could keep resetting her as many times as it took. That way, Nozomi would stay the ideal version of herself—the version he wanted—forever.


  That was all the motivation Tsuguya needed to press the button.


   


  The next moment, he found himself standing by the front door.


  It was light out. Sparrows were singing in the trees, and he could hear cars going by outside. Why was it morning all of a sudden? Hadn’t it been nighttime just a minute ago?


  “What’s going on?” he mumbled to himself.


  That was when he noticed something was wrong.


  Huh? That voice just now… It sounded like…


  No, it couldn’t be.


  Tsuguya spun around to look at the big mirror in the hallway.


  There, reflected back at him…was Nozomi.


  The eyes of the black-haired girl in the mirror widened in surprise.


  No way!


  This was all so surreal, Tsuguya couldn’t even speak. Before his disbelieving eyes, the Nozomi in the reflection smiled and, sneering slightly, began talking to him.


   


  “Thank you for using Nozomi’s Reset Button. By pressing the button, you have become the new Nozomi. Your physical body has been erased, and your consciousness has been transferred into her body. You are Nozomi now. You are free to play the part of your ideal Nozomi until the day someone else presses the button…and you disappear forever.”


   


  Tsuguya gaped in disbelief.


  The person who presses this button will be able to turn Nozomi into their ideal version of her. Was this what all that had meant?


  “Oh, good morning, Nozomi. What are you doing there?”


  He whipped around at the sound of the familiar voice.


  It was his father. Apparently, Tsuguya looked just like Nozomi to everyone else, too.


  And when Tsuguya saw what his father was holding, he seized up. He’d recognize that little box anywhere—it was the reset button.


  Don’t press that button! Whatever you do, don’t press it! I’m in Nozomi’s body, but it’s me, Tsuguya! I’m your son!


  He wanted to scream, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t tell his father who this Nozomi really was, or about the reset button. Whenever he tried, some irresistible power stopped him from saying or doing what he wanted to.


  No… If I can’t tell him who I really am, then…


  Now that his father had the button, Tsuguya could be “reset” at any time. The thought filled him with sheer terror.


  If I can’t act like the ideal version of Nozomi that Dad wants me to be…he’ll press the reset button. Just like I did before.


  Even the possibility of that happening was enough to send him spiraling into despair.


  He and his father probably had the same ideas about what kind of person they wanted Nozomi to be. Quiet, happy, considerate. Always smiling, always putting others first. If Tsuguya couldn’t act that part, his dad would think he was “something bad” inside Nozomi and reset him.


  I—I can’t be like that…! This is crazy! It’s not fair!


  The words wouldn’t come out, but in his head, he was screaming.


  “Looks like Tsuguya hasn’t come down yet. Maybe he’s still asleep. Nozomi, go check on your brother, will you?” Tsuguya’s father said, still believing the Nozomi standing in front of him was the real one.


  What would Nozomi do at a time like this? What would she say? How would she act? What did Tsuguya need to do to stop his father from pressing that button?


  Trembling with fear, Tsuguya desperately tried to figure something out.
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  “‘The family never saw Tsuguya again, and they never learned what became of him. Not long after he disappeared, the same thing happened to his father. And then Nozomi’s mother. Within the space of a few short months, the entire family disappeared, leaving “Nozomi” all on her own. She was taken in by some relatives and left the house behind forever.’ That’s what it says here.”


  Komori read out the final part of the story’s conclusion and closed the book.


  Beside her, Nozomi stared at her old home, now just an empty house. She couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Tsuguya, her mother, her stepfather—they were all gone. That meant all three of them had chosen to press the reset button at some point.


  “Oh… It seems you’re not too happy about this ending,” Komori remarked.


  She had opened her catalog again, turning to the index at the front this time. A symbol had appeared on the page where there wasn’t one before. There was now a sixth Despair Mark next to the line that read Sample Product: Nozomi.


  “I suppose that makes sense,” Komori added. She had sounded surprised at first, but then she appeared to have worked something out. “Your family believed that Nozomi was the real you when they pressed the reset button. They were all perfectly happy to erase any part of your personality they didn’t like. If I were in your position, I’d probably despair as well.”


  She pressed her finger into the cover of the book. It sank in as if she were reaching into a pool of dark, goopy liquid. The rest of her hand soon followed, until she seemed to grab something at the very bottom. She brought it out, revealing a small heart-shaped crystal. It had an X on it, just like the Despair Marks.


  “…Komori? What is that?”


  Nozomi had stopped looking at the house and was now curious about what the older lady was doing. She still couldn’t fully open her right eye.


  “This is called a Despair Crystal. Thanks to the despair you felt just now, I’ve collected a full set for this catalog. This is my reward for doing that. I figured I should thank you for your help.”


  “And…is getting one of those a good thing?”


  “For me, it is. In exchange for this crystal, I can have any wish granted.”


  Nozomi’s one good eye opened wide. She was more curious than ever now.


  “What are you going to wish for?” she asked Komori.


  “Well, you see…”


  Komori looped a finger through the chain around her neck and lifted up her pendant. The angel with the glowing stone swayed gently inside its cage.


  “…what I want most is to be free of this pendant. I want to destroy it and know that it’s gone forever.”


  “…?”


  “This is actually a part of my heart. Long ago, I chose to stop being human. When that happened, my sense of guilt was transformed into this pendant.”


  “…”


  Nozomi’s eye opened even wider. This was some wild stuff she was hearing.


  “That was the price of my becoming something other than human. I had to take a part of me that was human and turn it into something that wasn’t.”


  And the part she’d chosen had been her ability to feel guilty.


  “But for someone like me, who collects human despair, this only holds me back. And since it’s still technically a part of me, getting rid of it is no simple matter.”


  “Miss Komori… Does your chest hurt when the stone on your pendant starts glowing?”


  “How observant of you. Yes, it literally pains me to wrong others now.”


  “So you did feel bad for what you did to me.”


  Nozomi looked away, a tiny smile creeping around the edge of her mouth. Then she raised her head to look at the strange lady again.


  “Miss Komori… Do you think I could stay with you? Can I become ‘something that’s not human,’ too? If I do, I could help you collect despair.”


  She put a hand over her right eye and stared intently at Komori with the left one.


  Komori gazed back at the young girl and seemed to struggle with her answer for a moment. But only for a moment.


  “I’m sorry. It’s nothing personal, but I work alone. That’s how I am. Besides…” She turned away and scratched her head awkwardly. “If you become like me, you’ll probably never be able to go back to the human world. Once you start collecting despair, there’s no turning back.”


  The stone on her pendant glowed, and she laughed bitterly.


  “I truly am sorry you had to meet someone like me. There’s probably someone out there in the human world who could have saved you.”


  “Don’t say that. Despite everything that happened, I’m glad I met you, Miss Komori.”


  “You really shouldn’t be… Although I suppose it all depends on how you decide to live from here on out.”


  Komori handed Nozomi the book with the black cover.


  “I may not be able to take you with me, but I can give you this. If you really do want to become ‘something that isn’t human,’ all you have to do is open this catalog and read it.”


  And with that final piece of advice, Komori disappeared.


   


  After parting ways with Komori, Nozomi walked into the foyer of the empty house and sat down. She opened the book Komori had given her and began to read it—with her left eye, of course.


  When she reached the end, a picture of a black door appeared on an empty page, soon joined by some words that definitely hadn’t been there before.


   


  THIS CATALOG IS FOR INHUMAN USE ONLY. ANY HUMAN WHO READS THIS CATALOG WILL BE REQUIRED TO FORFEIT THEIR HUMANITY.


   


  The door on the page opened, and a swarm of shadowy hands came crawling out of it.


  Nozomi’s vision went black. She dived forward, through the door, and into the darkness.




  

    

    

      [image: Epilogue]


    

    Another pair of hands closed around Nieno’s. He barely had time to notice them before they pushed the old catalog shut with a slam. He glanced up to see Nozome glowering at him, a ferocious look in her left eye.


    “You read that, huh?” she said.


    Nozome’s gaze was sharp and cold. Her voice was low. Her words were biting. It reminded Nieno of the old Nozome, the way she’d been when he first met her, before they’d become partners.


    “…Yes. I read the whole thing. I’m sorry.”


    Not sure what else he was supposed to do, Nieno handed the catalog back to her. Nozome took hold of the black book—the one that was older than their other catalogs, the one that had already had the crystallized despair extracted from it, leaving only six faded Despair Marks on the index page.


    “Well, whatever. If you read it, you read it. It’s not like I never wanted anyone to know about that stuff anyway.”


    She then added “I don’t mind you knowing” under her breath, almost too quiet to hear.


    Nozome sat down next to her partner, and her right eye—in its butterfly form—came fluttering over to them. Its neon-pink wings were marked with a black pattern.


    Whatever the butterfly saw was transmitted to her via her eye patch. It must have come back to rest its wings for a while. She clamped her hand over it and pushed it back into the patch.


    “Hey… About that saying, ‘Good girls go to heaven, bad girls go wherever the heck they want.’ What do you think it means to be a ‘bad girl,’ Nieno?”


    “Let me see… I suppose it’s somebody who decides for herself what’s good and what’s bad.”


    “Oh? What makes you say that?”


    “The ‘good’ and ‘bad’ in that saying are just the values of people who want to control these girls. Someone who thinks for herself and makes her own decisions would be harder to control, hence why they’d label her as ‘bad.’”


    Nieno’s answer got a small smile out of Nozome.


    “Yeah. I think so, too,” she said. “In other words, ‘bad girls’ are the ones who can escape from other people’s control. They can be free and go wherever they want. I think Komori was trying to tell me I could be that kind of person, even if I stayed human.”


    Then Nozome scowled.
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  “If she was, then the lesson she was trying to teach me pretty much went over my head. In the end, I ignored her advice.”


  She sighed, her shoulders sagging slightly.


  “I don’t think that really matters,” Nieno told her. “We may not be human, but we still have the freedom to go wherever we desire. So long as we never feel the need to return to the human world, that is.”


  “…That’s surprisingly stoic, coming from you.”


  “Really? I don’t remember my life as a human, so perhaps I just don’t know what I’m missing.”


  People continued to walk past them, and the two Inhumans caught sight of the black-haired Nozome again. At least now, Nieno knew who she really was. He knew the dark truth behind the girl walking along with those two adults who looked so happy.


  She was the other Nozomi, the one with the reset button.


  Who was inside her now? Was it Nozomi’s mother, or had she already been reset and replaced with somebody else? Was this Nozomi’s smile genuine? Or was she just playing the part, desperately doing anything she could to stop her guardians from pressing the button? Nieno had no way of knowing any of that for sure.


  Before long, the other Nozomi and her family merged back into the crowd and disappeared from view.
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      [image: Bonus Story]


    

    Nozome’s suitcase comes with an extra feature—a set of double doors that takes her anywhere she wants using the power of the shadowlike Helping Hands.


    But Nozome isn’t the only Inhuman with a bag that’s more than meets the eye. Nieno’s briefcase also has an optional function that comes in very handy with their work…


     


    “All right, Nieno, whip us up another store, okay?” said Nozome.


    “Of course. Now, what would be best for this product…?”


    Nieno took out a stack of stickers from inside his briefcase. Each sticker had the name of a different kind of store printed on it. CANDY STORE, PET SHOP, USED BOOKS, CLOCK STORE… There were even blank ones to write more specific information on.


    “For what we’re selling this time… Ah, this should be ideal.”


    He selected a sticker and put it on the outside of his case. Then he opened the case, and poof! A cloud of smoke billowed out of it. A few short moments later, a store stood in front of them. Not just any store, either, but the exact type specified on the sticker.


    “Your bag sure is a big help,” Nozome said to Nieno. “Without it, we’d have to sell our stuff on the roadside like Miss Komori did—just put down a chair and a table and hope for the best.”


    “There’s nothing wrong with doing business that way. We’ve even done it ourselves before.”


    “I guess. We’ve also done stuff like vending machines and mail-order catalogs where we never interact with our customers directly. But I like the vibe of the stores your briefcase creates much better.”


    “I’m glad to hear it.”


    “If only the other products inside them could be real, too!”


    “Ah yes. Everything apart from what we’re selling is mere decoration. Most of the time they’re just papier-mâché props. Even when there’s anything of substance on the shelves, the quality is always rather…lacking.”


    “You can say that again. Remember that time we used it to make a video game store? That was so disappointing! I was really excited at first—a whole store full of games we could play all we wanted! But it turned out none of them were actually worth playing.”


    “I remember. I was almost sorry you weren’t our customer. We’d have gotten plenty of despair out of you.”


    “Well, excuse me… Urgh, I still get frustrated thinking about some of those games! Who ever heard of a racing game that slow?!”


    “I suppose that’s how it goes when all the racers obey the speed limit.”


    “And that fighting game—if you got hit with one light punch, it was an instant game over.”


    “You can’t deny it conveyed how frightening violence can be in real life.”


    “Oh, and what about that sim game? The one where you were supposed to live on a deserted island with a bunch of animals and develop it over time.”


    “The back of the box made it look rather enjoyable, but then we loaded it up and the player character was on an island with no food, water, plants, or animals… Only the cold certainty of death. I wish we could have played the real version of that game.”


    The two Inhumans sighed in unison.


    “Ooh! Nieno, a potential customer’s coming this way. You’d better go inside and get ready!”


    “All right. I’ll be counting on you to draw them in.”


    “No prob!”


    And so Nieno took up his usual position behind the counter in the dingy, dimly lit building.


     


    Be wary of visiting strange stores you don’t remember being there before…


    Chizutokouro
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        Thank you for buying this ebook, published by JY.


        To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.
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